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The mother of all coverups 
Forty years after the Warren Report, the official verdict on the Kennedy assassination, 
we now know the country's high and mighty were secretly among its biggest critics.  

- - - - - - - - - - - - 
By David Talbot 

Sept. 15, 2004  |  Once again, we find ourselves in the season of the official report: the 
9/11 Commission Report, the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence report, the 
Schlesinger inquiry on Abu Ghraib, among others. And once again the official version 
is under fire.  

The 9/11 Report has been attacked for leaning over backward, in the spirit of bipartisan 
unanimity, to avoid pinning blame on the Bush administration for its casual attitude 
toward terrorist alerts before the calamity and for sidestepping the issue of Saudi 
involvement. But at least it has won a measure of public respect, due in large part to the 
vigilance of 9/11 victims' families.  

The Senate report on the intelligence failures leading to the Iraq catastrophe has not 
fared as well, undoubtedly because it lacked the same public oversight. This report went 
to even greater extremes to keep Bush out of the cross hairs. As Thomas Powers wrote 
in the New York Review of Books, "No tyrannical father presiding over an intimidated 
household was ever tiptoed around with greater caution than is the figure of President 
George W. Bush in the [committee's] fat report."  

And the Schlesinger report on Abu Ghraib has quickly earned itself an utterly 
contemptuous response, eliciting widespread outrage for giving Defense Secetary 
Rumsfeld and the Pentagon a sweeping pass on the reign of torture at the prison. While 
the world shuddered in horror at photographs and descriptions of the Abu Ghraib 
mayhem, James Schlesinger, the former defense secretary picked by Rumsfeld to chair 
the civilian commission, was considerably less agitated in his response. "Animal 
house," he blithely called the prison's chambers of violent perversity, a casual 
assessment that mirrored the forgiving views of Rush Limbaugh, who dismissed the 
scandal as a frat party gone wild.  

So it is only appropriate, in this stormy season of the official version and its discontents, 
that we observe the 40th anniversary of the Warren Report -- the mother of all such 
controversies. The vast, 26-volume report was delivered by the commission chairman, 
Chief Justice Earl Warren, to President Johnson on Sept. 24, 1964. The Warren Report 
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concluded that President Kennedy was the victim of a lone, unstable assassin, Lee 
Harvey Oswald, who was himself, conveniently, gunned down just two days later in the 
Dallas police station by mob-connected hustler Jack Ruby. The Warren Commission -- 
itself the victim of massive fraud and manipulation by the FBI and CIA -- came under 
immediate fire from critics, with its report being denounced as a government coverup 
by a growing army of independent researchers. History has not been any kinder to the 
Warren Report, which has been derided and condemned by everyone from the House 
Select Committee on Assassinations -- the only other federal panel to exhaustively 
probe Kennedy's murder, and which found in 1979 that the president was the probable 
target of a conspiracy -- to Oliver Stone in his explosive 1991 film "JFK" to the History 
Channel, which routinely airs even the outer limits of conspiracy theories.  

Four decades later, the Warren Report is widely regarded as a whitewash, with polls 
consistently showing that a majority of Americans reject the official version of 
Kennedy's death. (The Assassination Archives and Research Center will hold a 
conference to discuss the latest scholarship on the crime in Dallas and the Warren 
investigation from Sept. 17-19 in Washington. Information is available on its Web site.  

But there is one sanctuary where the Warren Report is still stubbornly upheld and where 
its manifold critics can expect their own rough treatment: in the towers of the media 
elite. Fresh from assaulting Oliver Stone, not only for his film but for his very character 
(a media shark attack in which, I must confess, I too once engaged), the national press 
rushed to embrace Gerald Posner's bold 1993 defense of the Warren Report, "Case 
Closed," making it a bestseller. ("The most convincing explanation of the 
assassination," historian Robert Dallek called it in the Boston Globe.) And the 40th 
anniversary of JFK's murder last November sparked a new fusillade of anti-conspiracy 
sound and fury, with ABC's Peter Jennings making yet another network news attempt to 
silence the report's critics. Most of the press lords and pundits in the 1960s who allowed 
themselves to be convinced that the Warren Report was the correct version of what 
happened in Dallas -- whether because they genuinely believed it or because they 
thought it was for the good of the country -- are now dead or retired. But after buying 
the official version for so long, it seems the elite media institutions have too much 
invested in the Warren Report to change their minds now, even if they're under new 
editorial leadership.  

One of the great ironies of history is that while the media elite was busily trying to 
shore up public confidence in the Warren Report, the political elites were privately 
confiding among themselves that the report was a travesty, a fairy tale for mass 
consumption. Presidents, White House aides, intelligence officials, senators, 
congressmen, even foreign leaders -- they all muttered darkly among themselves that 
Kennedy was killed by a conspiracy, a plot that a number of them suspected had roots 
in the U.S. government itself. (In truth, some high media dignitaries have also quietly 
shared their doubts about the official version. In 1993, CBS anchorman Dan Rather, 
who did much along with his network to enforce the party line on Dallas, confessed to 
Robert Tannenbaum, the former deputy chief counsel of the House Select Committee 
on Assassinations, "We really blew it on the Kennedy assassination.")  

Thanks to tapes of White House conversations that have been released to the public in 
recent years, we now know that the man who appointed the Warren Commission -- 
President Lyndon Johnson -- did not believe its conclusions. On Sept. 18, 1964, the last 
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day the panel met, commission member Sen. Richard Russell phoned Johnson, his old 
political protégé, to tell him he did not believe the single-bullet theory, the key to the 
commission's finding that Oswald acted alone. "I don't either," Johnson told him.  

Johnson's theories about what really happened in Dallas shifted over the years. Soon 
after the assassination, Johnson was led to believe by the CIA that Kennedy might have 
been the victim of a Soviet conspiracy. Later his suspicions focused on Castro; during 
his long-running feud with Robert Kennedy, LBJ leaked a story to Washington 
columnist Drew Pearson suggesting the Kennedy brothers themselves were responsible 
for JFK's death by triggering a violent reaction from the Cuban leader with their 
"goddamned Murder Inc." plots to kill him.  

In 1967, according to a report in the Washington Post, Johnson's suspicious gaze came 
to rest on the CIA. The newspaper quoted White House aide Marvin Watson as saying 
that Johnson was "now convinced" Kennedy was the victim of a plot and "that the CIA 
had something to do with this plot." Max Holland, who has just published a study of 
LBJ's views on Dallas, "The Kennedy Assassination Tapes," intriguingly concludes that 
Johnson remained haunted by the murder throughout his tenure in the White House. "It 
is virtually an article of faith among historians that the war in Vietnam was the 
overwhelming reason the president left office in 1969, a worn, bitter, and disillusioned 
man," writes Holland. "Yet the assassination-related tapes paint a more nuanced 
portrait, one in which Johnson's view of the assassination weighed as heavily on him as 
did the war."  

Critics of the Warren Report's lone-assassin conclusion were often stumped by 
defenders of the report with the question, "If there was a conspiracy, why didn't 
President Kennedy's own brother -- the attorney general of the United States, Robert 
Kennedy -- do anything about it?" It's true that, at least until shortly before his 
assassination in June 1968, Bobby Kennedy publicly supported the Warren Report. On 
March 25, during a presidential campaign rally at San Fernando Valley State College in 
California, Kennedy was dramatically confronted by a woman heckler, who called out, 
"We want to know who killed President Kennedy!" Kennedy responded by saying, "I 
stand by the Warren Commission Report." But at a later campaign appearance, days 
before his assassination, Bobby Kennedy said the opposite, according to his former 
press spokesman Frank Mankiewicz. When asked if he would reopen the investigation 
into his brother's death, he uttered a simple, one-word answer: "Yes." Mankiewicz 
recalls today, "I remember that I was stunned by the answer. It was either like he was 
suddenly blurting out the truth, or it was a way to shut down the questioning -- you 
know, 'Yes, now let's move on.'"  

His public statements on the Warren Report were obviously freighted with political and 
emotional -- and perhaps even security -- concerns for Bobby Kennedy. But we have no 
doubt what his private opinion of the report was -- as his biographer Evan Thomas 
wrote, Kennedy "regarded the Warren Commission as a public relations exercise to 
reassure the public." According to a variety of reports, Kennedy suspected a plot as 
soon as he heard his brother had been shot in Dallas. And as he made calls and inquiries 
in the hours and days after the assassination, he came to an ominous conclusion: JFK 
was the victim of a domestic political conspiracy.  
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In a remarkable passage in "One Hell of a Gamble," a widely praised 1997 history of 
the Cuban missile crisis based on declassified Soviet and U.S. government documents, 
historians Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali wrote that on Nov. 29, one week 
after the assassination, Bobby Kennedy dispatched a close family friend named William 
Walton to Moscow with a remarkable message for Georgi Bolshakov, the KGB agent 
he had come to trust during the nerve-wracking back-channel discussions sparked by 
the missile crisis. According to the historians, Walton told Bolshakov that Bobby and 
Jacqueline Kennedy believed "there was a large political conspiracy behind Oswald's 
rifle" and "that Dallas was the ideal location for such a crime." The Kennedys also 
sought to reassure the Soviets that despite Oswald's apparent connections to the 
communist world, they believed President Kennedy had been killed by American 
enemies. This is a stunning account -- with the fallen president's brother and widow 
communicating their chilling suspicions to the preeminent world rival of the U.S. -- and 
it has not received nearly the public attention it deserves.  

Both Khrushchev, who had been working with JFK to ease tensions between the 
superpowers, and his spy chief shared Kennedy's dark view of the assassination. KGB 
chairman reacted incredulously to the news that Oswald, a man whom his agency had 
closely monitored after he defected to the Soviet Union, was the culprit: "I thought that 
this man could not possibly be the mastermind of the crime." And according to 
Fursenko and Naftali, "Intelligence coming to Khrushchev in the weeks following the 
assassination seemed to confirm the theory that a right-wing conspiracy had killed 
Kennedy." This assessment was shared by the governments of Cuba, Mexico and 
France, where President DeGaulle, when briefed by a reporter on the lone-nut theory 
reacted with Gallic skepticism, laughing, "Vous me blaguez! [You're kidding me.] 
Cowboys and Indians!"  

In the years after his brother's death, Bobby Kennedy was overwhelmed by grief. But 
the common perception that he found it too painful to focus on the assassination is 
belied by the fact that Kennedy maintained a searching curiosity about critics of the 
Warren Report, using surrogates like Mankiewicz, Walter Sheridan, Ed Guthman and 
John Siegenthaler to check out their work and dispatching his former aides to New 
Orleans to evaluate Jim Garrison's investigation. In fact Kennedy himself phoned New 
Orleans coroner Nicholas Chetta at his home after the death of key Garrison suspect 
David Ferrie to question Chetta about his autopsy report. And while Sheridan -- a 
trusted friend of Kennedy's who had worked closely with him on his Jimmy Hoffa 
investigation -- famously repudiated Garrison in a 1967 documentary for NBC, RFK 
apparently still kept ties to the Garrison camp. According to William Turner, a former 
FBI agent who worked as a Garrison investigator during the Kennedy case, in April 
1968 he received a call in the New Orleans prosecutor's office from an RFK campaign 
aide named Richard Lubic. "He said, 'Bill, Bobby's going to go -- he's going to reopen 
the investigation after he wins.' I went in immediately and told Jim [Garrison]. He didn't 
seem surprised."  

Bobby was not the only member of President Kennedy's inner circle who believed there 
was a conspiracy. Presidential aides Kenny O'Donnell and Dave Powers, key members 
of JFK's Irish Mafia, were in a trailing limousine in the Dallas motorcade. Both of them 
later told House Speaker Tip O'Neill that they heard two shots from behind the fence on 
the grassy knoll. "That's not what you told the Warren Commission," a stunned O'Neill 
replied, according to his 1989 memoir, "Man of the House. "You're right," O'Donnell 
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said. "I told the FBI what I had heard, but they said it couldn't have happened that way 
and that I must have been imagining things." So not wanting to "stir up more pain and 
trouble for the family," O'Donnell told the commission what the FBI wanted him to.  

Speaking of the FBI, its deeply sinister strongman J. Edgar Hoover might have "lied his 
eyes out" to the Warren Commission, as panel member Hale Boggs, the Louisiana 
congressman, memorably told an aide, pressuring and maneuvering the commission to 
reach a lone-assassin verdict. But again, in private, Hoover told another story. The 
summer after the assassination, Hoover was relaxing at the Del Charro resort in 
California, which was owned by his friend, right-wing Texas oil tycoon Clint 
Murchison. Another Texas oil crony of Hoover's, Billy Byars Sr. -- the only man 
Hoover had called on the afternoon of Nov. 22, 1963, besides Robert Kennedy and the 
head of the Secret Service -- also was there. At one point, according to Anthony 
Summers, the invaluable prober of the dark side of American power, Byars' teenage 
son, Billy Jr., got up his nerve to ask Hoover the question, "Do you think Lee Harvey 
Oswald did it?" According to Byars, Hoover "stopped and looked at me for quite a long 
time. Then he said, 'If I told you what I really know, it would be very dangerous to this 
country. Our whole political system could be disrupted.'"  

Blunt skepticism about the Warren Report was a bipartisan affair, with leaders on both 
sides of the aisle airily dismissing its conclusions. On a White House tape recording, 
President Nixon is heard telling aides that the Warren Report "was the greatest hoax that 
has ever been perpetuated." One of Nixon's top aides, White House chief of staff H.R. 
"Bob" Haldeman, shared his boss' skepticism. In his 1978 memoir, "The Ends of 
Power," Haldeman, who "had always been intrigued with the conflicting theories of the 
assassination," recalls that when the Nixon team moved into the White House in 1969, 
he felt that they finally "would be in a position to get all the facts." But Nixon, perhaps 
wary of where all those facts would lead, rejected Haldeman's suggestion.  

According to Haldeman, Nixon did play the assassination card in a mysterious way 
against CIA director Richard Helms, long regarded by Warren Report critics to have 
some connection to the gunshots in Dallas. Seeking to pressure the CIA into helping 
him out of his Watergate mess, Nixon had Haldeman deliver this cryptic message -- 
apparently a threat -- to Helms: "The president asked me to tell you this entire 
(Watergate) affair may be connected to the Bay of Pigs, and if it opens up, the Bay of 
Pigs may be blown." This prompted an explosive reaction from the spymaster: "Turmoil 
in the room, Helms gripping the arms of his chair leaning forward and shouting, 'The 
Bay of Pigs had nothing to do with this. I have no concern about the Bay of Pigs.'" 
Haldeman speculates that "Bay of Pigs" must have been Nixon's code for something 
related to the CIA, Castro and the Kennedy assassination. But whatever dark card 
Nixon had played, it worked. Haldeman reported back to his boss that the CIA director 
was now "very happy to be helpful."  

Nixon was not willing to publicly reopen the box of assassination demons. But many of 
them began flying out when the Church Committee started investigating CIA abuses in 
the 1970s, including the unholy pact between the agency and the Mafia to eliminate 
Fidel Castro. (The bombshell headlines produced by the Church Committee would, in 
fact, lead to the formation of the House Select Committee on Assassinations in 1977.)  
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Among those in Washington who were particularly curious about the revelations 
concerning the CIA and the Kennedy assassination was George H.W. Bush. As Kitty 
Kelley observes in her new book about the Bush family, while serving as the CIA 
director in the Ford administration, Bush fired off a series of memos in fall 1976, asking 
subordinates various questions about Oswald, Ruby, Helms and other figures tied to the 
assassination. "Years later, when [Bush] became president of the United States, he 
would deny making any attempt to review the agency files on the JFK assassination," 
writes Kelley in "The Family: The Real Story of the Bush Dynasty." "When he made 
this claim, he did not realize that the agency would release 18 documents (under the 
Freedom of Information Act) that showed he had indeed, as CIA director, requested 
information -- not once, but several times -- on a wide range of questions surrounding 
the Kennedy assassination."  

One of the most aggressive investigators on the Church Committee was the young, 
ambitious Democratic senator from Colorado, Gary Hart, who along with Republican 
colleague Richard Schweiker began digging into the swampy murk of southern Florida 
in the early 1960s. Here was the steamy nursery for plots that drew together CIA 
saboteurs, Mafia cutthroats, anti-communist Cuban fanatics and the whole array of 
patriotic zealots who were determined to overthrow the government of Cuba -- the Iraq 
of its day. "The whole atmosphere at that time was so yeasty," says Hart today. "I don't 
think anybody, Helms or anybody, had control of the thing. There were people 
clandestinely meeting people, the Mafia connections, the friendships between the Mafia 
and CIA agents, and this crazy Cuban exile community. There were more and more 
layers, and it was honeycombed with bizarre people. I don't think anybody knew 
everything that was going on. And I think the Kennedys were kind of racing to keep up 
with it all."  

Schweiker's mind was blown by what he and Hart were digging up -- there is no other 
way to describe it. He was a moderate Republican from Pennsylvania and he would be 
chosen as a vice presidential running mate by Ronald Reagan in 1976 to bolster his 
challenge against President Jerry Ford. But Schweiker's faith in the American 
government seemed deeply shaken by his Kennedy probe, which convinced him "the 
fingerprints of intelligence" were all over Lee Harvey Oswald.  

"Dick made a lot of statements inside the committee that were a lot more inflammatory 
than anything I ever said, in terms of his suspicions about who killed Kennedy," recalls 
Hart. "He would say, 'This is outrageous, we've got to reopen this.' He was a 
blowtorch."  

Hart too concluded Kennedy was likely killed by a conspiracy, involving some feverish 
cabal from the swamps of anti-Castro zealotry. And when he ran for president in 1984, 
Hart says, whenever he was asked about the assassination, "My consistent response 
was, based on my Church Committee experience, there are sufficient doubts about the 
case to justify reopening the files of the CIA, particularly in its relationship to the 
Mafia." This was enough to blow other people's minds, says Hart, including remnants of 
the Mafia family of Florida godfather Santo Trafficante, who plays a key role in many 
JFK conspiracy theories. "[Journalist] Sy Hersh told me that he interviewed buddies of 
Trafficante, including his right-hand man who was still alive when Hersh wrote his 
book ('The Dark Side of Camelot'). He didn't put this in his book, but when my name 
came up, the guy laughed, he snorted and said, 'We don't think he's any better than the 
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Kennedys." Meaning they were keeping an eye on Hart? "At the very least. This was in 
the 1980s when I was running for president, saying I would reopen the (Kennedy) 
investigation. Anybody can draw their own conclusions."  

Hart, of course, never made it to the White House. But another politician who had been 
deeply inspired by JFK did -- William Jefferson Clinton. And like perhaps every other 
man who moved into the White House following the Kennedy assassination, he too was 
curious about finding out the real story. "Where are the Kennedy files?" the young 
president reportedly asked soon after he went to work in the Oval Office.  

And what about the other JFK from Massachusetts, who also met President Kennedy as 
a young man -- John F. Kerry? If he's elected in November, will he be tempted to 
launch an inquiry and try to find out what really happened to his hero in Dallas? Hart 
says he doubts it. "You almost had to go through it like I did with the Church 
Committee and get all the context. Otherwise, you have to be very careful about falling 
into the conspiracy category. I at least had some credentials to talk about it. But if Kerry 
were to bring it up, people would just say he's wacky, he's obsessive." As Hart observes, 
there are other ways to kill a leader these days -- you can assassinate his character.  

And so 40 years after the Warren Report, with the country's political elite still wracked 
with suspicions about the Kennedy assassination, yet immobilized from doing anything 
about it by fears of being politically marginalized, and with the media elite continuing 
to disdain even the most serious journalistic inquiry, the crime seems frozen in place. It 
is now up to historians and scholars and authors to keep the spirit of inquiry alive.  

For decades the only public critics of the Warren Report were a heroic and indomitable 
band of citizen-investigators -- including a crusading New York attorney, a small-town 
Texas newspaperman, a retired Washington civil servant, a Berkeley literature 
professor, a Los Angeles sign salesman, a Pittsburgh coroner -- all of whom refused to 
accept the fraud that was perpetrated on the American people. Undaunted by the media 
scorn that was heaped upon them, they devoted their lives to what powerful government 
officials and high-paid media mandarins should have been doing -- solving the most 
shocking crime against American democracy in the 20th century. Their names -- Mark 
Lane, Ray Marcus, Harold Weisberg, Sylvia Meagher, Vincent Salandria, Mary Ferrell, 
Penn Jones Jr., Cyril Wecht, Peter Dale Scott, Jim Lesar and Gaeton Fonzi, among 
others -- will find their honored place in American history. It is these everyday heroes, 
and their successors, whose best work will some day come to replace the heavy, 
counterfeit tomes of the Warren Report.  



 

 

 

 

 

 
Seymour Hersh discusses his controversial best seller 
The Dark Side of Camelot -- why he wrote it, why it's 

right, and why historians of John F. Kennedy's 
presidency have been wrong 

 
January 8, 1998 
 
When one of the country's best and most feared 
investigative journalists turned his attention to the myth of 
Camelot, it was clear that John F. Kennedy's reputation 
was going to take a beating. It was less clear that the 
journalist himself would be attacked so vociferously. 
Reviewers of Seymour Hersh's The Dark Side of Camelot 
(1997) have reacted almost universally with anger and 
disdain at the book's claims -- including that Kennedy 
caused the Cuban Missile Crisis through his continued 
attempts to have Castro killed, that he only won the 1960 
election by enlisting the mob's help, and that he was 
secretly married during his first term in Congress. Hersh 
stands by his work, however, saying that people are tearing 
it apart because, "they don't want to hear what I have to 
say." 
 
Hersh made his reputation -- and won a Pulitzer Prize -- by 
uncovering the My Lai massacre in South Vietnam. He is 
the author of seven books, including The Price of Power: 
Kissinger in the Nixon White House (1983) and The 
Samson Option: Israel's Nuclear Arsenal and America's 
Foreign Policy (1991). He has written several articles for 



The Atlantic, including "The Wild East" (June, 1994), an 
investigation of the Russian mafia.  
 
Seymour Hersh recently spoke with Atlantic Unbound's 
Katie Bacon.  

 
Discuss this interview 
in The Body Politic 
forum of Post & 
Riposte. 
 
Excerpts from The 
Dark Side of Camelot, 
by Seymour Hersh: 

•  "Author's Note" 

•  "November 22" 
 
From the archives: 
 
"The Cultural 
Meaning of the 
Kennedys," by Steven 
Stark (January, 1994)
"To be sure, the 
Kennedys have had -- 
and continue to have -- 
a political impact on the 
nation.... But politics 
hasn't been this family's 
calling card in the mass 
culture for some time. 
Even in the aggregate 
the Kennedys have 
never had the political 
impact of Martin Luther 
King Jr., FDR, or even 
Reagan. If President 
Kennedy is still revered 
today, it's more because 
of his glamorous style 
and because he died 
young than for any 
specific 
accomplishments." 
 
Related links: 

•  JFK Resources 
Online 

What was your impression of 
Kennedy before you wrote this 
book? How has your 
understanding of him changed 
as a result? 
 
I was like everybody else: I knew 
John F. Kennedy at a distance as a 
beautiful young man. I was a 
young reporter in Chicago when 
he was President, and I thrilled to 
the idea that he was a man's man. 
I wept when he was killed. But I 
developed a great deal of skepticism about him and his 
policies as I became more involved in Vietnam. I always 
wondered how we got into Vietnam, and I really didn't get 
much of an answer. It was not something that people were 
very interested in, even in the seventies. Johnson got most 
of the blame. We were mad at Johnson, and then Nixon, as 
the war went on. Johnson expanded the American presence 
from 17,000 troops in 1963 to 550,000 a few years later, 
which looked horrid. But if you looked at Kennedy's 
record, which I have, it was a steady escalation. The other 
thing that troubled me was the Pentagon Papers, which 
came out in 1971. They showed that the Kennedy 
Administration had lied just as assiduously as the Johnson 
Administration about what was going on.  
 
This book originated not from me but from an editor -- Jim 
Silberman of Little, Brown. I resisted it for a few years -- 
I'm sure because it was someone else's idea -- but 
eventually started doing it, initially looking at the 
fascination with Kennedy and eventually turning it into a 
political history. Jim thought that there was something 
there. He had been the editor of my book on Kissinger, and 
that proved to be darker than we'd thought. I had no idea 
that the Kennedy story would be as bad as it was. 
 

 
Seymour Hersh 

 



An extensive list of 
Kennedy sites on the 
Web 

•  The John F. 
Kennedy Library 
Homepage

•  John F. Kennedy, 
35th President of the 
United States 
An archive of photos, 
speeches, and 
documentaries 
 

You write at the beginning of 
your book that your central 
finding was that "Kennedy's 
private life and personal 
obsessions -- his character -- 
affected the affairs of the 
nation and its foreign policy 
far more than has ever been 
known." Many reviewers have 
quarreled with this assertion, 
saying, essentially, that you 
have overplayed the 
relationship between private 
and public actions in order to 

write about the sordid details of Kennedy's private life. 
How would you respond to this criticism? 
 
My thesis is you can't really separate the private 
recklessness from the public recklessness. There's simply a 
continuum. You can't say to me that someone can be as 
reckless in their private life as he was and not have 
evidence of that in his public life. And I think the Cuban 
Missile Crisis is a classic example. He took us to the edge 
of World War Three. I think the one thing you have to 
remember about John F. Kennedy and the missile crisis is 
that Kennedy and his brother Robert understood more than 
anyone else, with the exception of Nikita Khrushchev and 
Fidel Castro, how much Kennedy's reckless desire to have 
Castro assassinated led to the missile crisis.  
 
There's no question that what the Secret Service men had 
to say about Kennedy's private life is relevant and 
historically important. The notion that I'm using it in some 
sort of titillating way amuses me to no end. I'm sorry I 
collected it; I'm sorry they put it on the record; I'm sorry it 
offended people. But once Secret Service agents are 
willing to go on the record about what happened in the 
White House, there's no way I'm not writing it. I would be 
totally negligent and deceitful not to. Suppose I'd decided 
not to write it, and people learned that. I'd be accused of 
covering up history. The issue for me is that a lot of people 
criticized a lot of things in this book because they really 
don't want to hear what I have to say. 
 
Trust me, with the Secret Service guys -- are you kidding? 
There's a whole other level I didn't get into; some of the 



sexual stuff is even worse than I've reported. When it 
comes to policy I'm tough, but when it comes to his private 
life there's a million things I didn't write about. 
 
You acknowledged in an interview with The Boston 
Globe that the now much-publicized Cusack papers, 
which purported to show that JFK paid Marilyn 
Monroe a large sum of money to keep quiet about their 
affair, were really what got you started looking at the 
dark side of Kennedy. Would you have written the 
book had you realized at the time that those papers 
were forged? 
 
I didn't learn about those papers until I was about two 
years into the book, so yes, I would have written it. In a 
funny way I'm glad the Cusack Paper scandal happened. 
Given the pretty much universally hostile reception to my 
book, thank God I had those papers, because otherwise I 
would have been accused of falsifying everything. As far 
as I'm concerned, investigating those papers and doing 
everything I did is part of the business. I've never been 
held to a different standard like I have been this time. I've 
been criticized for a lot of things I've written -- My Lai, 
CIA stuff -- but this is the first time I've been criticized for 
what I thought. They were very sophisticated documents. 
Sixty Minutes did a show exposing them but that was only 
after they spent two months believing them. The 
Washington Post was among my biggest critics, but last 
time I looked they got a Pulitzer Prize for a story that was 
fake. So it's not as simple as you think. The bottom line is 
that I didn't publish them. I don't understand what's so bad 
about chasing a story, finding out it's not real, and saying 
so. 
 
Almost no one comes off looking good in your book -- 
you recount that Lyndon Johnson may have 
blackmailed his way into the vice-presidency, that 
Richard Nixon accepted bribes, and that Eisenhower, 
like Kennedy, was pushing for Castro's assassination. 
Was Kennedy more corrupt than other post-Second 
World War Presidents? 
 
Kennedy was much more corrupt than other post-war 
Presidents, by a major factor. Much more manipulative, 
though Nixon was a close second. There's nothing 
wonderful about Nixon, Watergate proved that, but I think 



that Nixon was an amateur compared to Kennedy. 
Kennedy's beauty made him more corrupt. He was above 
the law; he didn't think anything could stop him.  
 
The four Secret Service agents whom you interview 
provide new details about the party atmosphere that 
surrounded Kennedy -- co-ed pool parties at the White 
House, and a constant stream of prostitutes and 
Hollywood starlets who were brought to see the 
President. How was this able to go on for three years 
without creating a scandal? 
 
The power of beauty. Obviously a lot of reporters knew a 
bunch about it; they thought it was cute, I guess. Nobody 
knew quite as much as the agents did, and nobody had ever 
asked them to speak before. The real question is how come 
we finally are learning about this now, and the answer is, 
because I asked them. If somebody had asked them earlier, 
they would have talked, I think. Why didn't one of the girls 
talk? That was one of the questions I've been frequently 
asked. Look what is happening to me thirty-five years after 
Kennedy's death. Look at the heat. So imagine if you'd 
tried to do this ten years after his death, if you were a 
prostitute, or some fading movie star who wanted to tell 
your story. You would have been trashed to no end. The 
only thing that made it worth it is that a lot of people are 
buying the book because there's word of mouth on it -- 
when they read the book they're pleasantly surprised. It's 
no different than my book on My Lai or any of the others. 
Same motives, same attachments, same way I wrote, same 
evidence. I didn't change my standards. And you know 
something? It's also right. And if I'm right an awful lot of 
historians and journalists have been wrong, and that's 
something that nobody wants to be faced with.  
 
Kennedy was a very seductive man and a very pretty man, 
and a lot of people responded to that. Americans are 
caught up in that sort of thing. When Princess Di was 
killed we suffered as much as the British citizens. It wasn't 
Jack and Jackie, the President and the First Lady, it was 
the King and his Queen.  
 
Your description of how Johnson became the vice-
presidential candidate centers on the Kennedy 
campaign aide Hyman Raskin's assertion that Kennedy 
selected Johnson as his running mate at the last minute 



because the Senate majority leader had threatened 
blackmail. Yet Raskin admitted to you that there have 
been dozens of other "authoritative" accounts of how 
Johnson became the surprise choice. Why did you 
choose this one? 
 
This is a new account, a different account. I didn't say this 
was the right one. I was very careful. I said it's yet another 
account, one that's interesting because most haven't heard 
it before and one that frankly makes some sense to me. 
One of the things that Raskin said that's very perceptive -- 
which everybody seems to miss no matter how clearly you 
write it -- is that with Stuart Symington they would have 
won California. I don't know why people don't want to 
read this. The Kennedys didn't need Johnson to win the 
election. They could have won with Symington too; that 
was the conventional wisdom. But the spin they put on it 
afterward was that they needed Johnson to win Texas. And 
that's the spin that got into history. There's something 
wrong with that story and everyone knows it. Johnson's 
getting on the ticket was too surprising for everybody.  
 
The person who initially gave me the blackmail story was 
Michael Beschloss, a respected historian-journalist. He 
wrote a book called The Crisis Years on Kennedy and 
Khrushchev, a wonderful book published about five years 
ago. He was the one who told me to go find Hyman 
Raskin, who lived next to his parents in their retirement 
community. Turns out Michael had the same story, wrote it 
the same way in his book. He used the same phrase I used 
-- "May have blackmailed his way into the Vice 
Presidency." So it does get very close to a double standard. 
I'm treating the information the same way that a perfectly 
rational historian-cum-journalist did, and look at all the 
heat I get.  
 
You argue that Kennedy's father brokered a deal with 
Sam Giancana, the head of the Chicago mob, in which 
the mob would force the unions under its control to 
vote for Kennedy in the 1960 election. Giancana 
expected that in return government surveillance of the 
mob would lessen after the election. Why, then, did 
Robert Kennedy as head of the Justice Department 
actually increase pressure on the mob? 
 
First, he didn't increase the pressure; he kept the pressure 



on. The FBI produced a report for the Attorney General 
saying that the election had been stolen in Illinois. They 
wanted a full-scale investigation, which, of course, Robert 
Kennedy did not authorize. What was Robert Kennedy 
going to do? Suddenly cut back his investigation of the 
mob? Do you think he could have gotten away with it? I 
don't think he had any options but to continue the pressure. 
I also think he wanted to keep up the pressure -- the 
Kennedys were great existentialists. Once Giancana had 
delivered the election, they may have thought: To hell with 
him, let's keep investigating.  
 
There's something else that's very important: What's in it 
for the mob? From the day Kennedy went into office until 
the day he died, he wanted to kill Castro. What happens 
after Castro's death? A new government takes over in 
Cuba. A government that permits the gambling casinos, 
the prostitution, the hotels to go back in business. Who 
controls those? The mob. So as long as John F. Kennedy is 
President and as long as he's trying to kill Castro, and 
involving the mob to do so, the criminal element has no 
complaints, because somewhere down the line Kennedy 
may get it done. Certainly he didn't fail for lack of trying. 
And when it's done the mob will get a huge source of 
income. So they'll tolerate Bobby's continued pressure. 
And they're not going to talk because they have Cuba. And 
they're not going to want to kill Kennedy either. The 
notion that the mob would kill Kennedy is stupid. Why kill 
the goose that's going to lay the golden egg? 

From the archives: 
 
"Inside the 
Department of Dirty 
Tricks," by Thomas 
Powers (August, 1979)  
"The Bay of Pigs 
marked the beginning, 
not the end, of John F. 
Kennedy's 
determination to get rid 
of Castro, the moment 
when Fidel Castro 
ceased to be merely an 
enemy inherited from 
Eisenhower. Kennedy's 
mandate to General 
Maxwell Taylor in 
April 1961 was, not to 

You criticize Kennedy's handling of the Cuban Missile 
Crisis, pointing out that while he was publicly a tough 
negotiator, he secretly agreed to a deal with 
Khrushchev in which America removed missiles from 
Turkey in exchange for the removal of the missiles in 
Cuba. Why do you consider this to have been a 
dangerous negotiating tactic? Did the way this crisis 
was resolved have negative effects on our relationship 
with the Soviet Union? 
 
Jack Kennedy knew Khrushchev was rational, otherwise 
he never would have established the quarantine line -- the 
line that if Khrushchev crosses we're going to start World 
War Three. But after the crisis is over Kennedy publicly 
gives Khrushchev no credit. Kennedy makes it seem as if 
he won, hides the fact that there was a deal. The other side 



fix the blame for the 
failure of the invasion, 
but to find out why it 
hadn't worked, so the 
next plan would."  

is depicted as this irrational, crazy Russian bear who made 
a stab at trying to achieve parity and Kennedy caught him 
and kicked him and drove him back with his tail between 
his legs and his nose in the dirt. That's how we win the 
bargain when both sides have nuclear weapons? That's 
wacky.  
 
The secret deal hurt Khrushchev because it exposed him to 
a lot of ridicule internally and probably was a factor in his 
overthrow in 1964. Once Khrushchev pulled out of the 
missile crisis, Kennedy should have done everything he 
could to make it easy for him. That would have been the 
start of a new development in nuclear disarmament. 
Khrushchev was saying, I don't want to go to war. Instead 
Kennedy took a cheap political victory that he wanted 
badly. And he left a terrible legacy for the next President: 
Don't negotiate with the Russians. And Kennedy lets Adlai 
Stevenson, the one guy on his advisory committee for the 
Cuban Missile Crisis who publicly supported a Turkish-
Cuban missile deal, be destroyed in an article in The 
Saturday Evening Post. Six weeks after the missile crisis 
Stevenson was depicted in a column written by Charles 
Bartlett, and approved by Kennedy before it was 
published, as advocating a Munich appeasement.  
 
Why would Khrushchev have agreed to keep the 
Turkey deal a secret? 
 
Because he was so eager to get out of Cuba. Kennedy 
seemed so irrational to him. He was so scared by Kennedy 
that I think he was ecstatic to get out with anything. Some 
historians now believe that if Khrushchev had waited a day 
Kennedy would have publicly agreed to the trade. 
Khrushchev didn't want to take the chance. Kennedy was 
losing control of his military, especially after the Russians 
shot down a U-2, and Khrushchev was losing control of 
his. He wanted to get this thing resolved. I think 
Khrushchev was much more pragmatic and cautious than 
Kennedy was.  
 
Kenneth O'Donnell reported in his book about 
Kennedy, Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye (1970), that JFK 
told him that he would pull out of Vietnam in 1965, 
after the election, but that he couldn't do it before then 
because, "We would have another Joe McCarthy red 
scare on our hands." If this was Kennedy's future 



policy, then why did Johnson escalate the war after 
becoming President? 

From the archives: 
 
"How Could Vietnam 
Happen? -- An 
Autopsy," by James 
C. Thompson, Jr. 
(April, 1968)  
"From the beginning of 
John Kennedy's 
Administration into this 
fifth year of Lyndon 
Johnson's presidency, 
substantially the same 
small group of men 
have presided over the 
destiny of the United 
States. In that time they 
have carried the country 
from a limited 
involvement in Vietnam 
into a war that is brutal, 
probably unwinnable, 
and, to an increasing 
body of opinion, 
calamitous and 
immoral. How could it 
happen?"  

I have a motto that emerged out of this book: Don't die in 
office without telling the Vice President your policy. 
Johnson never knew the war policy. All Johnson knew was 
the public line, which was that Jack Kennedy was the 
ardent anti-communist, willing to stand down the Russians, 
willing to use nuclear weapons. Johnson comes in with the 
missile crisis as a model for negotiating, and then tells the 
North Vietnamese that we'll settle the war under our terms 
only. If Johnson had known, even if Kennedy's close aides 
had known that there was negotiating in private, he might 
have gone to the Russians and asked them to broker 
something with Vietnam. Johnson was worried in 1964 
that if he didn't keep the war going that Bobby Kennedy 
would attack him from the right for not carrying on his 
brother's war.  
 
I think Jack Kennedy might have wanted to end the war, 
but I don't think there's anything wonderful in that. Ngo 
Dinh Diem, the President of South Vietnam, offered him a 
chance to end the war in 1963, but it came too early. He 
wanted to end it in 1965 after the election. So he had to 
have Diem overthrown. My belief is that Kennedy had to 
have known that Diem was going to be killed in the coup, 
but I'll never be able to prove that.  
 
You have written several controversial investigative 
books. Has the response to this one been significantly 
different? Have you been surprised by the 
vociferousness of many of the responses? 
 
I haven't been surprised, but I'm a little appalled by some 
of the stupid reviewers. I can't believe the number of 
people who have reviewed this book without really reading 
it, at least in my opinion. They get a chapter that drives 
them crazy and they write about it. I don't think they're 
inventing it; I think they genuinely believe it's a lousy 
book. This is a very petty business I work in, the 
newspaper business. A lot of people don't want to be told 
that they're wrong by some smart aleck. I've been here 
before. With the My Lai stuff there were weeks in which 
every GI who went to the enlisted men's club and had two 
beers would call me up at home and tell me what he was 
going to do to my private parts. The response to this has 



been worse in the sense that my fellow liberals are mad at 
me, so a lot of people who normally would be giving me 
hosannas are really angry at me. People like the Kennedys.  
 
There were wonderful things about John F. Kennedy. 
There were also much worse things than have been known. 
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The Blight of the John F Kennedy 
Presidency  

 

Review of  

The Dark Side of Camelot 

Seymour M. Hersh has written a fascinating book, The Dark Side of Camelot. I highly 
recommend reading it. I found the book fascinating on multiple levels and I would like to 
share some of that with you. The book is about the largely unknown, scandalous, and 
dangerous aspects of the presidency of John F. Kennedy. It is a most interesting story and 
one for which I have provided "Cliff Notes" in this paper. Though I am largely 
disinterested in politics I am keenly interested in the human psyche. Why Kennedy's 
presidency is still widely considered a bright one rather than a blight is a second 
interesting topic (and one I share some thoughts on at the end of this paper). A third 
reason I found the book fascinating was that it lent some credence to a theory I have 
about presidential elections. My theory is, in a typical, modern U.S. presidential election, 
the person who wins will be the one who sounds and looks the best. What the candidates 
say or do is of secondary importance.  

Though I've tried to collect what I thought were the highlights of The Dark Side of 
Camelot (i.e., the lowlights of JFK's life and presidency), my list is clearly incomplete. I 
don't list the sources of information for the claims I extracted from the book; those are 
amply described in the book. Hersh obtained information from interviews with 
participants and witnesses, government and medical records, presidential papers, FBI 
files, diaries of participants, second hand accounts (close friends of participants), and 
published and unpublished memoirs. Seymour Hersh is an investigative reporter and 
author who spent five years researching this book. In 1969 he wrote the first account of 
the My Lai massacre in South Vietnam. In December 1974 he wrote an explosive article 
for the New York Times describing a series of illegal domestic activities by the CIA. 
President Gerald Ford established a presidential commission headed by Vice President 
Nelson Rockefeller to investigate the CIA and the Senate created the Church commission 
to begin a far-ranging independent investigation. Hersh has won more than a dozen major 
journalism prizes including a Pulitzer Prize. He is well-qualified to write this exposé.  

With as many scandals as there were around John F. Kennedy, why didn't more of them 
come out during his presidency? Those were different times. Today the scandals would 
become public. In the late '50s and early '60s, reporters were willing and able to be 
charmed. Kennedy charmed them and they didn't want to expose his flaws. For those in 
the press or public who weren't charmed, there were lies, pressures, threats, bribes, and 
reporters who would write what the Kennedys wanted written to discount scandals.  

To me, this book provides a compelling argument for exposing what goes on in the 
private lives of public officials. Kennedy's private life and his secret governmental acts 
had an enormous influence on his presidency, the American people, and the world. They 
even affect us today (for example, they have given us misleading yet lasting impressions 



of what works and what doesn't work in foreign affairs.) Government employees, 
including the president, are public servants. We are the bosses, they are the hired help. 
Any power we grant them is intended to be used only in our best interests. Any actions 
they take in discharging that responsibility are not to remain secret from us, the 
employers—with the possible exception of a few years for some national security secrets. 
Secret service agents protecting the president are working for us and report to us. I am 
disinterested in politics partly because so few politicians appear to see themselves as 
public servants and so few in the general public expect that of them. I consider myself 
empowered in my own life and what the government does or doesn't do matters little to 
me. I can deal with most anything. There's nothing special in that about me. I would like 
others to recognize that they too are so empowered and capable themselves. Throughout 
history masses of people—the poor, the ignorant, the rich, the enlightened, the repressed, 
the powerful—have dealt with wars, famines, diseases, natural catastrophes, injustices, 
and losses of loved ones (in many cases those difficulties were caused by or made worse 
by the government at that time and place). People have the capability to make 
governments largely, though not entirely, irrelevant. What we often lack is awareness of 
that ability or motivation to apply it.  

If you want to read the entire paper, it starts below. If you want to jump to a specific 
section of the paper, follow its link.  
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Curt's Cliff Notes of  
The Dark Side of Camelot by Seymour M. Hersh 

JFK's Roots 

John F. Kennedy's maternal grandfather, and the man for whom JFK was named, John F. 
"Honey Fitz" Fitzgerald was a two term mayor of Boston. His mayoral administration 
involved significant nepotism, patronage and graft. Fitzgerald was booted out of the U.S. 
House of Representatives for vote fraud (he had won that election by just over 1% of the 
votes cast). A major organizer for his corrupt campaign was his son-in-law; the ambitious 
Joseph P. Kennedy, Jack's father.  

Joe Kennedy outlived three sons, Joe, Jack, and Bobby, and a daughter Kathleen (he had 
five other children). When he died in 1969, Joe Kennedy was one of the richest men in 
the U.S. with a net worth estimated at half a billion dollars. He made his fortune in the 
stock market, movies, and through various illicit means including bootlegging during 
Prohibition and partnering with organized crime. Joe had lofty political aspirations. He 
made significant contributions to Franklin Delano Roosevelt's presidential election 
campaigns, but FDR, who didn't trust Joe, declined to offer him a cabinet position. Joe 
successfully lobbied President Roosevelt for the ambassadorship to England. The 
leverage he used was FDR's son James, whose friendship he solidified by supplying 
James with women. Joe was openly adulterous; at times flaunting it in front of his wife 
and their guests.  

As ambassador, Joe Kennedy was reviled in England for his defeatism and regarded as a 
coward when, during Luftwaffe bombings in 1940, he left London to spend his nights at a 
country estate. While ambassador he engaged in profiteering; commandeering valued 
transatlantic cargo space for the continued importation of British Scotch and gin to his 
importing company. He was anti-Semitic and willingly ignorant of European history. He 
sought, without State Department approval, a personal meeting with Hitler with the intent 
of keeping the U.S. out of the war. Over the objection of the State Department and FDR, 
he met with a high-level Nazi official seeking to reach an agreement to pay the Nazis up 
to $1 billion for peace. Ambassador Kennedy once briefed a group of American 
journalists about a plot of dissident German generals to overthrow Hitler; even giving 
them the names of the dissidents jeopardizing their plotting and lives. He may have 
feared Communism more than Nazism.  

Joe Kennedy used his contacts in the press to position himself for a presidential 
nomination in 1940. FDR isolated him from the American public by keeping him in 
London. Unfortunately for FDR, Kennedy had access to secret FDR-Churchill 
communications including those indicating FDR's willingness to assist England in war 
against Hitler. This was powerful blackmail material against FDR as the American 
people wanted to remain out of the war. When Kennedy returned to the U.S. in October 
1940, 10 days before the presidential election, he was expected to endorse Republican 
Wilkie. After a private dinner with FDR, Kennedy agreed to endorse FDR in a radio 
speech. It is not known why but it was probably because both men had the goods on the 
other (FDR having access to Kennedy's tax returns and IRS problems and, through his 
friend J. Edgar Hoover, FBI information on Kennedy). Kennedy's speech included the lie 



that no secret commitments had been made and that FDR was not trying to involve the 
country in war.  

Three days after FDR won re-election, Kennedy self-destructed. He claimed Hitler had 
won the war and that democracy was finished in England and perhaps in the U.S.. His 
public support collapsed and his dreams of high public office ended. He resigned as 
ambassador to England a few months later and he never served in public office again. He 
refocused his considerable energies on his two oldest sons, Joe and Jack. When Joe Jr., a 
naval aviator, died in 1944, the emphasis shifted almost entirely to Jack. Joe purposely 
moved to the background to protect his sons from any damage his tainted reputation may 
cause them. Still, Joe remained a commanding and demanding force in the lives of his 
sons. A private phone was installed in the White House through which Joe and his son, 
President John F. Kennedy, would frequently communicate—at least until Joe's stroke in 
December 1961 left him unable to speak. Since these conversations were always held in 
private and the two principals are dead--having apparently left no record of the subject 
matter of their talks--no one knows how strongly Joe Kennedy influenced or directed 
Jack's presidency, especially during that first year. It would be surprising if the influence 
were not substantial, given Joe's ambitiousness, desire for power, long time political 
aspirations, and his money, connections, and energy being critical to JFK's election and 
given Jack's loyalty and devotion to his father.  



General 

John Kennedy seemed to have it all; looks, charm, intelligence, a sense of humor, power, 
and the Kennedy fortune. He was a man's man and a woman's man. He was also 
impatient, self-absorbed, zealously loyal to his family, a womanizer, an adulterer, 
physically unhealthy, dishonest, and extremely reckless. John Kennedy was a notorious 
penny-pincher who never carried cash and thus was never able to pay his share of a 
restaurant or bar bill.  

JFK adored his father and maternal grandfather, his brother Bobby was his closest friend, 
but he had little time or use for his mother nor for women as peers in general. He often 
called women he knew "kid" because he couldn't remember their names; even the names 
of his lovers. Hersh speculates that JFK's craving for women and compulsive need to 
shower (as often as five times a day) may have been linked to a lack of mothering.  

He not only considered women as less than equals, he often referred to the poor, the 
blacks, and the Jews, as "poor bastards". He showed almost no empathy and, like the 
majority of people of his time, accepted inequalities based on race, gender, and religious 
belief.  

Though he won a Pulitzer Prize for his autobiography Profiles in Courage, it is likely the 
book was largely ghostwritten and it is the case that his dad's money kept it on the 
bestseller list and Joe's connections won it the Pulitzer.  

JFK had an undistinguished legislative output in the Senate, but his looks and personal 
appeal and Joe Kennedy's planning, connections, and money were behind marketing 
efforts that made him a national celebrity.  

During JFK's presidency, his desire and demand for loyalty resulted in his capable staff 
serving him poorly as they preferred to please him rather than enlighten him.  

What the public saw in JFK was an attractive, glamorous, hardworking President devoted 
to country, wife and family. Four former secret service men who were assigned the 
Kennedy presidential detail were interviewed for The Dark Side of Camelot. They 
reported they saw a president obsessed with sex, willing to take enormous risks to gratify 
that obsession, a president who came late many times to the Oval Office and who was not 
readily available for hours during the day.  



Health 

Jack Kennedy had a severe case of Addison's disease; an often fatal disease that weakens 
the immune system. He was given last rites on four occasions but recovered each time. 
He was often sick as an infant. He nearly died from scarlet fever at age 2, at 4 he missed 
two thirds of his nursery school days due to illness, at 13 he almost died due to 
appendicitis, and in college he suffered a back injury playing football that led him to wear 
a back brace much of the rest of his life. He was born with one leg slightly longer than 
the other so he had back problems even before the football injury.  

JFK had been treated since his early twenties for a series of often painful venereal 
diseases. He was repeatedly reinfected and presumably infecting his wife and many other 
sex partners. Pain was a constant in JFK's life. To deal with it, he enlisted the services of 
Dr. Max Jacobson. Dr. Jacobson was known to the secret service agents as "Dr. 
Feelgood". He often treated the president with "painkillers" (apparently a combination of 
cortisone and amphetamines), and provided drugs and hypodermic needles for self-
administration. There were periods during his presidency when JFK would get an 
injection every six hours. He received treatments shortly before one of the televised 
debates with Nixon, during Presidential travels to Europe, moments before a summit 
meeting with Soviet premier Nikita Khruschev, and during the tense moments of the 
October 1962 missile crisis. Dr. Jacobson's license to practice medicine was revoked in 
1975 for misuse of amphetamines.  



Sex 

President Kennedy once told a friend, "You know, I get a migraine headache if I don't get 
a strange piece of ass every day." Apparently he didn't have many headaches. His affairs 
were legion. He even slept with one of his long time lovers in the Georgetown home he 
shared with his wife and two children the night before his inauguration. He and this 
woman began their affair when she was a 19 year old Radcliffe College student and he 
was a 42 year old Senator running for president. Their four year affair lasted through the 
election and into his presidency during which time she was a member of the White House 
staff.  

JFK, at 24, had a torrid affair with a married journalist, Inga Marie Arvadi. The former 
Danish beauty queen had earlier socialized with Hitler. FBI surveillance, wire-tapping, 
and searches found no evidence of illegal doings; just lovers at play.  

Kennedy's affair with Marilyn Monroe, an open secret in Hollywood, began before the 
1960 election and continued after he went to the White House.  

Alicia Darr, who was to become an expensive call girl, had an affair with JFK in the 
spring of 1960 and tried to extort money from the Kennedys, though there is no record of 
money ever having been paid.  

JFK told one of his lovers during the 1960 presidential primary that he would divorce his 
wife if he didn't win the election.  

A Georgetown housewife, obsessed with exposing the womanizing JFK, became a public 
nuisance to the 1960 Kennedy presidential campaign but the general public did not care 
to hear or believe her evidence.  

President Kennedy did not have affairs in the White House when his wife was also 
staying there, but she spent most of her time with their children at a family retreat in 
Virginia. When returning to the White House earlier than expected, she would typically 
call ahead, presumably to enable the coast to be cleared before her arrival. It seems 
"plausible deniability" was important to the first lady as well as her husband.  

According to a Secret Service agent who was on the Kennedy presidential detail: "When 
she (Jackie) was there, it was no fun. He just had headaches. You really saw him droop 
because he wasn't getting laid. He was like a rooster getting hit with a water hose."  

Secret service agents were frustrated by the many "unknown" women who were brought 
to the President for one-night stands. The women were not searched before meeting the 
President. The agents feared that one of these women would blackmail or even kill JFK. 
This was not the only way the agents felt derelict in their duty, they also allowed crimes 
to go unreported. When travelling, oftentimes local officials would bring call girls and 
hookers (often more than one at a time) to the President. The agents, rather than arresting 
the President or his aides, friends and supporters for procuring prostitutes, would say 
nothing. There were many budding Hollywood starlets brought to the White House for 
their "services" with it made clear that sex with the President could help a career but 
news of the affair would end it. JFK's skinny-dipping lunchtime pool parties at the White 



House with two young female staff aides (Fiddle and Faddle) sometimes included his 
brothers Bobby and Teddy.  

Judith Campbell (now known as Judith Exner) was a gorgeous California socialite, 25 
years old when she was introduced to JFK by Frank Sinatra in early 1960. One month 
later they become lovers. A month after that, JFK asked Campbell to carry a satchel 
containing at least $250,000 ("for the [presidential primary] campaign") to Mafia kingpin 
Sam Giancana; who was also recently introduced to Campbell by Sinatra. She became a 
conduit between Kennedy and Giancana during the primaries and remained so during the 
general election and the Kennedy administration. She carried money and documents on 
the "elimination" of Castro from JFK to Giancana and arranged meetings between the 
two. Throughout her years with JFK, Campbell was under intense FBI surveillance due to 
her association with Giancana. The surveillance revealed to the FBI her relationship with 
JFK. Hoover chose not to make this information public at least in part because revealing 
it would indicate the extent of his illegal bugging and would damage his and the FBI's 
reputations.  

By the fall of 1962, Campbell was out of JFK's life. The FBI surveillance and JFK's 
waning passion for her (he'd brought another woman to their bed much to Campbell's 
dismay) left her heartbroken. Exner (Campbell) claims to have gotten pregnant from JFK 
during their last sexual encounter. According to Exner, JFK told her not to keep the baby 
and to seek help from Giancana, who had also become her lover, in terminating the 
pregnancy.  

In 1963, German born Ellen Rometsch became one of the White House pool party girls. 
Rometsch was 27, beautiful, and a prostitute when she met JFK. As a youth and young 
adult she was a member of the Communist Party. Other call girls from Communist 
countries, Maria Novtny (a Czech) and Suzy Chang (a Chinese) serviced JFK (their 
relationship preceded his election). These latter two women were also involved with a 
British prime minister of war, getting answers to questions about British nuclear policy 
being fed them by a Soviet naval attaché. When that dalliance became known, prime 
minister Harold Macmillan resigned and his government was shortly voted out of office. 
Some reporters knew about the link between these call girls and JFK but their story was 
suppressed by publishing mogul Bill Hearst. The FBI learned of the Rometsch-Kennedy 
connection and began to investigate her as a possible spy. The Kennedys had her 
deported to Germany and paid her to keep her mouth shut.  

In September 1963, while frolicking poolside with one of his sexual partners, JFK tore a 
groin muscle. He had to wear a stiff shoulder-to-groin brace that locked his body in a 
rigid upright position. It was far more constraining than his usual back brace, which he 
continued to wear. The two braces made it impossible for JFK to bend in reflex when he 
was struck in the neck by a bullet fired by Lee Harvey Oswald. The president remained 
erect for the fatal shot from Oswald.  



Elections 

The first election JFK won was his grandfather Honey Fitz's congressional seat. Critical 
to the win was Joe's money. It didn't hurt when a second Joseph Russo was placed on the 
ballot. The first Joseph Russo was a leading contender for the House seat but the two 
Russo names split his vote total. JFK's election to the U.S. Senate was again largely the 
result of Joe's money and connections. Bobby Kennedy was his brother's official 
campaign manager.  

During the Democratic primaries for the 1960 presidential election, JFK's most important 
victory came in West Virginia. Large sums of Kennedy money--at least $2 million ($11 
million in today's dollars) and possibly twice that--bought votes. The paymasters 
included JFK's brothers, Bobby and Ted Kennedy. The primary was effectively stolen 
from Hubert Humphrey.  

At the democratic convention, JFK came in with enough delegates for a first ballot 
nomination. He made a surprise choice of Lyndon Johnson as a running mate. No one, 
including JFK, had wanted Johnson on the ticket. LBJ was a close friend of J. Edgar 
Hoover, who had provided him with much information about JFK's personal life. JFK 
admitted in private that he chose Johnson because, "those bastards are trying to frame 
me."  

Prior to the 1960 election, the CIA had unassailable evidence of a Nixon bribe; a copy of 
a check for $100,000 that had been deposited in Nixon's checking account in a California 
bank. This was given by a former business partner of Albert Göring (brother of Field 
Marshall Hermann Göring). The men in the upper echelons of the CIA disliked the 
dishonorable Nixon—who had publicly and vehemently disavowed ever accepting any 
bribes—and strongly favored JFK in the election.  

In the 1960 presidential election, Joe Kennedy made a deal with Sam Giancana. This 
former Al Capone hit man was the most influential gangster in the powerful organized 
crime syndicate in Chicago. The deal was for Giancana to get out the JFK vote among the 
rank and file in the mob controlled unions and siphon campaign funds from the corrupt 
Teamster's union fund. What Giancana would get in return is unknown. JFK's stolen win 
in Illinois was crucial to his narrow general election victory of less than one tenth of one 
percent of the popular vote.  

In 1960, Hoover was five years short of the mandatory retirement age for government 
workers (70). Through illegal wiretaps, he knew the election corruption went far beyond 
Illinois. Allegations of fraud were filed in eleven states. The day after the election, JFK 
announced he would reappoint Hoover as FBI director. Another JFK appointment was his 
brother Bobby as Attorney General. This choice was forced on Jack by his dad. With his 
brother the Attorney General, the investigation into election fraud was stopped in its 
tracks. Nothing was done after the Justice Department forwarded a report to the Attorney 
General that the Illinois election was stolen.  

During the election, JFK railed against the "missile gap", a supposed shortcoming of U.S. 
nuclear missile capability compared to that of the Soviet Union. Through briefings with 
high ranking officials Kennedy knew no such gap existed, but it became an issue to the 



electorate worried about nearby Cuba. JFK was more vocal in bashing Cuba than his 
opponent, Vice President Richard Nixon. Both of them knew of Eisenhower's top secret 
plans to assassinate Cuban leader Fidel Castro and to invade Cuba though Nixon, as VP, 
couldn't bash Cuba too much or it would jeopardize that plan. Eisenhower and Nixon had 
hoped that the Castro overthrow would occur prior to the 1960 election. Under the 
direction of the Eisenhower administration, the CIA involved the Mafia in plotting the 
assassination of Fidel Castro as early as August 1960. The CIA contact, Johnny Rosselli 
(believed to be personally responsible for 13 Mafia murders), was a top man directly 
responsible to Sam Giancana. Giancana was supposed to arrange the Castro hit in 
October 1960 for Eisenhower and Nixon while he was also working to steal the election 
for Kennedy. Giancana made no attempt to kill Castro before the election.  

Castro was preparing for an invasion based on JFK's tough talk, his awareness of 
invasion plans, and the expected Republican response to JFK's accusations that they were 
soft on Cuba. Nixon believed JFK's manipulation of the Cuba issue beat him in the 
election. He saw Kennedy men as "the most ruthless group of political operatives." In his 
memoirs, Nixon wrote:  

From this point on I had the wisdom and wariness of someone who had been 
burned by the power of the Kennedys and their money and by the license they 
were given by the media. I vowed that I would never again enter an election at a 
disadvantage by being vulnerable to them – or anyone – on the level of political 
tactics. 

The lesson he learned appears to have led Nixon to the presidency, a re-election, and the 
disgrace of a forced resignation.  

The Kennedys planned to have Jack as president for two terms followed by Bobby as 
president for two terms. To move Bobby closer to the presidency for the 1968 election, 
the Kennedys planned to dump Vice President Lyndon Johnson from the 1964 ticket. In 
1963, they supplied documents about Johnson and some of his illegal financial dealings 
to Republicans.  



Assassinations 

Just prior to assuming office, JFK asked CIA director Richard Bissell to create a formal 
capacity for political assassination. He picked up where the Eisenhower administration 
left off; in plotting the assassination of three foreign leaders: Fidel Castro of Cuba, 
Patrice Lumumba of the Congo, and Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic. Well-
versed in "plausible deniability", there are no papers tying JFK to the use of the word 
"assassination", but the evidence for his directives is overwhelming. In mid-January 
1961, Lumumba was murdered. In May 1961, Trujillo was murdered by assassins using 
CIA supplied weapons and ammunition.  

Over a three year period, dozens of plans to assassinate Castro were developed by the 
Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations, the CIA, and the Mafia under Sam Giancana. 
None of those plans was successfully executed. On November 22, 1963, as Oswald was 
shooting JFK in Dallas, an undercover CIA agent was meeting with a former follower of 
Castro and delivering to him an assassination device for use against Castro.  

There was at least one more successful assassination by unknown killers. Mafia kingpin 
Sam Giancana was brutally murdered in his home the night before he was to meet with a 
lawyer for the Church Committee, the Congressional committee established in 1975 to 
investigate CIA assassination plots.  



Cuba 

JFK also continued the Eisenhower plan to invade Cuba. Though the plan was to 
assassinate Castro just prior to the invasion, the invasion proceeded with Castro still in 
control. It was a disaster. On April 17, 1961, three months after Kennedy took office, 
Castro's army routed the 1,400 Cuban exiles that landed at the Bay of Pigs. The Cuban 
exiles were recruited, trained, and armed by the CIA. On the eve of the invasion, JFK 
personally cancelled a scheduled second airstrike intended to destroy the Cuban airforce. 
The first bombing, carried out two days earlier by 8 unmarked WWII B-26's, failed to 
complete their mission. Kennedy thought a second attempt would more likely implicate 
the U.S.. His cancellation of that mission had inevitable deadly consequences when the 
landing proceeded into the teeth of superior air power.  

Four U.S. pilots in Nicaragua secretly training Cubans ignored the President's orders not 
to do the second air strike and took off with two bombers on their own to fight Castro. 
They did heavy damage before being shot down. JFK had denied any U.S. involvement 
inside Cuba so he hoped the pilots were dead--hence avoiding the type of embarrassment 
Eisenhower endured when downed U-2 pilot Francis Gary Powers was displayed in 
Moscow after Eisenhower denied any such missions were in effect. The Kennedy 
administration initially refused to pay the families of those pilots military pensions 
because of the possible political fallout of how they died. The families eventually got part 
of the pensions.  

In public, JFK took responsibility for the Bay of Pigs fiasco. His popularity soared to an 
83% approval rating. In private, he blamed the CIA and the military brass for the debacle 
and drew the circle of decision-makers ever tighter around himself and Bobby. Though 
inexperienced in foreign policy, the Kennedys began back channel communications with 
Soviet Premier Nikita Khruschev and spent the next 18 months negotiating foreign policy 
secretly. Bobby Kennedy, just 35 years old, within the first six months of JFK's 
presidency had become the president's legal advisor, political advisor, protector, best 
friend, and most influential foreign affairs advisor.  

Kennedy was devastated by the humiliating failure in Cuba and sought revenge on 
Castro. He paused in dealing with Cuba to turn his attention elsewhere. Less than two 
months after the Bay of Pigs, JFK approved a series of clandestine actions to escalate the 
war in Vietnam.  

The Kennedys continued to lean heavily on the CIA to murder Fidel Castro and 
overthrow his government. CIA leadership bristled at the pressure; feeling the Kennedys 
were carrying out a family vendetta against Castro since the Bay of Pigs (for which the 
Kennedys blamed the CIA). The Mafia was again enlisted and again unsuccessful. 
Attorney General Bobby Kennedy was publicly out to destroy the Mafia while privately 
using them for information about and dirty work in Cuba. Ultimately more than $100 
million was spent by the Kennedy administration trying to assassinate Castro and 
overthrow his regime. In anticipation of a successful CIA and Mafia initiated revolt in 
Cuba (scheduled for October 1962; just before the midterm elections), the Pentagon had 
been ordered to begin prepositioning troops and matériel for a massive invasion of Cuba. 
Hundreds of thousands of American soldiers and sailors took part in military exercises in 
the Carribean. This activity was observed by Cuban and Soviet intelligence. Khruschev 



responded by moving Soviet missiles and launchers into Cuba triggering the missile crisis 
of October 1962.  

The Soviets were already capable of launching missiles from submarines against any 
coastal U.S. city, a few more in Cuba wouldn't make much difference to U.S. security 
(the United States had ten times the number of warheads and missile launchers as the 
Soviets). Despite his awareness of these facts, President Kennedy brought the world to 
the brink of nuclear war. He had already mobilized a vast army of men and matériel in 
preparation for an invasion of Cuba. He refused to believe U.S. intelligence reports that 
the Soviets were placing missiles in Cuba preferring to believe the lies he was receiving 
from Khruschev through their secret back channel communications. On October 16, 
1962, Kennedy was given irrefutable U-2 photographic evidence of a Soviet ballistic site 
in Cuba. The President, angered by the Khruschev lies, eschewed diplomacy and played a 
terrifying game of nuclear chicken.  

A year earlier, JFK approved operational status for U.S. nuclear missiles stationed in 
Turkey, just across the Black Sea from Russia. This deployment in the Soviet Union's 
backyard coupled with the continued U.S. threat to Cuba prompted Khruschev to gamble 
on deploying missiles in Cuba. On October 22, 1962, JFK told the American people 
about the Soviet missiles in Cuba. A U.S. naval blockade was established to keep Soviet 
ships from reaching Cuba. When the Soviet vessels reached the blockade, they stopped 
then returned to the Soviet Union. The public record is that JFK won the missile crisis by 
negotiating through strength. The resolution of the crisis was actually the result of a 
secret arrangement made by the U.S. to give Khruschev what he wanted; a promise that 
the U.S. would not invade Cuba and the removal of U.S. missiles from Turkey. JFK was 
a hero to the uninformed American people. Nine days after the missile crisis ended, the 
Democrats had a successful midterm election (Ted Kennedy won his first term in the 
Senate.) The missile crisis did not deter the Kennedys in their quest to rid themselves of 
Castro and his regime. Anti-Castro exile groups continued to be provided with funds, 
arms, and intelligence by the CIA.  



Vietnam 

JFK's enduring legacy as president was the war in Vietnam. JFK had personal 
responsibility for the November 2, 1963, overthrow and murder of his friend Ngo Dinh 
Diem, the president of South Vietnam. Diem's fall is considered to be the turning point in 
converting a Vietnamese war into an American one with the eventual loss of 58,000 
American lives and many more thousands of Vietnamese lives. In 1963, Diem had begun 
secret talks with North Vietnam to reach a peaceful settlement to establish a neutral 
regime in the South and to get the 16,500 Americans out. Kennedy did not want to lose 
South Vietnam to communism (his administration had inherited the inevitable loss of 
Laos to communism), and that was the expected result of an agreement between North 
and South Vietnam. However, there was strong support for communism among the South 
Vietnamese (the Viet Cong), who despised Diem's influential brother Nhu. To avoid the 
South settling with the North, JFK had the CIA help South Vietnamese General Minh 
plot a coup against Diem knowing the Vietnamese president and his brother would be 
murdered in the coup. JFK had planned to get the U.S. out of Vietnam, but not until after 
his re-election in November 1964. An earlier settlement between North and South, 
brokered in part by the French, would jeopardize his re-election as he would have 
appeared to lose another country to communism. Apparently JFK's policy was not to save 
South Vietnam from communism, but to delay that conversion until after his re-election. 
His public proclamations of the need to stem the tide of communism lest more countries 
fall like dominoes drove America's foreign policy in Vietnam even after JFK's death.  



Other Foreign Affairs 

In June of 1961, at a summit in Vienna between the leaders of the United States and 
Soviet Union, Khruschev bullied and threatened Kennedy over the status of Berlin. Many 
of the most capable and intelligent people in East Germany were leaving that country and 
communist rule through Berlin for the freedom of the West. To stop the exodus, it 
appeared Khruschev might take over all of Berlin by force. The following month 
Kennedy announced a series of military escalations; tripling draft calls, increasing 
defense spending, authorizing reservists callups and extending tours of duty, canceling 
leaves, placing elements of the Strategic Air Command on heightened alert, and 
increasing military hardware and munitions shipments to Europe. The U.S. population 
rallied around him. On August 13, 1961, Khruschev had the city of Berlin split in two 
with the erection of the Berlin Wall. The Kennedy administration did nothing to stop its 
construction. The way Kennedy saw it, "Better a wall than a war."  

In October 1961, Dr. Cheddi Jagan, the recently elected Prime Minister of the tiny Latin 
American country of British Guiana visited the White House seeking American foreign 
aid. As he was a socialist, he didn't get any money. Further, Kennedy ordered the CIA to 
unseat Prime Minister Jagan. Within months, CIA men in Guianan triggered race and 
labor riots which resulted in the burning of the capital. The CIA also financed new radio 
stations and phony newspaper stories to heighten unrest. Jagan clung to power for nearly 
three more years before being unseated by a strong anticommunist.  

JFK sought to enlist the Soviet Union's help in destroying China's ability to create nuclear 
weapons. How this could be carried off was still under investigation by the Kennedy 
administration at JFK's death.  



Domestic Affairs 

The Kennedy administration accomplished little in domestic legislation. For the first two 
years of his administration, Kennedy did not respond to calls from black leaders for 
passing comprehensive civil rights legislation. The Democrats held a narrow majority in 
Congress and many of the Democratic seats were held by Southerners who opposed such 
legislation. JFK needed the white Southern vote to win re-election in 1964 so his 
approach to civil rights was a cautious, noncommital one. In February 1963 Kennedy 
submitted a watered down civil rights package to Congress, but he did little to promote its 
passing and it quickly expired. Anguished by the (televised) violence of Southern 
segregationists against those promoting civil rights, Kennedy announced on June 11, 
1963 that he would send comprehensive civil rights legislation to Congress. The 
legislation had not yet passed when JFK was assassinated. Kennedy's efforts to cut taxes 
and increase funding for education died in Congress, leaving his administration with a 
legacy in which no significant legislation was passed. (Note: This material was drawn 
largely from PBS's website as Hersh had little to write about regarding legislation pushed 
or passed through Congress by Kennedy.)  



Other scandals 

During Kennedy's presidency, there were many potential scandals that didn't erupt. One 
that almost did was JFK's first marriage. John Kennedy secretly wed Palm Beach 
socialite Durie Malcolm in early 1947 before his high-society wedding to Jacqueline 
Bouvier in 1953. Joe Kennedy was livid about his son's non-Catholic wedding to a twice 
divorced woman and he had the marriage papers removed from courthouse records. 
Though close family and friends knew of the wedding, no one has reported knowing of 
any divorce. Evidently JFK and Malcolm, who would marry twice more, were bigamists. 
Rumors of his first marriage broke in 1957 and persisted into his presidency. They were 
finally put to bed when journalist Ben Bradlee, trying to ingratiate himself with the 
Kennedys, agreed to collaborate with the White House in "debunking" the Durie 
Malcolm marriage story once and for all. His widely published story repudiated the 
rumor and exposed the hate groups and gossip columnists who were continuing to spread 
it.  

Paul Corbin, a campaign worker in the Democratic National Committee was also a 
whistle blower. In late 1963, he collected evidence of the skimming of campaign funds 
by JFK's friend and appointments secretary Kenny O'Donnell. This eventually reached 
the president who took no action. It might have been that at least some of the skimming 
was going for payoffs or to pay bribes for JFK.  

Kennedy's mistress, Judith Campbell Exner, in addition to transporting papers and money 
from JFK to Mafia kingpin Giancana, also became a conduit for bribes paid to the 
President. Campbell passed along money from California businessmen to JFK for three 
different contract proposals.  

The Kennedy-Campbell relationship became known to executives at General Dynamics 
Corporation, one of two defense firms competing for the right to manufacture a new 
combat plane. The FBI, monitoring Campbell's apartment, watched as the sons of the 
General Dynamics executive in charge of security broke into her apartment. A few 
months later the Kennedy administration made the surprising choice of awarding the 
huge contract for the combat plane to General Dynamics over the more highly regarded 
Boeing. This choice was so controversial that a Senate committee was formed to 
investigate why it was made. The committee was not told what the FBI knew about the 
Campbell break-in and it shut down its investigation after JFK was assassinated. It seems 
quite possible that JFK was blackmailed by a desperate corporation. Billions of American 
taxpayer dollars would be spent on an aircraft that became renowned as a failure.  



Assassination Aftermath 

Bobby Kennedy was convinced JFK's assassination was done as part of a domestic 
conspiracy. He believed it had a Mafia tie-in but his connections in Chicago could not 
find any evidence in support of this conspiracy theory. Author Seymour Hersh's research 
also did not find any evidence to contradict the findings of the Warren Commission; that 
Lee Oswald then Jack Ruby acted alone. Bobby Kennedy did not testify before the 
Warren Commission. He did nothing to pursue the truth behind his brother's death in 
1964. The price of an investigation, making public the truth about President Kennedy and 
the Kennedy family was too high. By early morning the day after JFK was killed, all his 
papers had been moved to the most secure room of the White House complex and placed 
under 24 hour guard. The papers and secret recordings made by the president were 
screened, edited, and in some cases destroyed. The remaining papers and tapes were 
passed to the Kennedy presidential library for further screening.  

A few days after the assassination of JFK, Jackie Kennedy related in an interview how 
she and her husband would lay in bed listening to a recording of the musical Camelot. 
The interviewer got his angle and the labeling of the Kennedy presidency as "Camelot" 
was born—shortly after the presidency ended.  



Curt's closing thoughts 

I find it interesting that Joe Kennedy felt it was important to move to the background to 
protect his sons from his tainted image while John Kennedy, as ignoble a man as his 
father, made the Kennedy name an honorable one in the hearts and minds of the 
American people. (Though for many it is no longer considered such because of the 
actions of other Kennedys). I think this was largely due to two major differences between 
the men. John was more charming and less ambitious and ruthless than Joe, born as he 
was into wealth while his father had to acquire it. John's charm was well-marketed and 
well-known. Second, John's scandalous behavior and attitudes did not, and still have not, 
become acknowledged by the general public. These are related. We are willing to believe 
negative stories about people we know little about, other than that they are rich, powerful, 
and ambitious—as Joe Kennedy was. We are much less likely to believe such stories or 
even listen to them if they are about someone we feel we know and like. This is how 
popular public figures—Princess Diana, Pope John Paul II, Presidents Reagan and 
Clinton, Oprah Winfrey, Michael Jordan, OJ Simpson (until it was obvious to most that 
he was a murderer), Clint Eastwood, etc.—can be or act in ways we would find 
unacceptable in our personal friends while they remain widely popular. Regarding our 
opinions of people, and I think this applies more generally to our beliefs, we have a 
tendency to believe what we want to believe and to look for evidence to support our 
beliefs and away from evidence that disputes them. This common disregard for 
uncomfortable realities is unhealthy as it blocks us from opportunities to grow. And so, 
my fellow Americans, ask not what it is you believe, ask why you want to believe it. 
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Presidential historian Robert Dallek, the author of "The Medical Ordeals of JFK" (December Atlantic), discu
President Kennedy's serious health problems and his efforts to keep them hidden  
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hough America's thirty-fifth President served fewer than three year
the American popular imagination is more powerful than perhaps a
Kennedy remains an iconic figure—emblematic of a golden era of 
ushered in when he ascended to the presidency in 1961 and that die
was assassinated. America's visceral, wistful response to Kennedy's
seems to have at least as much to do with images and impressions a
facts about what he accomplished in office. To many Americans, h
style personified. He was the dashing young politician with the glam
beautiful children; the war hero who had saved men's lives in the S
received the Navy and Marine Corps Medal; the well-bred graduate
England prep school and Harvard college; and the skilled athlete w
sailed, engaged in vigorous games of touch football, and roughhou
his children around the White House.  
 
Things appeared to come naturally for him. And during his preside
and grace seemed to shape the mood of the country as a whole. Iron
given that his appealing impression of utter well-being may have b
important characteristics as President, new evidence suggests that t
false one. Indeed, Kennedy's private experience was almost comple
public image of ease and grace that he projected.  
 
Earlier this year, in the course of conducting research for a book on
historian Robert Dallek gained permission from a committee in cha
White House records to read his previously unopened medical files
there surprised him. It had long been public knowledge that Kenned
trouble and Addison's disease (a malfunctioning of the adrenal glan
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his suffering, and of his physical limitations, had been a well-
guarded secret.  
 
In "The Medical Ordeals of JFK," (December Atlantic), Dallek 
describes the litany of health problems that plagued Kennedy 
throughout his life, and the complex medication and treatment 
regimens that became a regular part of his daily experience. 
During just the first six months of his term, Dallek writes,  
Kennedy suffered stomach, colon, and prostate probl
fevers, occasional dehydration, abscesses, sleeplessness, and
high cholesterol, in addition to his ongoing back and adren
ailments. His phy
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cataloguing injected and ingested corticosteroids for his adrenal 
insufficiency; procaine shots and ultrasound treatments and ho
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antibiotics for his urinary-tract infections and an abscess; and 
Tuinal to help him sleep. 
Because his spine had become so weakened by osteoporosis 
(most likely a side effect of the steroids he had been taking fro
a young age for his intestinal problems), his range of motion w
severely restricted, and the pain was extreme. At times, Dallek 
reports, he had to resort to crutches or other mobility aids.  
 
Dallek discovered that Kennedy worked hard throughout his life 
to hide his sickliness from others. In college he tried to obtai
prescriptions in secret, and during his military service (which 
was made possible only by
persuade the military physicians to overlook his problems), h
refused to report to the infirmary, even after he strained his back 
rescuing several of his men when a Japanese destroyer sank his 
boat. Later, when he went into politics, keeping his health 
problems a secret came to seem even more important. If the
p
medications he needed to take just in order to function normally, 
he feared that voters would be unwilling to take a chance on him. 
Thus, he took his medications in secret, avoided being seen wi
doctors, and concentrated on moving normally and concealin
his pain when in public. When aides to Lyndon B. Johnson, his
opponent for the 1960 Democratic nomination, reported to the 
media that Kennedy had Addison's disease, Kennedy responded 
by having his doctors issue a statement denying the illness,
proclaiming him to be in "excellent" health.  



 
In all likelihood, Dallek speculates, Kennedy was correct to 
assume that Americans would not have voted for him if they had 
known the truth about his health. And it is probably also safe to 
assume that many would have been justifiably angry to discove
that they had been misled into taking a gamble on a frail, heavily
medicated candidate. But as President, Dallek points out, 
Kennedy proved to be an effective and inspiring leader whose 
performance was not discernably affected by health 
considerations.  
 
It could be argued, Dallek concedes, that Kennedy's failure to
forthright about his health status represents a moral failing—an 
indication that he placed greater importance on his own personal
ambition than on the welfare of the American people. But that 
same deceptiveness, Dallek suggests, can also be viewed in 
another light.  
The silence regarding his health [can be viewed] as the quiet 
stoicism of a man struggling to endure extraordinary
distress and perfo
d
also speak to his character, but in a more complex way?  
What Kennedy gave the American people was an image of 
perfection that buoyed them up and inspired them. It took 
enormous effort to maintain that façade, but by reserving his 
suffering for himself alone, he was able to create for Americ
Camelot that it

r 
 

 be 

 

 pain and 
rming his presidential (and pre-presidential) 

uties largely undeterred by his physical suffering. Does this not 

a the 
 seemed to want and need.  

e 
 

 
Robert Dallek is a history professor at Boston University and th
author of Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy,
1932-1945, which won the Bancroft Prize; Lone Star Rising: 
Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1908-1960; Hail to the Chief: 
The Making and Unmaking of American Presidents; and Flawed 
Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 1961-1973. He is 
currently at work on An Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 19
1963, which will be published next fall by Little, Brown.  
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[Note: "The Medical Ordeals of J.F.K." is currently available 
only in the print edition of the magazine, which can be found on 
the newsstand.] 
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article just became available this year w

ou write that a lot of the information you present in the 
hen a committee of 

Kennedy Administration friends and associates agreed to 
open up a collection of papers. Why were those 

rary is the only presidential library in the 
country that has donor committees, which means that the papers 
re controlled by committees who determine whether there 

ential material—the passage of time. 
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n, who was Kennedy's counsel and 

 

he 

ll 
 he was 

files under 
the control of that particular group, and why did they decide 
to open the papers now? 
 
The Kennedy Lib

a
should be access to them. The papers about Kennedy's medical 
history had been in the library for a number of years, and a 
number of earlier biographers had tried to gain access but were 
summarily turned down. 
 
I think the reason that access was given now is because of what 
always happens with presid
After all, it's thirty-nine years this month since Kennedy die
and more than forty years since he came to the White House.  
 
To request access I sent a letter to the chair of the material, 
Burke Marshall, who was in the Justice Department under Robe
Kennedy and John Kennedy. He decided that the committee 
(which included a man named Samuel Beer, who is a professor a
Harvard, and Ted Sorenso
speechwriter) should first of all find out whether other 
presidential libraries had opened up their medical histories. They
found that a lot of them had. Then they decided that they should 
review the records. So they brought in a Boston physician—I 
don't know his name—who spent a year or more looking over t
materials. As I was told, his judgment was that the papers would 
end up making John Kennedy look heroic. So the committee 
decided to go ahead and open the collection. 
 
Were you surprised by what the papers revealed? 
 
There's always been a lot of speculation, and some pretty good 
evidence, that Kennedy had a series of medical problems. Most 
prominently, his Addison's disease and his back problems. What 
we didn't know—but what is shown by the records—is the depth, 
extent, and degree of suffering he experienced from these 
problems, and how much he struggled with them. The records 
show, for example, that between the spring of 1955 and the fa
of 1957, he was hospitalized nine times! Once



hospitalized for nineteen days, and twice for a week at
 
These hospitalizations were for a variety of illnesses that he had
First of all, he had colitis, now called irritable bowel syndrome. 
According to the records, during his White House period he 
would wake up in the morning with cramps and abdominal pain. 
So some of the medications they were constantly giving hi
were antispasmodics to calm down his stomach and inhibit the 
diarrhea he had from spastic colitis. He was also on testosterone.
In the White House records there was an almost daily c
his weight, because he had difficulty keeping it up. The 
te
 
A second problem was the difficulties he had with his back. It 
seems likely that he began taking something for his colitis ca
DOCA (which is a corticosteroid) in 1937 when it first became 
available. Back then they didn't know how to dose. It's been 
speculated that his back problems were the consequence of a 
football injury and of an incident in the Pacific theater of war 
during his Navy service in World War II. But what seems more 
likely is that the steroids caused the problems. There's a n
record of his back surgery in 1944 which shows that when the 
s
problem but that the bone in the lower back had softened terrib
My medical friends tell me that taking those kinds of steroids can 
bring about osteoporosis. 
 
He also had prostatitis, an inflammation infection of the prosta
and urethritis, an infection of the urethra, both of which had to
treated with massive doses of antibiotics. There's speculation tha
these were the consequence of some kind of venereal disease h
may have contracted in 1940. A letter in the files from a urolog
he consulted indicates that the first episode of his urethritis 
occurred in 1940, and that it was repressed with sulfite drugs. 
After that it was a recurrent problem.  
 
A
malfunctioning of the adrenal glands. My medical friends tell me 
this could have been another consequence of his taking steroids. 
There might also have been an inherited component, because his 
sister Eunice has Addison's disease, too.  
 
Was he the only one of his siblings to have had so many 
different kinds of health problems throughout his life? 
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Y
as well, but I don't have a close knowledge of her me
history. But Ted, for example, and Bobby—they never 
manifested the kinds of problems John had. His problems really 
began, as we understand it, with the colitis. He was sent to the 
Mayo Clinic at the age of seventeen in 193
re
to his prep school pal, LeMoyne Billings. He describes in th
letters the treatments he was getting and the study of his 
p
 
It all sounds sort of vague and mysterious. Did they rule
any sort of eating disorder or hypochondria? 
 
They couldn't rule anything out, because it was thought in those
days that that sort of irritable bowel trouble was a product of 
inherited traits, or psychological tension. They were never able t
pin anything down with exactness, and they had no real treatmen
for it. That's why in 1937, when DOCA became available
impression that they began giving it to him.  
 
The litany of all the different symptoms he had—fatigue, 
diarrhea, ulcers, and back pain—make it soun
s
he played tennis and football, and everyone's heard the 
stories about his sexual exploits. 
 
Well, you see, they were fostering an image of vigor. And they 
did a brilliant job of covering his problems up. 
 
O
perform these supposed Herculean feats as a sex machine, giv
the fact that he had serious back problems and so many illne
The answer may be that he carried on quite a bit in the White 
House swimming pool and (it's alleged) in the bathtub, and 
he would practice sex in a supine p
p
such a reputation as a sexual athlete.  
 
B
article, is that he was really quite heroic—that he had 
extraordinary determination. He made a bet with himself that he 
could be President. Of course, one of the problems I see with this 
is that he did not share the gamble with the public. It could we
have turned out that if the public knew about how ill he was, he 

es, as far as we know. Apparently Eunice had other difficulties 
dical 
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cords still remain closed, but we do have letters that he wrote 
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never would have been elected. This is what the Kennedys 
themselves feared, so they made a systematic effort to hide the 
fact that he had so many illnesses. It w
 
Do you see Kennedy as having forged a successful political 
career for himself in spite of his problems? Or were
health problems part of what drove him to seek the kind of 
universal validation politics can provide in the first place? 
 
I think it could have been both. I think his problems could have 
spurred him on to prove something to himself, and at the sa
time that he managed to become a successful politician in spite 
of his problems. Both points are well taken. 
 
I tried to coordinate my study of his medical problems with som
of the major crises he confronted as President—the Bay of P
for example, and the Cuban Missile Crisis. What the record 
shows is that when he faced these crises, his dosages of cortiso
a
effectively with the stress that he was under. He was also on 
sleeping pills. 
 
You mention that he took so many drugs t
s
were clearly essential—like the painkillers for his back and 
the antispasmodics for his colitis and the antibiotics for his 
urinary-tract infections. But some of them, like the sleepi
pills and the amphetamines, seem like they might have been 
gratuitous. I was wondering whether his taking them mig
suggest that he felt that drugs could somehow make him in
something bet
 
My guess is that the sleeping medication was necessary. The 
medical records show that at least one time he woke up at five 
o'clock in the morning with terrible abdominal cramps, probably
from the spastic colitis. And his back pain was so severe that 
they often had to inject procaine, which is a form of novocaine, 
into trigger points in his back. I don't think he could have 
functioned effectively without these various medications because
the pain was so severe. The records reveal that he couldn't turn 
over in bed at night, he couldn't pull a sock 
fo
At times the pain and difficulty were so severe that he had to b
on crutches. What's amazing is how effective these measures 
were in creating an image of vigor and good health. 
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Do you have a sense of what effect it may have had on him 
psychologically to be secretly so dependent on all these 
doctors and medications and crutches? 
 
I think what it did was buoy him up. Psychologically and 
physically he was dependent on a significant number of 
medications. They gave him the psychological wherewithal to 
function. So I do think there was a kind of dependence on the 
drugs. But I don't think it was because of some psych
n
medical problems. In a way I guess it did then become a 
psychological crutch and was essential to his successful 
functioning as President. 
 
Do you think that some Kennedy worshippers might be
put off by your intimate account of his physical probl
they were by Seymour Hersh's account of his moral lapses?
 
I don't think so, and I hope not. My work is not an attempt at 
debunking. What I feel I've done is to try to describe as fairly
accurately, and honestly as I possibly could what was in t
record. I'm hoping that people will see Kennedy as a com
of things. There was a cov
u
also hid them from the public. There is, as I say in the article, 
something of a tradition of doing that. But I think that the bottom
line here is that it speaks well in many ways of Kennedy's 
c
Hersh, for example, who sees him as a sex maniac, or by Thom
Reeves in an earlier book called A Question of Character. But I
hope this article will enlarge our picture of his character by 
showing the kind of strength he must have had to be able to cope 
with such grave, serious medical problems and yet to have 
performed so effectively.  
 
And that is what I found in studying his presidency—that he did 
perform with great effectiveness. He was quite lucid in the 
conversations we have of the Cuban Missile Crisis, for exam
He performed quite brilliantly. It took significant strength of 
character, I think, to do that in the face of the medical difficulties
that he struggled against day in and day out.  
 
If Kennedy had thought that any of his ailments were lif
threatening, or that they 
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fu
running for office? 
 
I do think so. I think that if he had felt he couldn't function he 
wouldn't have run. But he had confidence that he could do it. 
And as it turned out, he did carry it off. None of his doctors ever 
said, "You're so ill, think about giving up this 
p
know, not a single one of them told him that. 
 
Has writing about all this affected your views about whether 
aspiring Presidents 
o
 
This has definitely complicated my view of it. Before I got int
these medical records, I was of a mind to believe that, yes, 
Presidents have an obligation to tell us about their health 
problems. Now, after looking at all this, what I have to say is, 
Yeah, I do believe that Presidents should play 
th
But on the other hand, if Kennedy had done that there's a good 
chance that he wouldn't have been President. And I think he was, 
by and large, a very effective and success
 
Do you think it's important for a President to give an 
impression—whether it's accurate or not—of physical 
robustness? 
 
Yes. This is a very good point. Not just physical robustness, but 
psychological optimism. See, Presidents are actors on a large 
stage. And what they try and do is communicate to the public an
educate the public as to how effective and successful they're 
going to be. So for a President to say, My goodness, I've 
th
Muskie cried while he was running for President, it destro
bid. And there was a man named George Romney from Mi
who said he h
k
 
So I think what the Kennedys understood, and what all 
successful Presidents understand, is that they need to convey a 
picture of good health and psychological strength.You're 
shooting yourself in the foot if you don't convey those two 
things. I remember Jimmy Carter telling the country, in ess
that he was experiencing a malaise. But Reagan, by contrast, 

lfill his duties, do you think he would have refrained from 
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always presented a picture of optimism and a kind of durability, 
and the public loved it. There's almost an unspoken, unwritten 
agreement that this is what the pub
w
kinds of cover ups, if you want to call them that, is not s
with Presidents but with the refusal of the public to take accoun
of the fact that someone can have a certain number of medical, 
even emotional, limitations, and yet carry off the job in the 
House. For example, with Franklin Roosevelt, the public just 
didn't want to know about his physical limitations. And 
Roosevelt didn't want them to see him as a man who was 
paralyzed from the waist down—who had spent his life in a 
wheelchair and could only walk with the help of aides or with th
help of steel braces or crutches. So there's a kind of collaborati
between Presidents and the public in muting these ailments. 
 
What was it like to go back and reconstruct various aspects 
of Kennedy's life primarily using information that was left 
behind in his medical records? As medical science continue
to advance, do you see this as a growing field of biogr
study? 
 
I think it's all part of a trend toward probing the private lives of 
presidents. Since about the 1970s, there has been more and more 
of an impulse to look closely at what presidents do in private
w
example, there have been many attempts to pin down whether 
Thomas Jefferson had a mulatto mistress and fathered children 
with her. It's not something that was done so aggressively by 
earlier historians. But there is definitely that impulse now. I think 
part of it
b
fanned the flames of the desire to get behind the mask of 
propriety to look at any possible improprieties. After Kennedy 
died, Charles de Gaulle, the president of France, came to the 
funeral and said to somebody, "This man Kennedy was 
America's mask, and this man Johnson is the country's real face
It was, I think, a very insightful kind of statement.  
 
You're writing a book about Kennedy now. How will this 
article fit into the larger scheme of it? Will it be a section, or 
will it be a theme that's woven throughout the book? 
 
Well, it's part of a theme that develops throughout the book. I 
write chronologically and look at his health problems as they 
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arise in the historical account of his life and career. So it
just a section. I excerpted this theme for the Atlantic article. I'll 
also be doing another Atlantic article out of the book
K
might have done if he had lived and been re-elected and serve
out a second term. But again, this is a theme that evolved through
his presidential term and that in the book is woven into th
lo
 
There are so many books about Kennedy already out there
How do you hope to make yours distinctive? 
 
Well, everybody asks me, Why another book on Kennedy? 
Usually I just quote the famous comment by the Dutch historian 
Peter Geyl who said that history is argument without end. We 
always reinterpret the past. Also, there is significant new material 
that has come to hand. I've had access to these medical reco
and to new ma
C
will the way in which I interpret these materials—how I see 
them, how I judge them, how I integrate them in
 
What's fascinating to me is to try and sort out why it is that J
Kennedy, who served less than three years in the White House, 
still has such an extraordinary hold on the public's imagination.
One can say it's because he was so young, and was assassinated. 
But you know, William McKinley was assassinated in 1901 at 
the start of his second term, and he was in his fifties, a relatively 
young man. But forty years later, nobody remembered who 
McKinley was or cared much about him.  
 
M
now, have no direct experience with John Kennedy. Yet of all the
modern American Presidents I talk about in my course on the 
American presidency, they come most alive when I talk about 
him. They know something about him. Obviously their parents 
and grandparents and aunts and uncles have been telling them 
about him. 
 
Do you have a theory about his lasting a
 
Well, there are several things I point to. Aside from the fact th
he was young and charming and was assassinated, I think the 
existence of television was very important. Kennedy's memory
very much kept alive by the constant return to pictures of the 

's not 

, about 
ennedy and the military—his handling of Vietnam, and what he 

d 
 

e 
nger story. 

. 

rds 
terial on Kennedy's foreign policy, particularly in 

uba. The new material will add something to the discussion, as 

to the story. 

ohn 

 

y students, many of whom were born just twenty years ago 
 

ppeal? 

at 

 is 



assassination and the aftermath—John Jr. saluting his father's 
coffin rolling by, and so on. And then there's the family—Bobb
and the fam
w
have had a hold on the public's imagination.  
 
I also think that what's important here is that Kennedy was the 
first of our successful ethnic presidents—the first Catholic to w
the White House. Franklin Roosevelt brought American ethnics 
into the mainstream by appointing Jews and Irish Catholics—
really creating a coalition of Democratic ethnics to support the
Democratic party. Kennedy, I think, was the first ethnic to give 
America's ethnics a sense of full legitimacy in American soci
The fact that he was not only ethnic, but also a Harvard graduate
and a genuine war hero gave not just Catholic
o
probably accounts for the continuing hold he has on the public's
imagination.  
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JFK's Second Term  
 

Toward the end of his life John F. Kennedy increasingly distrusted his military advisers and was changing his views on foreign policy. A fresh look 
at the final months of his presidency suggests that a second Kennedy term might have produced not only an American withdrawal from Vietnam 

but also rapprochement with Fidel Castro's Cuba 
  

BY ROBERT DALLEK  
  

. . . . .   
  

hen Lyndon Johnson assumed the presidency, after the assassination of John F. Kennedy, 
in November of 1963, he knew that in order to accrue political capital he would initially 
need to champion goals and policies that Kennedy had already been pursuing. Not long 
before his death Kennedy had scrawled the word "poverty" on a piece of paper and 
circled it multiple times; this note fell into the hands of his brother Robert and became a 
symbolic justification for Johnson's declaration of the War on Poverty, early in 1964. 
Similarly, many of the things that Johnson pushed through Congress in his first two years 
as President—such as an $11 billion tax cut, the Civil Rights Act of 1964, and the 1965 
laws that brought Medicare and Medicaid into existence and that poured billions of 
federal dollars into primary and secondary education—can readily be seen as extensions 
of the avowed policies of the Kennedy Administration. The details might have been 
different—and Kennedy might well have had more trouble than Johnson passing the 
Voting Rights Act of 1965—but historians generally agree that if Kennedy had lived out 
his first term and won a second, America would have witnessed something similar to the 
early years of Johnson's Great Society. 
 
On foreign policy, too, Johnson at first strove consciously to follow his predecessor. And 
some historians have argued that in this realm as well, LBJ indeed pursued a course that 
JFK had already plotted. If Kennedy had lived, according to this line of thinking, he 
would have continued a policy of antagonism toward Cuba and steady escalation of U.S. 
involvement in Vietnam. Johnson certainly believed that this was what Kennedy intended 
to do. 
 
 
From Atlantic Unbound: 
 
Flashbacks: "A Near Miss" (October 24, 2002) 
Articles on the Cuban missile crisis by Walter Lippmann, Jerome B. Wiesner, and Sheldon M. Stern remind us how close we came to disaster.  
But what if it wasn't? Some Kennedy aides have always insisted that Johnson misread 
JFK's plans for Vietnam. They say that Kennedy had begun to rethink the U.S. presence 
in Indochina, and was reluctant to increase it. Johnson's defenders have tended to see this 
argument as wishful thinking by those who seek to exculpate JFK from what happened in 
Vietnam while laying all the blame on LBJ. The argument can never fully be put to rest. 
But newly available documents, along with a reappraisal of the existing record—
especially of Kennedy's concern about press reports from Saigon—suggest that 
Kennedy's aides are correct: what Kennedy envisioned for U.S. policy in Vietnam was 
substantially different from what Johnson thought it was. Perhaps more surprising—



given that at the time of Kennedy's death the Cuban Missile Crisis was not long past, and 
that the CIA was still plotting to kill Fidel Castro—JFK appears to have been moving 
toward the idea of accommodation with Cuba.  
 
consideration of likely post-1963 Kennedy policies must begin with JFK's views on how 
political and military leaders make decisions about armed action. Why England Slept, his 
Harvard senior thesis, which was published as a book in 1940, showed a healthy 
skepticism regarding the astuteness of both political and military officials in assessing 
foreign threats. He also doubted the effectiveness of a purely military approach to many 
political problems, especially in light of what he observed during his extensive travels to 
Europe, the Middle East, and Asia in the late 1930s and after World War II. "If one thing 
was borne into me as a result of my experiences in the Middle as well as the Far East," 
Kennedy said after a trip as a congressman in 1951, "it is that communism cannot be met 
effectively by merely the force of arms." And his own military experience as a young 
man had convinced him that military chiefs were not necessarily the best judges of when 
and how to fight a war. As a junior naval officer in 1943 and 1944, he marveled at the 
incompetence of many of his superiors. In a letter to his parents from the South Pacific, 
where he was serving as a PT Boat commander, he wrote that the Navy had "brought 
back a lot of old Captains and Commanders from retirement and ... they give the 
impression of their brains being in their tails." He complained in a letter to a friend of 
"this heaving puffing war machine of ours," and lamented the "super-human ability of the 
Navy to screw up everything they touch." Later in life his reading of history, especially 
Barbara Tuchman's book The Guns of August (1962), about World War I, reinforced his 
doubts.  
 
Misgivings about the wisdom of military responses to communism, however, were not 
enough to deter Kennedy from authorizing the disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion, in April 
of 1961. In the aftermath of the invasion, which fizzled when a brigade of CIA-trained 
Cuban exiles were captured on the beach, the CIA's inspector general ascribed the failure 
to "bad planning," "poor" staffing, and "fragmentation of authority," and to the false 
assumption that "the invasion would, like a deus ex machina, produce a shock ... [and] 
trigger an uprising." Although he publicly accepted blame for the defeat, Kennedy 
privately wondered how he could have been so stupid as to trust CIA and military 
assurances about the likely success of the attack.  
 
Paul Nitze, who in the 1950s worked with Secretary of State Dean Acheson on defense 
issues, and who served in the Kennedy Administration as Secretary of Defense Robert 
McNamara's assistant secretary for international security affairs, said in his oral history of 
the Administration that President Kennedy "was always troubled with ... how do you 
obtain military advice; how do you check into it; how do you have an independent view 
as to its accuracy and relevance?" A tape of a 1962 conversation with Secretary of State 
Dean Rusk, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, and Undersecretary of State 
George Ball makes clear that Kennedy had a low opinion of many U.S. diplomats and 
Defense Department officials. He described career envoys as weak or spineless. "I just 
see an awful lot of fellows ... who don't seem to have cojones," he said. "[Whereas] the 
Defense Department looks as if that's all they've got. They haven't any brains ... I know 



you get all this sort of virility over at the Pentagon, and you get a lot of Arleigh Burkes [a 
reference to the chief of naval operations]: admirable, nice figure, without any brains." 
 
His experiences with the Joint Chiefs of Staff deepened Kennedy's reservations about the 
advice he was receiving from the military. One incident that alarmed him came shortly 
after the Bay of Pigs debacle, when the Joint Chiefs urged Kennedy to authorize the use 
of air and land forces in Laos to avert a communist takeover. Kennedy wanted to know 
what they intended if such an operation failed. The Joint Chiefs answered, in the words of 
Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, "You start using atomic weapons!" Lyman 
Lemnitzer, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, promised that if they were given 
authorization to use nuclear weapons, they could guarantee victory. Kennedy saw 
Lemnitzer's assurance as absurd. Later he said, "Since he couldn't think of any further 
escalation, he would have to promise us victory." Kennedy and the Soviets ultimately 
reached a negotiated settlement in Laos. But the disagreement with his advisers would set 
a pattern. 
 
Kennedy felt the most tension with General Lauris Norstad, the commander of NATO 
forces, and General Curtis LeMay, the chief of staff of the Air Force. Both Norstad and 
LeMay believed that any war with the Soviet Union would have to escalate quickly into a 
nuclear exchange if the United States was to have any hope of "winning." Kennedy found 
LeMay, who would become the model for a deranged general in the 1964 movie Dr. 
Strangelove, especially intolerable. Roswell Gilpatric, Kennedy's deputy secretary of 
defense, recalled in his oral history of the Kennedy Administration that the President 
"ended up in sort of a fit" every time he had to see LeMay. "I mean he just would be 
frantic at the end of a session with LeMay," Gilpatric said, "because, you know, LeMay 
couldn't listen or wouldn't take in, and he would make what Kennedy considered ... 
outrageous proposals that bore no relation to the state of affairs in the 1960s. And the 
President never saw him unless at some ceremonial affair, or where he felt he had to 
make a record of having listened to LeMay, as he did on the whole question of an air 
strike against Cuba. And he had to sit there. I saw the President right afterwards. He was 
just choleric." 
 
"I don't think he ever really satisfied himself that he had found a way to get the best 
possible military help on such matters," Nitze said. 
 
According to Nitze, Kennedy saw a decision to use nuclear weapons in a conflict as a 
responsibility that belonged not to the Joint Chiefs but to himself. It was a decision he 
hoped he would never have to make, and he tried very hard to ensure that he wouldn't 
have to. Walt W. Rostow, a member of the State Department's Policy Planning Council, 
recalled in an oral history that Kennedy thought an all-out nuclear conflict would be "a 
truly monstrous event in the U.S.—let alone in world history." Although the United 
States had a large advantage over the Soviets, both in total number of nuclear weapons 
and in the capacity to deliver them, everyone concluded that a nuclear exchange would 
bring, in Rostow's words, "virtual incineration" to Western Europe, Russia, and the 
United States. In September of 1961, after leaving a briefing at which Lemnitzer 
described the effects of nuclear war, Kennedy said to Rusk, "And we call ourselves the 



human race." 
 
Despite his horror at the thought of fighting such a war, Kennedy greatly expanded 
America's nuclear arsenal and refused to publicly renounce a first-strike strategy. Fearful 
that Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev might push the United States into an all-out clash, 
JFK saw no alternative to increased preparedness. "That son of a bitch Khrushchev," 
Rostow once heard him complain, "he won't stop until we actually take a step that might 
lead to nuclear war ... There's no way you can talk that fella into stopping, until you take 
some really credible step." After meeting the Premier in Vienna, in June of 1961, 
Kennedy was frustrated by his inability to soften Khrushchev's hawkish attitudes on 
nuclear arms. He told Hugh Sidey, of Time magazine, "I never met a man like this. [I] 
talked about how a nuclear exchange would kill seventy million people in ten minutes 
and he just looked at me as if to say, 'So what?' My impression was that he just didn't 
give a damn if it came to that." According to the journalist Fred Kaplan, to ensure against 
a Soviet miscalculation, Kennedy directed McNamara to "repeat to the point of boredom" 
that the United States would use nuclear weapons only if it or its allies were directly 
attacked, and that America was not even thinking about preventive war. 
 
In a conversation with his aide Kenneth O'Donnell after the Vienna summit, Kennedy 
said, "All wars start from stupidity. [It is] particularly stupid to risk killing a million 
Americans over an argument about access rights on an Autobahn in the Soviet zone of 
Germany, or because the Germans want Germany reunified ... Before I back Khrushchev 
against the wall ... the freedom of all of Western Europe will have to be at stake." But 
despite Kennedy's concerns, the military exerted persistent pressure for armed action 
against communism. 
 
Kennedy's resistance to this pressure reached a climax during the Cuban Missile Crisis, in 
October of 1962. The blockade or quarantine of Cuba that he imposed to force the 
removal of nuclear weapons did not satisfy the Joint Chiefs. When Kennedy first 
proposed it, General LeMay said he saw direct military intervention as a necessity. "This 
blockade and political action I see leading into war," he told Kennedy in a conversation 
captured on tape by a White House recording device. "I don't see any other solution. It 
will lead right into war. This is almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich." LeMay 
indirectly threatened to make his dissent public. "I think that a blockade, and political 
talk, would be considered by a lot of our friends and neutrals as being a pretty weak 
response to this. And I'm sure a lot of our own citizens would feel that way too. In other 
words, you're in a pretty bad fix at the present time."  
 
LeMay's words angered Kennedy, who asked, "What did you say?" LeMay repeated, 
"You're in a pretty bad fix." Kennedy responded with a hollow laugh, and said, "You're in 
there with me." Kenneth O'Donnell recalled in his memoirs that after the meeting 
Kennedy asked him, "Can you imagine LeMay saying a thing like that? These brass hats 
have one great advantage in their favor. If we listen to them, and do what they want us to 
do, none of us will be alive later to tell them that they were wrong." 
 
On October 28 Khrushchev promised to remove Soviet missiles from Cuba, but at a 



meeting that same day the Joint Chiefs stated their opposition to Kennedy's ongoing 
restraint. (In response to Khrushchev's promise Kennedy had pledged not to invade Cuba, 
a pledge that troubled the Chiefs, who believed that Castro's removal from power was 
essential.) Admiral George Anderson told the President, "We have been had!" LeMay 
called the settlement "the greatest defeat in our history," and urged a prompt invasion. 
McNamara remembered Kennedy as "absolutely shocked" and "stuttering in reply." 
Kennedy later told Benjamin Bradlee, then the Washington bureau chief for Newsweek, 
"The first advice I'm going to give my successor is to watch the generals and to avoid 
feeling that just because they were military men their opinions on military matters were 
worth a damn."  
 
A week after the missile crisis ended, while uncertainty continued as to whether 
Khrushchev would in fact remove all offensive weapons from Cuba, Kennedy responded 
to an updated invasion plan proposed by his military advisers. In a declassified document 
now held in the national-security files at the JFK Library, in Boston, he drew on his 
knowledge of history in restating his conviction that an attack on Cuba carried huge 
military risks: "Considering the size of the problem, the equipment that is involved on the 
other side, the Nationalists['] fervor which may be engendered," he wrote to McNamara, 
"it seems to me we could end up bogged down. I think we should keep constantly in mind 
the British in [the] Boer War, the Russians in the last war with the Finnish and our own 
experience with the North Koreans." "An invasion would have been a mistake—a wrong 
use of our power," Kennedy told his aide Arthur Schlesinger. "But the military are mad. 
They wanted to do this." 
 
rom the moment he took office, in January of 1961, Kennedy had been eager to settle the 
Cuban problem without overt military action by the United States. Through the fall of 
1963, however, he remained resigned to the possibility that Cuban aggression or 
developments on the island could compel American air attacks or even an invasion, and 
some of his advisers continued to pressure him to engage in covert action to depose 
Castro. On October 29, 1962, the day after Khrushchev ended the missile crisis, Castro 
publicly announced that he was ready for an agreement with the United States, but his 
conditions—an end to the economic embargo that Washington had imposed in 1960, and 
to U.S. subversion, sponsorship of exile raids, U-2 overflights, and control of 
Guantánamo—were more than any U.S. government could accept as a starting point for 
negotiations, especially if it hoped to avoid the outrage of Cuban exiles and their 
American allies. 
 
At the same time, Kennedy was beginning to see rapprochement as the best way to end 
the difficulties with Havana, especially because the National Security Council was now 
acknowledging that all the proposals thus far for toppling Castro were "singularly 
unpromising" (as an NSC memo stated). In the spring of 1963 James B. Donovan, a New 
York lawyer who had negotiated the release of the nearly 1,200 Cuban exiles captured at 
the Bay of Pigs, became an intermediary between Havana and Washington. During 
discussions about releasing twenty-four imprisoned Americans accused of being CIA 
agents, Castro, who was unhappy with Moscow's treatment of Cuba, asked for 
suggestions on how to establish official relations with the United States, which he saw, 



according to Donovan, as necessary. He wondered whether Donovan could be given an 
official status that would make the negotiations likelier to move both sides closer to 
rapprochement. Donovan's report on his conversation with Castro greatly interested 
Kennedy.  
 
Kennedy relied on William Attwood—a former editor of Look magazine who had 
interviewed Castro, had served from March of 1961 to May of 1963 as ambassador to 
Guinea, and was now an adviser to the United States UN Mission—to explore further the 
possibility of rapprochement. If this were to include the removal of all Soviet forces from 
Cuba, an end to Cuba's subversive activities throughout the Western Hemisphere, and 
Havana's commitment to nonalignment in the Cold War, Kennedy believed he could sell 
it to the American public. In return Kennedy surely would have been willing to stop the 
economic embargo, the U-2 overflights, and other threats to Castro's continued reign—to 
do everything, in fact, except withdraw from the base at Guantánamo. 
 
Kennedy's interest in an accommodation with Castro registered forcefully on Jean Daniel, 
a French journalist on his way to Havana at the end of October of 1963. In a meeting with 
Daniel at the White House, Kennedy acknowledged a degree of U.S. responsibility for 
the miseries inflicted on the Cuban people by Castro's predecessor, Fulgencio Batista, 
whose government was propped up by the United States. When Daniel asked Kennedy 
about the economic embargo of Cuba, the President replied that he might lift it if Castro 
ended communist incitements in the region. Kennedy asked Daniel to see him again after 
returning from Cuba. "Castro's reactions interest me," he said, according to Daniel.  
 
Castro welcomed the chance to open discussions with the United States, but insisted that 
they occur in Cuba. He did not wish to be seen as in any way soliciting U.S. friendship. 
Nor did the Kennedy Administration want to be seen as solicitous of Cuba. Robert 
Kennedy told Attwood that the Administration could not risk accusations that it was 
trying to make a deal with Castro.  
 
In November, as the two sides debated where to hold discussions, the President gave a 
speech in Miami, before the Inter-American Press Association, that included veiled 
references to an altered relationship with Cuba. He said that Latin America's problems 
would not be solved "simply by complaining about Castro, by blaming all problems on 
communism, or generals, or nationalism." So long as Cuba remained "a weapon in an 
effort dictated by external powers to subvert the other American republics," a 
reconciliation would be impossible. Absent this impediment, he said, "everything is 
possible." 
 
Whatever the uncertainties in November of 1963 about future Castro-Kennedy dealings, 
the two leaders had signaled a mutual interest in finding a way through their antagonism.  
 
s for Vietnam, what Kennedy would have done after November of 1963 now seems 
increasingly clear, thanks not only to the testimony of his former aides but also to a 
growing documentary public record. Here, too, his wariness of his military chiefs' advice 
had begun to shape his outlook.  



 
Most of his advisers in the Pentagon wanted to increase U.S. involvement in Vietnam's 
civil war. But Kennedy would have preferred a settlement like the one he had reached in 
Laos, whereby Moscow and Washington agreed to restrain the factions battling for 
control of the country. With Hanoi and Saigon unwilling to reach a truce, U.S. fears of 
losing South Vietnam to communism forced Kennedy to escalate America's economic 
and military commitments—providing Ngo Dinh Diem's regime with more money, 
equipment, and advisers to fight the Vietcong. Still, any suggestion that the conflict 
should become a war fought principally by U.S. troops was directly at odds with 
Kennedy's convictions about America's self-interest.  
 
Admittedly, Kennedy wanted a military tool with which to combat communist 
insurgencies in Asia and Latin America. The creation of the Green Berets, in 1961, to 
meet the communist threat in Vietnam and elsewhere, was an indication of how 
determined he was to use limited force in the contest with Moscow for Third World client 
states. It is true, too, that the Kennedy Administration repeatedly announced America's 
determination to preserve South Vietnam's independence. In February of 1962 Robert 
Kennedy declared, "We are going to win in Vietnam. We will remain here until we do 
win." And JFK was willing to subsidize the expansion of the South Vietnamese military 
and to have more than 16,000 members of the U.S. military advising and directing 
Vietnamese combat operations—a project that would cost some American lives. 
Moreover, in August of 1963 Kennedy reluctantly signed off on a plot to have 
Vietnamese generals overthrow Diem's government, which had lost popular support and 
seemed certain to lose the civil war. But although all this risked greater U.S. 
responsibility for the fate of South Vietnam, Kennedy did not see it as leading—and 
certainly did not want it to lead—to the Americanization of the war. Indeed, his support 
for a coup rested on the hope that it would help South Vietnam to defeat the Vietcong and 
would greatly reduce the need for ongoing military support. And public statements like 
RFK's were more a device for bolstering Saigon's morale and intimidating the 
communists than a reliable expression of intentions—as the President's actions in 
Vietnam, especially in 1963, would show. 
 
Kennedy had seen the Boer War, the Russo-Finnish conflict, and the Korean War as 
cautionary tales against getting bogged down in Cuba; now he perceived that the lessons 
of those wars applied even more strongly in Vietnam, a less familiar, more distant land 
with political crosscurrents even more formidable than those presented by Havana. He 
feared that U.S. involvement would produce irresistible pressure to do more and more. 
"The troops will march in; the bands will play; the crowds will cheer," he told Arthur 
Schlesinger, "and in four days everyone will have forgotten. Then we will be told we 
have to send in more troops. It's like taking a drink. The effect wears off, and you have to 
take another."  
 
Throughout his tenure in the White House, Kennedy consistently resisted proposals to 
have U.S. forces take over the war. In November of 1961 Maxwell Taylor, a Kennedy 
military confidant, reported at a meeting of Administration and military officials that 
Kennedy was "instinctively against introduction of U.S. forces." According to notes taken 



at a meeting of the National Security Council that same month, Kennedy "expressed the 
fear of becoming involved simultaneously on two fronts on opposite sides of the world," 
and "questioned the wisdom of involvement in Viet Nam since the basis thereof is not 
completely clear." JFK thought that whereas in Korea the United States had responded to 
a case of clear aggression, the conflict in Vietnam was, according to the NSC notes, 
"more obscure and less flagrant." He believed that any unilateral commitment on our part 
would produce "sharp domestic partisan criticism as well as strong objections from other 
nations ... [and] could even make leading Democrats wary of proposed activities in the 
Far East."  
 
From the summer of 1962 to the fall of 1963 Kennedy directed Robert McNamara to 
chart plans for a systematic withdrawal from Vietnam by 1965. Possibly as a concession 
to his own reluctance to abandon South Vietnam before its survival was assured, 
McNamara drew up a five-year schedule for the reduction of U.S. forces. He did not 
anticipate a full departure until 1968, when he expected to remove the last 1,500 advisers 
and reduce military aid to $40.8 million—less than a quarter of the sum spent in 1962.  
 
urther evidence of Kennedy's intentions toward Vietnam comes in a backhanded but 
telling way from his dealings with the U.S. press corps in Saigon. The conventional 
wisdom is that Kennedy tried to censor news stories from Vietnam for fear that they 
would turn American public opinion against the war effort. And the press was indeed 
critical of the Administration's determination to hide the extent of U.S. involvement and 
its inability either to discourage Diem from repressing Buddhist dissenters or to compel 
him to fight the North Vietnamese aggressively. But the real reason Kennedy was intent 
on repressing these negative reports was not to prevent the spread of anti-war sentiment 
but, rather, to avert demands for escalation.  
 
According to poll data from the period, few Americans were following the situation in 
Vietnam. By 1962 Kennedy had decided that to sustain what he believed was the proper 
level of commitment in the region—enough to keep South Vietnam afloat without any 
involvement of U.S. troops or direct military action—he needed to keep public attention 
to a minimum. He recognized that public debate might arouse the political left to call for 
total withdrawal. But the greater danger, he seemed to believe, was that people would 
think America was fighting too halfheartedly: press accounts that called attention to the 
U.S. military's limited advisory role might lead evangelical anti-communists on the 
political right to demand that involvement be increased.  
 
In April of 1962 Averell Harriman, the assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs, 
directed the U.S. embassy in Saigon to lower America's profile in the conflict as much as 
possible. The press had begun describing the struggle as more an American than a 
Vietnamese war. The names of combat operations, such as "Sunrise" and "Farmgate," 
suggested U.S. planning, and American advisers were making themselves too 
conspicuous. Reports that a large group of U.S. colonels and civilians had inspected a 
stockade in Operation Sunrise were a case in point. "Why do large groups of Americans 
inspect anything?" Harriman asked in a memo. Moreover, U.S. officers were talking too 
freely about their role in planning operations. "It cannot be overstressed," Harriman 



declared, "that the conduct and utterances public and private of all U.S. personnel must 
reflect the basic policy of this government that we are in full support of Viet-Nam but we 
do not assume responsibility for Viet-Nam's war with the Viet Cong."  
 
In September of 1963 Kennedy was still trying to avert widespread public discussion of 
America's role in the conflict. He instructed the State Department's public-affairs officer, 
Robert Manning, to avoid press interviews and television appearances on the subject. 
When Manning reported in a memo to Kennedy that Roger Hilsman, the director of the 
State Department's Bureau of Intelligence, had been turning down calls from the press 
and TV stations, the President agreed that was wise.  
 
In October, Kennedy asked Arthur Sulzberger, the newly appointed publisher of The New 
York Times, to remove the reporter David Halberstam from Saigon, where Halberstam 
was writing irrefutable accounts of U.S.-South Vietnamese failings in the war and 
implying that greater American involvement was necessary. (Halberstam, although he 
would later turn against the war, took the same position in his 1965 book The Making of a 
Quagmire.) Sulzberger refused.  
 
Had Kennedy believed that it was more essential to stop a communist advance in 
Vietnam than to restrict America's part in the fighting, he surely would have touted the 
Administration's efforts to preserve Saigon's autonomy—and would have been more 
supportive of Halberstam and other reporters in their efforts to make the case for more-
effective U.S. involvement. As a student of America's role in World Wars I and II and 
Korea, Kennedy knew that fighting a costly foreign war depended on steady public 
commitment, which could come only after convincing Americans of the country's vital 
stake in the conflict. The converse, as he saw it, given the political context, was that 
obscuring America's role and muting public discussion would help him to preserve the 
flexibility to reduce U.S. involvement or maintain it at the same level. (This is what 
Lyndon Johnson failed to understand. He, too, suppressed information about what the 
United States was doing in Indochina, but he did so in the mistaken belief that it would 
make it easier for him to intensify U.S. involvement. His effort to pursue this course 
without adequate public support ultimately doomed his presidency.)  
 
After the November 1963 coup in Saigon that took Diem's life, Kennedy regretted 
encouraging an action that, he now believed, would deepen rather than reduce U.S. 
participation in Vietnamese affairs. In a tape recording made in the Oval Office on 
November 4, he said, "I feel that we [at the White House] must bear a good deal of 
responsibility for it, beginning with our cable of early August in which we suggested the 
coup. In my judgment that wire was badly drafted. It should never have been sent on a 
Saturday. I should not have given my consent to it without a roundtable conference at 
which McNamara and Taylor could have presented their views. While we did redress that 
balance in later wires, that first wire encouraged [Ambassador Henry Cabot] Lodge along 
a course to which he was in any case inclined ... The question now is whether the 
generals can stay together and build a stable government or whether ... public opinion in 
Saigon, the intellectuals, students, et cetera, will turn on this government as repressive 
and undemocratic in the not too distant future." More than ever, Kennedy seemed to feel 



that U.S. involvement in so unstable a country was a poor idea.  
 
In an undated, unsigned memo in the President's office files from the late summer or fall 
of 1963 (possibly even after November 1), an Administration official provided 
"Observations on Vietnam and Cuba." Since the Soviets seemed to feel trapped in Cuba 
and we in Vietnam, this official asked, might it not make sense to invite Charles de 
Gaulle, the President of France, who maintained calculated relations with both Cold War 
superpowers, to propose a swap with the Soviets? (In other words, in exchange for the 
Soviets' leaving Cuba, the Americans would leave Vietnam.) Whether Kennedy ever saw 
this memo, or what reaction he might have had to it, is unknown. Nonetheless, it is clear 
that by November of 1963 Kennedy welcomed suggestions for an alternative to a 
Vietnam policy that had had limited success. On November 20, the day before he left on 
his fateful trip to Texas, Kennedy told Michael Forrestal, a senior staff member on the 
National Security Council and an assistant to the President on Far Eastern affairs, that at 
the start of 1964 he wanted him to organize "an in-depth study of every possible option 
we've got in Vietnam, including how to get out of there." He said, "We have to review 
this whole thing from the bottom to the top." 
 
f Kennedy was opposed to a substantially larger U.S. role in the war, why did LBJ 
believe that he was simply following JFK's lead by escalating U.S. involvement? He 
believed it because Kennedy had significantly increased U.S. commitments during his 
presidency, and because three of Kennedy's principal foreign-policy advisers, Rusk, 
McNamara, and Bundy, departing from what Kennedy's final posture had been, told 
Johnson that expanded involvement would have been JFK's choice. More important, 
Johnson enlarged the U.S. role because he could not walk away from the conflict as 
Kennedy could have done, given enough time. By November of 1963 recent events had 
eclipsed memories of Kennedy's stumbling efforts at the Bay of Pigs and in Vienna. In 
fact, his record of success in the missile crisis and in the negotiation of a test-ban treaty 
with Moscow in the summer of 1963—a process he cut his military advisers out of—gave 
him considerable personal standing as a foreign-policy leader. Pulling back from Vietnam 
would not have undermined international or domestic confidence in Kennedy's direction 
of foreign affairs, especially given that poll data from as late as April of 1964 showed 
only 37 percent of the American public paying any attention to developments in Vietnam. 
Even in the spring and summer of 1965, after Johnson had begun a systematic bombing 
campaign and had dispatched 100,000 soldiers to the region, few Americans expected to 
see a victory in South Vietnam. In April of that year 45 percent of Americans polled 
predicted that a neutral or pro-communist government would take control of Saigon 
within the next five years; only 22 percent believed that Saigon would remain on 
Washington's side. By August most Americans assumed that the war would end with a 
compromise or, like the Korean War, with a negotiated settlement. In short, if a second-
term Kennedy Administration had withdrawn U.S. fighting forces from Vietnam in 1965, 
few Americans would have felt that the United States had forfeited a chance at victory. 
 
Johnson, in contrast, had few credentials as a world statesman and did not think he could 
deal effectively with communist adversaries abroad or conservative critics at home if he 
retreated from a Cold War challenge in Vietnam. When his need to demonstrate his 



foreign-policy toughness was coupled with his sincere belief in a war he saw as essential 
to containing communism, the result was a foreign-policy disaster.  
 
In counterfactual history nothing is certain. But we do know that in November of 1963 
Kennedy was strongly leaning both toward reducing tensions with Castro and against 
expanding commitments in Vietnam. And most historians agree that Kennedy, like 
Johnson, would have faced Barry Goldwater in the 1964 election and defeated him by a 
wide margin, just as Johnson did. This would have given Kennedy, now free from 
concern about re-election, the mandate to make a bold foreign-policy change while 
staring down his military advisers.  
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The Medical Ordeals of JFK  
 

Recent assessments of Kennedy's presidency have tended to raise "questions of character"—to view his Administration in the context of his 
sometimes wayward personal behavior. Such assessments are incomplete. Newly uncovered medical records reveal that the scope and intensity of 
his physical suffering were beyond what we had previously imagined. What Kennedy endured—and what he hid from the public—both complicates 

and enlarges our understanding of his character 
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oncealing one's true medical condition from the voting public is a time-honored tradition 
of the American presidency. William Henry Harrison, who died of pneumonia in April of 
1841, after only one month in office, was the first Chief Executive to hide his physical 
frailties. Nine years later Zachary Taylor's handlers refused to acknowledge that cholera 
had put the President's life in jeopardy; they denied rumors of illness until he was near 
death, in July of 1850, sixteen months into his presidency. During Grover Cleveland's 
second term, in the 1890s, the White House deceived the public by dismissing allegations 
that surgeons had removed a cancerous growth from the President's mouth; a vulcanized-
rubber prosthesis disguised the absence of much of Cleveland's upper left jaw and part of 
his palate. The public knew nothing about the implant until one of the President's 
physicians revealed it in 1917, nine years after Cleveland's death. 
 
In the twentieth century Woodrow Wilson, Calvin Coolidge, Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
and Dwight D. Eisenhower all, to one degree or another, held back the full truth about 
medical difficulties that could have jeopardized their hold on the Oval Office. Wilson 
suffered a paralyzing stroke in 1919 that made him merely a figurehead during the last 
year and a half of his term. After Coolidge's sixteen-year-old son died of blood 
poisoning, in the summer of 1924, Coolidge himself struggled with a clinical depression 
that made inactivity and passivity the principal features of his Administration. It has been 
well known for some time that Roosevelt went to great lengths to conceal how physically 
incapacitated he had been rendered by polio. If voters had known the truth about his 
generally deteriorating health in 1944, it is unlikely that they would have re-elected him a 
third time—but they did not know, and FDR died just three months into his fourth term, 
in April of 1945. Though Eisenhower was much more open about his health than any of 
his predecessors, the full disclosure of his maladies (including heart disease) in 1956, 
when he was sixty-six, might have discouraged the country from electing him President 
again; he had a heart attack during his first term and suffered a number of other medical 
problems, including a minor stroke, during his second.  
 
The lifelong health problems of John F. Kennedy constitute one of the best-kept secrets 
of recent U.S. history—no surprise, because if the extent of those problems had been 
revealed while he was alive, his presidential ambitions would likely have been dashed. 
Kennedy, like so many of his predecessors, was more intent on winning the presidency 
than on revealing himself to the public. On one level this secrecy can be taken as another 



stain on his oft-criticized character, a deception maintained at the potential expense of the 
citizens he was elected to lead. Yet there is another way of viewing the silence regarding 
his health—as the quiet stoicism of a man struggling to endure extraordinary pain and 
distress and performing his presidential (and pre-presidential) duties largely undeterred 
by his physical suffering. Does this not also speak to his character, but in a more complex 
way?  
 
Not only the extent of Kennedy's medical problems but the lengths to which he and his 
family went to conceal them were significant. According to Bill Walton, a Kennedy 
family friend, JFK was followed everywhere during the 1960 presidential campaign by 
an aide with a special bag containing the "medical support" that was needed all the time. 
When the bag was misplaced during a trip to Connecticut, Kennedy telephoned Governor 
Abe Ribicoff and said, "There's a medical bag floating around and it can't get in 
anybody's hands ... You have to find that bag." If the wrong people got hold of it, he said, 
"it would be murder." (The bag was recovered.)  
 
In 1983 the Kennedy biographer Herbert Parmet observed that "dealing with the Kennedy 
medical history is in some ways like trying to uncover aspects of vital national-security 
operations." In 1995, when executors of Joseph P. Kennedy's estate made additional 
family papers available in the JFK Library, reports to Joe about Jack's medical condition 
remained closed. Before, during, and since his presidency, the Kennedys have guarded 
JFK's medical records from public view, apparently worrying that even posthumous 
revelations about his health would hurt his reputation for honest dealings with the public.  
 
Of course, evidence of Kennedy's medical problems has been trickling out for years. In 
1960, during the fight for the Democratic nomination, John Connally and India Edwards, 
aides to Lyndon B. Johnson, told the press—correctly—that Kennedy suffered from 
Addison's disease, a condition of the adrenal glands characterized by a deficiency of the 
hormones needed to regulate blood sugar, sodium and potassium, and the response to 
stress. They described the problem as life-threatening and requiring regular doses of 
cortisone. The Kennedys publicly denied the allegation. They released a letter from two 
of JFK's doctors describing his health as "excellent" and Kennedy as fully capable of 
serving as President. During his Administration, according to Admiral George Burkley, a 
physician on the White House staff, Kennedy was so determined not to give the 
impression that he was "physically impaired ... and require[d] the constant supervision of 
a physician" that he shunned having "a medical man in the near proximity to him" in 
public. 
 
It appears that Richard Nixon may have tried at one point to gain access to Kennedy's 
medical history. In the fall of 1960, as he and JFK battled in what turned out to be one of 
the closest presidential elections ever, thieves ransacked the office of Eugene J. Cohen, a 
New York endocrinologist who had been treating Kennedy for Addison's disease. When 
they failed to find Kennedy's records, which were filed under a code name, they tried 
unsuccessfully to break into the office of Janet Travell, an internist and pharmacologist 
who had been relieving Kennedy's back pain with injections of procaine (an agent similar 
to lidocaine). Although the thieves remain unidentified, it is reasonable to speculate that 



they were Nixon operatives; the failed robberies have the aura of Watergate and of the 
break-in at the Beverly Hills office of Daniel Ellsberg's psychiatrist. 
 
Using personal letters, Navy records, and oral histories, biographers and historians over 
the past twenty years have begun to fill in a picture of Jack Kennedy as ill and ailment-
ridden for his entire life—a far cry from the paragon of vigor (or "vigah," in the family's 
distinctive Massachusetts accent) that the Kennedys presented. After a sickly childhood 
he spent significant periods during his prep school and college years in the hospital for 
severe intestinal ailments, infections, and what doctors thought for a time was leukemia. 
He suffered from ulcers and colitis as well as Addison's disease, which necessitated the 
administration of regular steroid treatments. And it has been known for some time that 
Kennedy endured terrible back trouble. He wrote his book Profiles in Courage while 
recovering from back surgery in 1954 that almost killed him.  
 
But the full extent of Kennedy's medical ordeals has not been known until now. Earlier 
this year a small committee of Kennedy Administration friends and associates agreed to 
open a collection of his papers for the years 1955-1963. I was given access to these newly 
released materials, which included x-rays and prescription records from Janet Travell's 
files. Together with recent research and a growing understanding of medical science, the 
newly available records allow us to construct an authoritative account of JFK's medical 
tribulations. And they add telling detail to a story of lifelong suffering, revealing that 
many of the various treatments doctors gave Kennedy, starting when he was a boy, did 
far more harm than good. In particular, steroid treatments that he may have received as a 
young man for his intestinal ailments could have compounded—and perhaps even 
caused—both the Addison's disease and the degenerative back trouble that plagued him 
later in life. Travell's prescription records also confirm that during his presidency—and in 
particular during times of stress, such as the Bay of Pigs fiasco, in April of 1961, and the 
Cuban Missile Crisis, in October of 1962—Kennedy was taking an extraordinary variety 
of medications: steroids for his Addison's disease; painkillers for his back; anti-
spasmodics for his colitis; antibiotics for urinary-tract infections; antihistamines for 
allergies; and, on at least one occasion, an anti-psychotic (though only for two days) for a 
severe mood change that Jackie Kennedy believed had been brought on by the 
antihistamines.  
 
Kennedy's charismatic appeal rested heavily on the image of youthful energy and good 
health he projected. This image was a myth. The real story, disconcerting though it would 
have been to contemplate at the time, is actually more heroic. It is a story of iron-willed 
fortitude in mastering the diffi-culties of chronic illness.  

"GOD WHAT A BEATING I'M TAKING" 

ennedy suffered severe health problems almost from the time of his birth. Three months 
before he turned three, in 1920, he came down with a bad case of scarlet fever, a highly 
contagious illness, and life-threatening for so small a child. He spent more than two 
months in the hospital and recuperating in a Maine sanatorium.  
 
During the 1920s he suffered from a variety of other childhood maladies, including 



bronchitis, chicken pox, ear infections, German measles, measles, mumps, and whooping 
cough. His illnesses filled the family with anxiety about his survival. 
 
In 1930, at age thirteen, Jack was afflicted with an undiagnosed illness that restricted his 
activities. From October to December he lost four to six pounds, felt "pretty tired," and 
did not grow. One doctor attributed it to a lack of milk in his diet, but that failed to 
explain why during a chapel service at the Canterbury School, his boarding school in 
New Milford, Connecticut, he felt "sick dizzy and weak." He wrote to his father, "I just 
about fainted, and everything began to get black so I went out and then I fell and Mr. 
Hume [the headmaster] caught me. I am O.K. now." In April of 1931 Jack collapsed with 
abdominal pains, and the surgeon who examined him concluded that it was appendicitis 
and that an operation was necessary at a nearby hospital in Danbury, Connecticut.  
 
The operation did not solve the problem. In the fall of 1932, while boarding at the Choate 
School, in Wallingford, Connecticut, Jack complained of abdominal discomfort and 
fatigue. His weight was only 117 pounds—less than robust for a fifteen-year-old boy. In 
January and February of 1933 "flu-like symptoms" plagued him, along with almost 
constant pain in his knees. "Jack's winter term sounded like a hospital report," an official 
fiftieth-anniversary remembrance of his attendance at Choate recounted, "with 
correspondence flying back and forth between Rose Kennedy and [the headmaster's 
wife]. Again, eyes, ears, teeth, knees, arches, from the top of his head to the tip of his 
toes, Jack needed attention."  
 
Over the summer of 1933, after he had turned sixteen, he gained no weight. And matters 
got worse the following year. In the winter of 1934 he became very sick and had to be 
rushed by ambulance to New Haven Hospital for observation. His symptoms included 
weight loss and a bad case of hives. Doctors feared that he had leukemia and began 
regularly checking his blood counts. "It seems that I was much sicker than I thought I 
was," Jack wrote to his classmate LeMoyne Billings after he got out of the hospital, "and 
am supposed to be dead, so I am developing a limp and a hollow cough." His rectum was 
"plenty red after the hospital," he complained. "Yours would be red too if you had shoved 
every thing from rubber tubes to iron pipes up it." By March, Jack's symptoms had 
largely disappeared, but his doctors remained uncertain about the cause of his difficulties. 
 
In June of 1934, as his junior year at Choate ended, he began feeling ill again, and his 
parents sent him to the famous Mayo Clinic, in Rochester, Minnesota. He spent a 
miserable month there, "the God-damnest hole I've ever seen," he wrote to Billings. By 
himself at the Mayo and then at nearby St. Mary's Hospital, where he was transferred 
after two weeks, he maintained his sanity and kept up his hopes for a return to friends and 
family through a series of such letters. Jack handled what he feared was a life-threatening 
disease with a biting wit and a refusal to complain openly to anyone but his friend. 
Judging from the medical tests described in the correspondence and in later medical 
records, Jack had colitis, which was initially thought to be peptic-ulcer disease. The 
doctors began by prescribing a diet of bland food preparatory to tests that Jack had hoped 
would be over in a few days. But the exams lasted much longer. "I am suffering terribly 
out here," he wrote to Billings. "I now have a gut ache all the time. I'm still eating peas 



and corn for my food." He expected to be there for at least another twelve days. Two days 
later he told Billings, "God what a beating I'm taking. I've lost 8 lbs. And still going down 
... I'm showing them a thing or two. Nobody able to figure what's wrong with me. All 
they do is talk about what an interesting case."  
 
"It would be funny," he declared wishfully, "if there was nothing wrong with me. I'm 
commencing to stay awake nights on that. Still don't know when I'll get home. My last 
eight meals have been peas, corn, prunes." 
 
Six days later he gave Billings another graphic description of his ordeal. "I've got 
something wrong with my intestines. In other words I shit blood." He feared he might be 
dying. The doctors were still trying to determine the cause of his illness. "Yesterday I 
went through the most harassing experience of my life," Jack wrote. "[A doctor] stuck an 
iron tube 12 inches long and 1 inch in diameter up my ass ... My poor bedraggled rectum 
is looking at me very reproachfully these days ... The reason I'm here is that they may 
have to cut out my stomach!!!!—the latest news." 
 
All the gastrointestinal and colon tests indicated that Jack had colitis and digestive 
problems, which made it difficult for him to gain weight and threatened deadly 
consequences if the colon became ulcerated or bled.  
 
Judging from accounts published in the January 1934 and December 1936 issues of the 
Mayo Clinic journal, Proceedings, the clinic's usual therapy for colitis involved a 
combination of restricted diet; relief of emotional stress, which was assumed to be a 
major contributor to both colitis and ulcers; and injection of a serum obtained from 
horses. Although the clinic claimed a measure of success with this treatment, it was 
clearly no panacea. Corticosteroids, which research centers were then testing, seemed 
more promising in the treatment of a whole variety of illnesses. 

WHAT STEROIDS DID TO HIM  

n the late 1930s the first clinical use of corticosteroids—which are compounds derived 
from adrenal extracts, and which have come to be used to reduce tissue inflammation—
was made possible when doctors learned how to administer DOCA (desoxycorticosterone 
acetate) in the form of pellets implanted under the skin. It is now well established that 
Kennedy was treated with DOCA after his Addison's disease was diagnosed, in 1947. But 
it is possible that Jack was taking DOCA as early as 1937. Early that year, in a 
handwritten note to his father after a family vacation, Jack worried about getting a 
prescription filled in Cambridge, Massachusetts, where he was a freshman at Harvard 
College. "Ordering stuff here very [illegible word]," he wrote to his father. "I would be 
sure you get the prescription. Some of that stuff as it is very potent and he [Jack's doctor] 
seems to be keeping it pretty quiet." Given that corticosteroids had just become clinically 
viable and were being touted as a therapeutic cure-all, it is reasonable to hypothesize that 
the prescription Jack asked for was DOCA. Moreover, nine years later, in 1946, Paul Fay, 
one of Jack's friends, watched him implant a pellet in his leg. The way in which the 
medication was administered indicates it was DOCA. Fay remembers Jack's using "a 
little knife ... [to] just barely cut the surface of the skin, try not to get blood, and then get 



underneath and put this tablet underneath the skin, and then put a bandage over it." Then, 
he said, "hopefully this tablet would dissolve by the heat of the body and be absorbed by 
the bloodstream." In short, it appears that Jack was on steroids—still an experimental 
treatment, with great uncertainty as to dosage—for his colitis well before the Addison's 
disease diagnosis.  
 
If so, he may have paid a high price. Physicians in the 1930s and 1940s did not realize 
what is common medical knowledge today—namely, that corticosteroids are effective in 
treating acute colitis but have deleterious long-term effects, including osteoporosis of 
lower-back bones and increased incidence of serious infection (owing to suppression of 
the body's immune system). Kennedy would suffer from all these problems, including 
outright degeneration of his lumbar spine. In addition, the long-term use of cortico-
steroids suppresses normal adrenal function; it may have been the cause of Kennedy's 
Addison's disease. (Jack's sister Eunice also had Addison's, however, indicating that his 
disease may have had an inherited component.) 
 
From September of 1934 to June of 1935, Jack's senior year of prep school, the school 
infirmary had kept a close watch on his blood count; Joe Kennedy passed these records 
on to the Mayo doctors. At that time there was still concern that Jack might be suffering 
from leukemia. In retrospect, any changes in his blood count may have been a reaction to 
the drugs he was taking. When he fell ill the following autumn, a doctor advised that Jack 
had agranulocytosis, a decrease in granular white blood cells, which made him more 
susceptible to infections. 
 
Shortly after leaving Choate, Jack had to spend two months at the Peter Bent Brigham 
Hospital, in Boston. Uncertain whether they were dealing strictly with colitis or with a 
combination of colitis and ulcers, and worried that his medicines were playing havoc with 
his white-blood-cell count, his doctors performed additional tests. According to a letter 
Jack wrote to Billings, his white-blood-cell count was 6,000 when he entered the hospital 
and down to 3,500 three weeks later. "At 1500 you die," Jack joked. "They call me '2000 
to go Kennedy.'" 
 
By the end of January 1936 he was more worried than ever about his health, though he 
continued to use humor to defend himself against thoughts of dying. "Took a peak [sic] at 
my chart yesterday and could see that they were mentally measuring me for a coffin. Eat 
drink & make Olive [his current girlfriend], as tomorrow or next week we attend my 
funeral. I think the Rockefeller Institute may take my case ... Flash—they are going to 
stick that tube up my ass again as they did at Mayo." 
 
From 1938 to the end of 1940, while Kennedy attended Harvard, intestinal problems 
plagued him relentlessly. In February of 1938 he had gone back to the Mayo Clinic for 
more studies, but with no good results. In June he spent two weeks in New England 
Baptist Hospital for the same complaints, but again with no improvement. In October he 
was still "in rotten shape," but he refused to re-enter the hospital for more of what now 
seemed like pointless tests. In February of 1939, however, he gave in and went back to 
the Mayo Clinic. It was the same old routine: a diet of bland foods three times a day and 



another inspection of his colon and digestive system. By November, under the care of 
William Murphy, of Harvard, the physician and Nobel laureate who co-discovered the 
treatment for pernicious anemia and had an uncommon faith in the healing power of liver 
extracts, Jack recorded that he was going to "take my first liver injection today and I hope 
they work." They did not. A year later he was still wrestling with abdominal pain, spastic 
colon, and low weight. If he was taking DOCA and it was limiting the effects of his 
colitis (and it is not clear that it was), it was certainly worsening his stomach problems. 
The steroids may also have contributed to the onset of duodenal ulcers, which weren't 
diagnosed until November of 1943. But there would be no public acknowledgment of any 
of these ailments, or any outwardly evident self-pity. Refusing to let health concerns stop 
him became a pattern that allowed Kennedy to pursue a political career. 

"YELLOW AS SAFFRON" 

erious back problems added to Kennedy's miseries from 1940 on. In 1938 he had begun 
having "an occasional pain in his right sacro-iliac joint," according to a Navy medical 
history recorded in December of 1944.  
It apparently grew worse but at times he was completely free from symptoms. In the 
latter part of 1940 while playing tennis he experienced a sudden pain in his lower right 
back—it seemed to him that "something had slipped." He was hospitalized at the Lahey 
Clinic ... for ten days. A low back support was applied and he was comfortable. Since 
that time he has had periodic attacks of a similar nature.  
Kennedy's service in the southwest Pacific on PT boats —which he managed to arrange 
by calling on his father's connections to hide his various illnesses from military 
physicians—added to his pain, especially after a Japanese destroyer sank his boat, leading 
to a week-long physical ordeal. (For all the accuracy of the popular accounts praising 
Kennedy's valor on PT-109, the larger story of his endurance has not been told. Lennie 
Thom, his executive officer, wrote letters home discussing JFK's back problem and his 
refusal to report to sick bay: "Jack feigned being well." Kennedy acknowledged to his 
parents that life on the boats was "not exactly what the Dr ... ordered." But he did not let 
on to his crew or his commanding officer that he was ill or in pain. And except for his 
chronic back ailment, which he simply could not hide, and which he seemed to take care 
of by wearing a "corset-type thing" and sleeping with a plywood board under his 
mattress, the men on PT-109 saw no poor health. Before the war was over, however, 
Kennedy found himself once again in the hospital for both back and stomach problems.) 
 
Although college football injuries and his Navy mishaps may have contributed to the 
back pain, the steroids he was most likely taking to control his colitis may have caused 
the underlying problem. Navy medical records indicate that back surgery Kennedy 
underwent in 1944 had revealed clear evidence of osteoporosis. The surgeons removed 
"some abnormally soft disc interspace material" and anticipated additional problems if he 
continued to suffer bone loss. It was, as it had long been with Kennedy, one thing after 
another. 
 
At the beginning of 1945 Kennedy went to Castle Hot Springs, Arizona, in an attempt to 
recover his health. It was an elusive quest. Although he refused to complain to his father 
about his continuing maladies, his doctor reported to Joe that Jack was "not getting along 



well at all." He remained in almost constant back pain, and he had trouble digesting his 
food. A companion in Arizona remembered that "he looked jaundiced—yellow as saffron 
and as thin as a rake." He returned to the Mayo Clinic for a while, but the doctors had 
nothing new to recommend, so he didn't stay; he traveled to San Francisco and Europe as 
a correspondent for the Hearst newspapers. Friends in San Francisco told him he looked 
"sickly"; in Europe he became terribly ill with a high fever, nausea, and vomiting. Back 
in Boston, in June of 1946, he collapsed at a parade, where a witness remembered his 
turning "very yellow and blue" and looking like he was having a heart attack.  
 
Despite his medical difficulties, Kennedy ran successfully for a House seat in 1946. A 
returning war veteran who knew him then says, "I was as thin as I could be at that time, 
but Jack was even thinner. He was actually like a skeleton, thin and drawn." Despite the 
medications he was taking for the colitis, he continued to have abdominal pain and 
problems gaining weight. Because hot baths gave him temporary relief, he spent some 
time every day soaking in a tub. He also had experienced a burning sensation when 
urinating, the result of a "non-specific urethritis" dating from 1940 (possibly an infection 
contracted from a sexual encounter in college), which later became chronic prostatitis, or 
inflammation of the prostate, which sulfa drugs temporarily suppressed.  
 
A strenuous daily routine during the campaign intensified Kennedy's fatigue, nausea, and 
vomiting—symptoms of the as yet undiagnosed Addison's disease. People around him 
noticed his bulging eyes and jaundiced complexion, and the limp caused by unremitting 
pain. They marveled at his stamina and refusal to complain; it was "a tremendous effort 
of will," one of them says.  
 
The following year, while in England, Kennedy became ill again. He ended up in a 
hospital in London, where a doctor for the first time diagnosed the Addison's disease. 
(Because Kennedy had served in the South Pacific and malaria has similar symptoms, 
and because Kennedy's long history of stomach and colon problems suggested that his 
difficulties were related to an ulcer or colitis, his previous doctors had not diagnosed the 
Addison's.) The doctor told Pamela Churchill, Winston Churchill's daughter-in-law and a 
friend of Kennedy's, "That young American friend of yours, he hasn't got a year to live." 
On his way home to the United States, on the Queen Mary, Kennedy became so sick that 
upon arrival a priest was brought aboard to give him last rites before he was carried off 
the ship on a stretcher. In 1948, when bad weather made a plane trip "iffy," he told his 
friend Ted Reardon, "It's okay for someone with my life expectancy," but suggested that 
his sister Kathleen and Reardon take the train. 
 
By 1950 Kennedy was suffering almost constant lower-back aches and spasms. X-rays in 
the Travell records, which I examined with the help of a physician, show that the fourth 
lumbar vertebra had narrowed from 1.5 cm to 1.1 cm, indicating collapse in the bones 
supporting his spinal column. By March of 1951 there were clear compression fractures 
in his lower spine. He needed crutches to get up a flight of stairs. Later that year, during a 
trip to Japan, he had a severe crisis related to Addison's when he apparently neglected to 
take his steroid medications. He ran a temperature of 106¡, and his doctors feared for his 
life. The episode convinced him to be more rigorous about taking his medicine, and over 



the next two years back problems became his principal complaint. 
 
In 1952, during a successful campaign to replace Henry Cabot Lodge as senator from 
Massachusetts, Kennedy suffered headaches, upper respiratory infections, stomachaches, 
urinary-tract discomfort, and nearly unceasing back pain. He consulted an ear, nose, and 
throat specialist about his headaches; took anti-spasmodics and applied heat fifteen 
minutes a day to ease his stomach troubles; consulted urologists about his bladder and 
prostate discomfort; had DOCA pellets implanted and took daily oral doses of cortisone 
to control his Addison's disease; and struggled unsuccessfully to find relief from his back 
miseries.  
 
Dave Powers, one of Kennedy's principal aides, remembers that at the end of each day on 
the road during the campaign, Kennedy would climb into the back seat of the car, where 
"he would lean back ... and close his eyes in pain." At the hotel he would use crutches to 
get himself up stairs and then soak in a hot bath for an hour before going to bed. "The 
pain," Powers adds, "often made him tense and irritable with his fellow travelers." (Much 
later, in February of 1960, during the presidential campaign, as Kennedy stood for hours 
in the freezing cold shaking hands with workers arriving at a meatpacking plant in 
Wisconsin, Powers whispered to Kenneth O'Donnell, another Kennedy aide, "God, if I 
had his money, I'd be down there on the patio at Palm Beach.") 
 
By the spring of 1954 Kennedy's back pain had become almost unbearable. X-rays show 
that the fifth lumbar vertebra had collapsed. Kennedy could not bend to pull a sock onto 
his left foot, and he had to ascend and descend stairs moving sideways. Beginning in May 
he had to rely on crutches more than ever, and walks from his office to the Senate for 
quorum and roll calls, on hard marble floors, became a daily ordeal. In August a team of 
physicians from the Lahey Clinic, in Boston, visited him on Cape Cod, where they 
described yet another surgery, a complicated procedure to achieve spinal and sacroiliac 
fusions that, they hoped, would strengthen his lower spine. They explained that without 
the operation he might lose his ability to walk, but that so difficult a surgery on someone 
with Addison's disease posed risks of a fatal infection, because the steroids were 
suppressing his immune system. 
 
Rose Kennedy said later, "Jack was determined to have the operation. He told his father 
that even if the risks were fifty-fifty, he would rather be dead than spend the rest of his 
life hobbling on crutches and paralyzed by pain." Joe tried to dissuade his son from the 
surgery, reminding him of FDR's extraordinary achievements despite confinement to a 
wheelchair. After he entered the New York Hospital for Special Surgery, on October 10, 
the team of endocrinologists and surgeons postponed the operation three times in order to 
assure an "extended metabolic work-up prior to, during, and after surgery." 
 
The operation, which finally took place on October 21 and lasted more than three hours, 
was at best a limited success. A metal plate was inserted to stabilize Kennedy's lower 
spine. Afterward a urinary-tract infection put his life in jeopardy. He went into a coma, 
and once again a priest was called to administer last rites. By December Kennedy had 
shaken the infection and was sufficiently recovered to be moved to the family's Palm 



Beach home. Nevertheless, he remained far from well; his doctors could not promise that 
he would ever walk again. Moreover, there was reason to believe that the site of the plate 
was infected. Consequently, in February another operation was performed at New York 
Hospital, to remove the plate. The Travell records show that extracting it meant removing 
three screws that had been drilled into bone and replacing damaged cartilage with a bone 
graft. After another three months recuperating in Florida, Kennedy returned to 
Washington in May. 

THE COVER-UP  

ecause his absence from Washington over so long a period could not be hidden, the 
Kennedys had no choice but to acknowledge JFK's condition. Public awareness of his 
surgery and slow recovery, however, benefited rather than undermined his image. 
Kennedy came through this medical ordeal looking courageous—not weak and possibly 
unfit for higher office, as his family had feared. Nevertheless, the Kennedys did not trust 
that coming clean about his health problems in the future would generate a similar result. 
Consequently, the true state of his health now became a carefully guarded secret. His 
closest aides did not know the full extent of his problems. Although Evelyn Lincoln, 
Kennedy's secretary, made sure that he took his daily medications (as many as eight 
different kinds), she apparently had limited knowledge of why he needed them. The 
evidence I've seen suggests that only Jackie, Joe, Bobby, and Jack's doctors were fully 
informed.  
 
One thing in particular remained unknown until the Travell records were opened this 
year: from May of 1955 until October of 1957, as he tried to get the 1956 vice-
presidential nomination and then began organizing his presidential campaign, Kennedy 
was hospitalized nine times, for a total of forty-five days, including one nineteen-day 
stretch and two week-long stays. The record of these two and a half years reads like the 
ordeal of an old man, not one in his late thirties, in the prime of life.  
 
All Kennedy's confinements at this time were at New York Hospital, except for one in 
July of 1955, at New England Baptist. Terrible back pain triggered an eight-day 
hospitalization beginning on May 26, 1955. General work-ups from this period noted 
continuing back miseries, with a chronic abscess at the site of his 1954-1955 surgeries; 
repeated bouts of colitis with abdominal pain, diarrhea, and dehydration; and prostatitis 
marked by pain on urination and ejaculation, along with urinary-tract infections. On July 
3 he spent one day at New England Baptist being treated for severe diarrhea. Eleven days 
later he entered New York Hospital for a week to relieve his back pain and treat another 
attack of diarrhea.  
 
On January 11, 1956, he spent three days in the hospital, where he received large doses of 
antibiotics to counter respiratory and urinary-tract infections. When nausea, vomiting, 
dehydration, and continuing urinary discomfort occurred at the end of January 1957, he 
spent two more days in the hospital. In July abdominal cramps put him in the hospital 
again for forty-eight hours. Fevers of unknown origin, severe abdominal discomfort, 
weight loss, throat and urinary-tract infections, a recurrence of his back abscess (which 
was surgically drained), and his all too familiar acute back pain and spasms resulted in 



three hospitalizations for a total of twenty-two miserable days in September and October. 
 
During this time Kennedy had zero flexion and extension of his back, meaning that he 
could not bend forward or backward at all; only with great difficulty could he turn over in 
bed, sit in a low chair, or reach across a table to pull papers toward him. He also had 
problems bending his right knee and from a sitting position could raise his left leg to only 
25 percent of what was considered normal height. There was "exquisite tenderness" in his 
back, and he was suffering from arthritis. Yet he managed to hide all this from everyone 
but his doctors and intimates. 
 
In 1955 Kennedy had consulted Janet Travell about muscle spasms in his left lower back, 
which radiated to his left leg and made him unable to "put weight on it without intense 
pain." He asked her repeatedly about the origin of his back troubles, but she found it 
impossible "to reconstruct by hindsight what might have happened to him over the 
years." It was clear to her, however, that Kennedy "resented" the back surgeries, which 
had brought him no relief and "seemed to only make him worse." He might have done 
better, of course, to blame the steroids that weakened his bones.  
 
According to the Travell records, the treatments for his various ailments included 
ingested and implanted DOCA for the Addison's, and large doses of penicillin and other 
antibiotics to combat the prostatitis and the abscess. He also received injections of 
procaine at "trigger points" to relieve back pain; anti-spasmodics—principally Lomotil 
and trasentine—to control the colitis; testosterone to keep up his weight (which fell with 
each bout of colitis and diarrhea); and Nembutal to help him sleep. He had terribly 
elevated cholesterol, 410 in one testing, apparently aggravated by the testosterone, which 
may have added to his stomach and prostate troubles. 
 
Kennedy's collective health problems were not enough to deter him from running for 
President. Though they were a considerable burden, no one of them impressed him as 
life-threatening. Nor did he believe that the many medications he took would reduce his 
ability to work effectively; on the contrary, he saw them as ensuring his competence to 
deal with the demands of the office. And apparently none of his many doctors told him 
that were he elevated to the presidency, his health problems (or the treatments for them) 
could pose a danger to the country. 
 
After reaching the White House, Kennedy believed it was more essential than ever to 
hide his afflictions. The day after his election, in response to a reporter's question, he 
declared himself in "excellent" shape and dismissed the rumors of Addison's disease as 
false. An article based largely on information supplied by Bobby Kennedy echoed JFK's 
assertions. Published in Today's Health, an American Medical Association journal, and 
summarized in The New York Times, the article described JFK as being in "superb 
physical condition." Though it reported some adrenal insufficiency, it said that a daily 
oral medication neutralized the problem, and it assured readers that Kennedy would have 
no problem handling the pressures of the presidency.  

A THOUSAND DAYS OF SUFFERING 



uring his time in the White House, despite public indications of continuing back 
difficulties, Kennedy enjoyed an image of robust good health. But according to the 
Travell records, medical attention was a fixed part of his routine. He was under the care 
of an allergist, an endocrinologist, a gastroenterologist, an orthopedist, and a urologist, 
along with that of Janet Travell, Admiral George Burkley, and Max Jacobson, an émigré 
doctor from Germany who now lived in New York and had made a reputation by treating 
celebrities with "pep pills," or amphetamines, that helped to combat depression and 
fatigue. Jacobson, whom patients called "Dr. Feelgood," administered amphetamines and 
back injections of painkillers that JFK believed made him less dependent on crutches.  
 
When Kennedy went to France, in June of 1961, to meet Charles de Gaulle, Travell and 
Burkley accompanied him on Air Force One. Unknown to Travell and Burkley, Jacobson 
flew on a chartered jet to Paris, where he continued giving the President back injections. 
In addition Travell was injecting him with procaine two or three times a day to relieve his 
suffering, which in the spring and summer of 1961 had become unbearable. On August 
27 she noted in her records that Kennedy's cry of pain in response to the injections 
brought Jackie in from another room to see what was wrong. In June of 1961, after 
Senator George McGovern had expressed sympathy to Bobby about JFK's suffering, 
Bobby acknowledged its seriousness. If it were not for Travell's care during the previous 
several years, Bobby wrote in response, his brother "would not presently be President of 
the United States."  
 
The Travell records reveal that during the first six months of his term, Kennedy suffered 
stomach, colon, and prostate problems, high fevers, occasional dehydration, abscesses, 
sleeplessness, and high cholesterol, in addition to his ongoing back and adrenal ailments. 
His physicians administered large doses of so many drugs that Travell kept a "Medicine 
Administration Record," cataloguing injected and ingested corticosteroids for his adrenal 
insufficiency; procaine shots and ultrasound treatments and hot packs for his back; 
Lomotil, Metamucil, paregoric, phenobarbital, testosterone, and trasentine to control his 
diarrhea, abdominal discomfort, and weight loss; penicillin and other antibiotics for his 
urinary-tract infections and an abscess; and Tuinal to help him sleep. Before press 
conferences and nationally televised speeches his doctors increased his cortisone dose to 
deal with tensions harmful to someone unable to produce his own corticosteroids in 
response to stress. Though the medications occasionally made Kennedy groggy and tired, 
he did not see them as a problem. He dismissed questions about Jacobson's injections, 
saying, "I don't care if it's horse piss. It works." 
 
In 1961 Burkley concluded that the injections, along with back braces and positioning 
devices that immobilized Kennedy, were doing him more harm than good. Burkley and 
some Secret Service men, who observed the President's difficulties getting up from a 
sitting position and his reliance on crutches, feared that he would soon be unable to walk 
and might end up in a wheelchair. Out of sight of the press, Kennedy went up and down 
helicopter stairs one at a time. After a meeting with JFK, in Bermuda in December of 
1961, British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan recorded, "In health, I thought the 
President not in good shape. His back is hurting. He cannot sit long without pain."  
 



In the fall of 1961 Burkley insisted to Travell that Kennedy consult Hans Kraus, an 
orthopedic surgeon who, like Jacobson, was a European émigré. When Travell resisted 
the idea, Burkley threatened to go to the President. Kraus, a brusque Austrian, confirmed 
Burkley's worst suspicions: he told Kennedy that if he continued the injections and did 
not begin regular exercise therapy to strengthen his back and abdominal muscles, he 
would become a cripple. Fearful that frequent visits by Kraus to supervise such therapy 
might trigger press inquiries and unwanted speculation, Kennedy was initially reluctant to 
accept the recommendation. The lost medical kit and the apparent attempts to steal his 
medical records during the 1960 campaign had put Kennedy on edge about the potential 
political damage from opponents armed with information about his health problems.  
 
But mindful that ignoring Kraus's advice might eventually result in his being confined to 
a wheelchair, Kennedy accepted that something had to be done. He and Kraus agreed to 
describe the therapy sessions as exercises to upgrade the President's condition from very 
good to excellent. Kennedy then began a regimen of three exercise sessions a week in a 
small White House gymnasium next to the swimming pool. Limiting Travell's access to 
the President, Burkley and Kraus used exercises, massage, and heat therapy to ease 
Kennedy's back spasms and increase his mobility. Performed with his favorite country 
and western and show tunes playing in the background, the exercise therapy became a 
respite from the demands that crowded Kennedy's schedule. In the event of an 
emergency, he had immediate access to Kraus by means of a phone installed in Kraus's 
car. (Travell, meanwhile, was kept on at the White House so that she wouldn't reveal 
Kennedy's secrets to the public; if she had been forced out, she might have been tempted 
to talk.) By January of 1962 Burkley and Kraus saw JFK having a better month than at 
any time in the previous year. At the end of February they described the past four weeks, 
"medically speaking," as the "most uneventful month since the inauguration; since the 
1960 campaign, for that matter." And in April they pronounced his general condition 
"excellent."  
 
Nevertheless, Kennedy continued to need extensive medication. His condition at the time 
of the Cuban Missile Crisis is a case in point. The Travell records show that during the 
thirteen days in October of 1962 when Moscow and Washington brought the world to the 
brink of a nuclear war, Kennedy took his usual doses of anti-spasmodics to control his 
colitis, antibiotics for a flare-up of his urinary-tract problem and a bout of sinusitis, and 
increased amounts of hydrocortisone and testosterone, along with salt tablets, to control 
his Addison's disease and boost his energy. Judging from the tape recordings made of 
conversations during this time, the medications were no impediment to lucid thought 
during these long days; on the contrary, Kennedy would have been significantly less 
effective without them, and might even have been unable to function. But these 
medications were only one element in helping Kennedy to focus on the crisis; his 
extraordinary strength of will cannot be underestimated. 
 
This is not to suggest that Kennedy was superhuman, or to exaggerate his ability to 
endure physical and emotional ills. On November 2, 1962, he took ten additional 
milligrams of hydrocortisone and ten grains of salt to boost himself before giving a brief 
report to the American people on the dismantling of the Soviet missile bases in Cuba. In 



December, Jackie complained to the President's gastroenterologist, Russell Boles, that the 
antihistamines for food allergies had a "depressing action" on the President. She asked 
Boles to prescribe something that would assure "mood elevation without irritation to the 
gastrointestinal tract." The Travell records reveal that Boles prescribed one milligram 
twice a day of Stelazine, an anti-psychotic that was also used as a treatment for anxiety. 
In two days, Kennedy showed marked improvement, and he apparently never needed the 
drug again.  
 
From the start of his presidency John F. Kennedy had the example of FDR, who had 
functioned brilliantly despite his paralysis. Roosevelt, however, never needed the 
combination of medicines on which Kennedy relied to get through the day. When 
Kennedy ran for and won the presidency, he was in fact gambling that his health 
problems would not prevent him from handling the job. By hiding the extent of his 
ailments he denied voters the chance to decide whether they wanted to share this gamble. 
It is hard to believe that he could have been nominated, much less elected, if the public 
had known what we now know about his health. Then again, given the way Richard 
Nixon performed in the White House, how many people would retrospectively offer him 
their votes for 1960, even knowing of Kennedy's health problems? 
 
There is no evidence that JFK's physical torments played any significant part in shaping 
the successes or shortcomings of his public actions, either before or during his 
presidency. Prescribed medicines and the program of exercises begun in the fall of 1961, 
combined with his intelligence, knowledge of history, and determination to manage 
presidential challenges, allowed him to address potentially disastrous problems sensibly. 
His presidency was not without failings (the invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs and his 
slowness to act on civil rights were glaring lapses of judgment), but they were not the 
result of any physical or emotional impairment.  
 
Lee Harvey Oswald killed Kennedy before the President's medical ailments could. But 
the evidence suggests that Kennedy's physical condition contributed to his demise. On 
November 22, 1963, Kennedy was, as always, wearing a corsetlike back brace as he rode 
through Dallas. Oswald's first bullet struck him in the back of the neck. Were it not for 
the back brace, which held him erect, the second, fatal shot to the head might not have 
found its mark.  
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1. John F. Kennedy (1961-1963) -- Possible transgressions: 
 
l President Kennedy was involved in assassination attempts of a foreign 
leader (Fidel Castro of Cuba). While assassination was technically legal in 
the early 1960s, it put our country at risk and may have in fact led to the 
president’s own death. 
 
l President Kennedy (through his father) had entered into agreements with 
Sam Giancana and other members of the Mafia to sway votes his way in the 
1960 election. In at least three states where the mob was strong and the vote 
was close (Illinois, Missouri, and Nevada), the final results tilted in favor of 
Kennedy. 
 
l Sleeping with women other than his wife. At the time of Kennedy’s 
presidency, this was not known outside small Washington and Hollywood 
circles. However, the president made efforts to conceal these affairs, which 
meant that he didn’t want them known, and the threat of their exposure 
might have subjected him (and consequently the American people) to 
blackmail. 
 
l Sleeping specifically with a woman connected with the Mafia (Judith 
Campbell Exner). The president was a sitting duck for blackmail. 
 
l Sleeping specifically with a woman who might have been a spy from East 
Germany during the Cold War. Such reckless action could well represent an 
inability on the part of the president to render sound judgment. 
 
l Generally living a life "on the edge" that put him in contact with many 
people of questionable repute and subjected himself to blackmail and 
possible assassination. The degree of Kennedy’s reckless behavior was such 
that it could be argued that had he not taken the risks, he might not have 
been assassinated and the country would have been spared the presidencies 
of Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon and all the harm that was done 
during them. 
 
President Kennedy did not have a Ken Starr or an aggressive press hounding 
him, but if he had, it could be argued that his transgressions were much more 
serious than the charges against Bill Clinton. 



 

JFK 
SCANDAL PAGE 

 

"JFK was pond scum." NEWSWEEK, August 19, 1996. 

LECHERY 

• JFK did Lee Radziwill, Jackie's sister when Jackie was in hospital 
with Caroline.  

• JFK did Audrey Hepburn  
• JFK did Jayne Mansfield for 3 years  
• He also did Gene Tierney and Marlena Deitrich  
• Other actresses tied to JFK in the press were Kim Novak, Janet Leigh 

and Rhonda Flemming.  
• Angie Dickinson commenting on JFK’s brutal lovemaking style called 

it “the best 20 seconds of my life.”  
• During WWII JFK was a security risk at the Pentagon for his well-

known affair with Nazi spy Ingrid Arvad.  
• In 1951 Kennedy had to pay off Alicia Purdom wife of a British actor 

half a million dollars after making her pregnant and then reneging on 
his promise to marry her.  

• In 1956 Kennedy did Joan Lundberg who says he loved threesomes 
and was a voyeur. He paid for her abortion and slept with her in 
Jackie’s marriage bed.  

• 90 minutes before the first televised debate with Nixon, JFK was with 
a call-girl. (Reeves p 202) He also had a call-girl inauguration night. 
The night before the inauguration, he cheated on his wife in their 
Georgetown house.  

• JFK kept an apartment at the Carroll Arms in Washington where he 
met young women. After a year of marriage a friend said of Jackie, 
"Jackie was wandering around looking like a survivor of an airplane 
crash." (Reeves p 116)  

• JFK did Mary Pinchot Meyer in about thirty White House visits from 
Jan '62 to Nov '63. She was mysteriously murdered in 1964 and her 
diary of their affair ended up at the CIA. Mary and JFK did drugs 
together.  



• JFK did David Niven's wife.  
• JFK did Pamela Turnure, 23, a Jackie look-a-like, hired as Jackie's 

press secretary, in an affair that went on three years in the White 
House.  

• JFK did Fiddle and Faddle, Secret Service code names for 21 and 23 
year old staff members hired mostly for sex. JFK tested dangerous 
drugs on them without their knowledge by putting drugs in their 
drinks.  

• JFK got shots of speed from Dr. Max Jacobson, a.k.a. Dr. Feelgood.  
• JFK had a penchant for swimming nude with his female guests at wild 

pool parties.  
• JFK & a British female tennis star had a lengthy relationship.  
• BIGAMIST - JFK married socialite Durie Malcolm in Palm Springs 

in early 1947 and then a few days later had his friend Charles 
Spalding steal the marriage certificate from the Court House.  

• JFK reportedly had an illegitimate child in the late 50s by prostitute 
Alicia Darr Clark who later tried to blackmail him.  

• JFK did Judith Campbell Exner, mob moll, who had some twenty 
visits starting in May 1961. Exner carried cash bribes to JFK from 
California defense contractors. When she called JFK and told him that 
he had made her pregnant, he asked, "What are you going to do about 
it?" She had an abortion at a Chicago hospital in January 1963. She 
was never invited back to the White House. Her lover, mob boss Sam 
Giancana, bragged that he had 'placed' her with the President. 
Interestingly, both Giancana and another of her mob lovers, Roselli, 
were given the C.I.A. contract to kill Castro.  

• JFK did Ellen Rometsch, an East German spy. When the Profumo 
affair (a sex scandal with a German spy) was blowing apart the British 
government, the Kennedys paid her off and had her deported. They 
abused both the FBI and Congress (by threatening Congressmen with 
information from their FBI files) to keep this liaison out of the press 
and the timing strongly suggests that the assassination of South 
Vietnam's Diem was used to divert press attention from JFK's 
connection to Rometsch. Kennedy also had had sex both in London 
and New York with prostitute Suzy Chang who was at the heart of the 
Profumo affair. Bobby had a hard time covering this up.  

• When the Secret Service was asked by local officials in Seattle if 
Kennedy always had prostitutes brought to him, they answered, "We 
travel during the day, so this only happens at night." Truckloads of 
prostitutes were brought to the Whitehouse and admitted without 



security checks. When JFK inspected military bases, he expected to be 
supplied with women.  

• JFK used Peter Lawford's home in Santa Monica for meeting women.  
• JFK kept a large collection of photos of himself with naked women.  
• When President, Kennedy blackmailed starlets into servicing him or 

have their careers destroyed.  
• JFK suffered from permanent venereal disease because he had been 

re-infected so often. He infected his partners with a disease so serious 
that it causes 35 percent of all infertility in US women.  

• Marilyn Monroe told a columnist that JFK would not indulge in 
foreplay because he lacked the time. They had a one-year affair. 
Bobby Kennedy also did her and she even aborted his baby which, if 
she told, would have destroyed his career. The day Monroe died, 
neighbors saw Robert F. Kennedy and "a man with a doctor's bag" 
together enter her house. Within four hours she was found dead. 
Monroe was killed with a barbiturate suppository, but a bottle of oral 
pills was left at the scene to make it look like a possible suicide. U.S. 
Attorney General Kennedy was never questioned about his role and 
his cousin actor Peter Lawford who "cleaned up" the murder scene 
never explained what happened to Marilyn's incriminating diary. The 
Kennedys were banned from the funeral.  

The best source for Marilyn's murder is The Life and Curious Death of 
Marilyn Monroe, NY:Pinnacle House 1974, by her former husband Robert 
F. Slatzer.  

JFK is quoted by Traphes Bryant as saying to a friend, "I'm not through with 
a girl till I've had her three ways." (Reeves p 241) 

During a 1961 meeting in Bermuda with British Prime Minister Harold 
McMillian Kennedy said, "I wonder how it is with you, Harold? If I don't 
have a woman for three days, I get terrible headaches." There is a much 
more vulgar Kennedy quote along the same line in Hersh page 389. 

JFK's PUBLIC RECORD 

• JFK graduated 64th in his high school class of 112.  
• As a student his mind was undisciplined and according to his college 

tutorial record "will probably never be very original."  



• The book Why England Slept attributed to JFK was written by Blair 
Clark and Arthur Krock. Harold Laski said of it "it is very immature, 
it has no structure, and dwells almost entirely on the surface of 
things."  

• As a WWII commander of a patrol boat PT-109 off Western 
Australia, he managed through simply unbelievable incompetence to 
get it run over by a Japanese destroyer. He then fabricated a story. His 
men called him “Shafty” and complained he spent more time chasing 
women than Japanese.  

• 1946 House of Representatives race, his father spent $300,000 on his 
campaign in violation of law. JFK reported to the Massachusetts 
Secretary of State that there were no campaign contributions or 
expenditures.  

• 1952 Senate seat was won by skullduggery (Reeves p 106).  
• Johnson on JFK, "He never said a word of importance in the Senate 

and never did a thing." JFK promised Senator Stuart Symington that 
he was the 1960 VP choice, but then had a mysterious meeting with 
LBJ and Sam Rayburn at which Johnson blackmailed him with dirt 
given him by FBI Director Hoover.  

• Profiles in Courage was written by Sorenson and Davids. JFK "served 
principally as an overseer or, more charitably, as a sponsor and editor, 
one whose final approval was as important for its publication as its 
birth." (Reeves p 127) JFK claimed unequivocally to be its author and 
its authorship was always a sore point with him. Joe Kennedy bought 
up copies to make it a best seller. Although this book was not 
nominated for a Pulitzer Prize, Joe Kennedy bought the prize for the 
book. (Reeves p 142)  

• 1956 after the stillbirth of his child, JFK was with a boatload of 
females in the Mediterranean and said "Why should I go back? What 
good would it do?"  

• 1960 JFK stole the election which he had officially won by a mere 
119,450 votes. Illinois State's Attorney Benjamin S. Adamowski 
charged on December 1 that the Chicago Democratic machine had 
stolen at least 100,000 votes. More than 10 percent of Chicagoans 
were left off polling lists, absentee ballots were not counted and there 
were many apparent erasures on the paper ballots. In Texas tens of 
thousands of ballots disappeared and The New York Herald Tribune 
reported that 100,000 votes tallied for Kennedy-Johnson never existed 
in the first place. They won Texas by 46,000 votes.  



• One of the reasons the mafia was so upset with Kennedy is that they 
had spent a lot of money and influence, especially in Chicago, to get 
him elected and then he and Bobby Kennedy turned on them. 
Particularly Jimmy Hoffa and the Chicago and Louisiana families 
were upset. Giancana told Judith Campbell Exner, "Listen, honey, if it 
wasn't for me, your boyfriend wouldn't even be in the White House." 
JFK had sent 250,000 dollars with Exner to Giancana for the mob to 
get out the union vote and make corrupt unions contribute to JFK's 
campaign.  

• It is likely that General Dynamics blackmailed JFK to give them the 
TFX fighter contract (Boeing had the better plane), 6.5 billion dollars, 
the largest in history to that point, after bugging Exner's apartment.  

• JFK's first priority as President was the assassination of Prime 
Minister Lumumba of the Congo and Trujillo of the Dominican 
Republic.  

• JFK was reluctant on Civil Rights, the major issue of the day. (Reeves 
p 416) JFK made campaign promises to blacks that he did not keep 
which led to riots. Akhil Reed Amar of Yale Law School faults JFK 
for appeasing Southern Democrats by stocking the lower federal 
bench with "notorious segregationists." RFK ordered extensive 
electronic surveillance of Martin Luther King admittedly 
"investigating the love life of a group leader for dissemination in the 
press."  

• In the 1960 election, JFK concealed his Addison's disease and even 
stated flatly to the press "I have never had Addison's disease." That 
was a lie, of course. LBJ said Kennedy looked like "a spavined 
hunchback." The records show that Kennedy took codeine, Demerol 
and methadone for pain; Ritalin, a stimulant; meprobamate and 
librium for anxiety; barbiturates for sleep; thyroid hormone; and 
injections of a blood derivative, gamma globulin, to combat 
infections. During the missile crisis, Kennedy was taking 
antispasmodics to control colitis; antibiotics for a urinary tract 
infection; and increased amounts of hydrocortisone and testosterone to 
control his adrenal insufficiency. For much of his life, Kennedy also 
suffered from severe and potentially dangerous bouts of diarrhea. 
Kennedy took anti-diarrheal drugs like Lomotil for relief. He also had 
high blood cholesterol, often in the range of 300, once at 410, which is 
twice the level now considered desirable. He had a tremendous 
proclivity for infections. Kennedy received "seven to eight injections 
of procaine in his back in the same sitting" before news conferences 



and other events, according to Dr. Kelman. Kennedy had developed 
osteoporosis by the 1930s and probably in his childhood. X-rays show 
spinal fractures and metal screws in the vertebrae unrelated to PT-109 
injuries.  

• Berlin Wall - JFK pursued a risky confrontation (Reeves P 417). Later 
Kennedy at Berlin said "Ich bin ein Berliner." That literally means: "I 
am a jelly roll." If he meant to say he was a resident of Berlin (a lie), 
he should have left off the word 'ein'. (cf. a hamburger or a frankfurter 
refer also to food)  

• 1961, May 25th, JFK, without consulting anyone, announced a race to 
the moon. Later he suggested to the UN not a race but a co-operative 
effort with the Soviets. His cost estimates were way off and critics 
pointed out that this was a misallocation of resources - that the 
government could not continue to spend huge sums on projects of 
marginal or doubtful value. The New York Times editorialized in 
March 1967 "We fail to see that it makes any great difference who 
reaches the moon first or whether the landing takes place in the 1960's 
or mid-1970's...The moon is not going away."  

• JFK used the FBI to his personal advantage and to silence press 
critics.  

• ENEMIES LIST! Nixon was impeached primarily for misusing the 
IRS. In early 1961 JFK planted family friend Carmine Bellino in the 
IRS with the title "special consultant to the president "and demanded 
that he have access to tax returns. They turned the IRS into a lending 
library. Quoting from the Wall Street Journal of January 28, 1997: 
"the Kennedys were far worse than Nixon in their manipulation of the 
IRS...The documents show that the Kennedys targeted non-exempt 
activist groups. And the auditing was done at the behest of politicians, 
not the professionals at the IRS...On December 20, 1961, Rogovin 
forwarded to Dean J. Barron, the IRS audit director at the time, a list 
of 18 organizations to investigate." Scores were targeted later 
including: Daughters of the American Revolution, the Americans 
Veterans Committee, the Conservative Society of America, 
Americans for Constitutional Government, All-American Society, the 
Conservatives, the Christian Crusade, Life-Line Foundation, Christian 
Echoes Ministry, the National Education Program of Harding College, 
the Anti-Defamation League of the B'nai B'rith, the Freeman 
Charitable Foundation, and the Christian Anti-Communist Crusade. 
Many of these groups had their tax-exempt status revoked. The 



Kennedys also targeted corporate taxpayers and at one point had a 
plan to target up to 10,000 groups.  

• The Peace Corps was paid voluntarism for unskilled do-gooders.  
• Bay of Pigs, Cuba, April 15, 1961 - JFK interfered with the military 

operation both in planning and execution to make it worse; did not 
keep commitments he had made, especially for airstrikes; made public 
statements that the US would not support insurrection in Cuba which 
discouraged resistance to Castro, blamed others for its failure and lied 
to the public about it. JFK weakened the original plan to make it 
virtually certain to fail (both of the original CIA planners Esterline 
and Hawkins threatened to resign over the changes). JFK was directly 
told by Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Lemnitzer that the invasion 
"would have very little chance of success." The Joint Chiefs in a 
memorandum of January 27, 1961 wrote "The current Political-Para-
Military Plan does not assure the accomplishment of the above 
objective nor has there been detailed follow-up planning to exploit 
that plan if it succeeds or for any direct action that might be required 
if the plan is found to be inadequate." JFK went ahead with the plan, 
according to Arthur Schlesinger, to impress Eisenhower and 
Kruschev. RFK led the cover-up to protect the president with a shield 
of lies that he had received bad advice and really didn't know much 
about it. Esterline says now "What I find so unacceptable is how 
cavalier they (the Kennedys) were in taking nearly 2,000 people and 
putting them out as animal bait." Four Americans and 114 CIA-
trained Cubans were killed and 1,189 were captured.  

• Cuban Missile Crisis - JFK brought the world to the brink of nuclear 
holocaust by pursuing a game of nuclear chicken that defines him as 
the riskiest president in history. Dean Acheson said JFK was 
"phenomenally lucky." We were too. JFK forced the public 
confrontation for political reasons and humiliated Kruschev, the man 
he had to deal with. JFK backed down on inspection for compliance 
and lied to the public about the resolution of the crisis, denying that 
we had agreed to withdraw vital U.S. installations from Turkey in 
exchange for the removal of Soviet missiles from Cuba - a deal which 
was political poison. On October 22, 1963, JFK wrote his staff in a 
hand-written note "Is there a plan to brief and brainwash key press 
within 12 hours or so?" By being dishonest with the American people, 
JFK gave the Soviets, who had the facts, the power to destroy his 
Presidency and thereby unduly influence him. Also the timing was 
dishonest, he had known about the missiles since August 22 when 



informed by CIA Director McCone. He announced it on October 22nd 
to influence Congressional elections in favor of Democrats. There is 
evidence that the Russians never removed their missiles, but at best 
the end result - status quo ante minus US missiles in Turkey - was 
clearly worse for the US. JFK's handling of the crisis to the point of 
our nuclear annihilation was the most irresponsible act of any 
president in history. His body was on speed and his mind was on sex 
at the height of the crises – he asked McNamara about an attractive 
Pentagon secretary, “I want her name and number. We may avert war 
tonight.”  

• New terrorism - JFK ordered the CIA (100 million dollar Operation 
Mongoose) to sabotage the Cuban economy and assassinate Fidel 
Castro, showing an irresponsibility and lack of judgment bordering on 
dereliction. The CIA offered a 150,000 dollar open contract on Castro. 
Samuel Halpern, the CIA executive in charge of Task Force W whose 
sole purpose was to assassinate Castro, wrote that the Kennedys were 
obsessed about wanting Castro dead "for personal reasons - because 
the family name was besmirched by the Bay of Pigs." Even up to his 
death, JFK was directing an effort to manufacture pretexts to invade 
Cuba. These efforts may have precipitated the Cuban missile crises.  

• November 1, 1963 JFK instigated a plot to overthrow and kill South 
Vietnam's Premiere Diem. JFK played politics with American lives in 
Vietnam, he put his election ahead of American lives. He feared that 
Diem, who was negotiating with the North, would force Americans 
out before the 1964 elections. Voice of America broadcasts called for 
the coup, JFK had cut off pay to the Palace Guard and American 
advisors were attached to almost every unit that attacked the 
Presidential Palace. The Viet Cong made huge advances in the 
resulting confusion. JFK had asked Air Force General Edward 
Landsdale, an ex-CIA man, to go to Saigon and help "get rid" of Diem 
(he refused). Lt. Col. Lucien Conein was used instead. The 
fundamental planning document was the August 30, 1963, memo to 
Secretary of State Dean Rusk from Roger Hilsman, Assistant Sec. 
State for Far Eastern Affairs. It said among other things, "We should 
encourage the coup group to destroy the palace if necessary to gain 
victory..." and in point 10 it ordered the death of Diem. In 1961 when 
JFK took office there were 685 US military advisors in Vietnam and 
in 1963 there were 16,732 (including combat troops) in violation of 
the 1954 Geneva Conventions and aid had gone up to $400 million 



per year. Kennedy said "now we have a problem in trying to make our 
power credible, and Vietnam looks like the place."  

• In the Summer of 1963, the US had 200 Atlas, Titan and Minuteman 
missiles, over 100 Polaris missiles and about 1700 nuclear bombers. 
Russia had about 50 ICBM's and 200 long-range bombers. Our 
megatonnage was 10 to 1. JFK decided to give away our advantage, 
hold back our nuclear forces and allow the Russians to catch up on the 
theory that this would create an equal balance of terror and work for 
world peace. Kennedy's idea, which turned out to be false, was that if 
the Soviets caught up that they would then stop their military buildup. 
This was probably the single most dangerous mistake Kennedy made.  

• Kennedy, like Clinton after him, slipped away from his security detail 
for trysts leaving the army officer with the nuclear football behind. If 
there had been a surprise nuclear attack against the US, we would 
have been defenseless.  

 

THE KENNEDY ASSASSINATION 

 

On a political trip to Dallas November 22, 1963, JFK was killed by a mafia 
conspiracy. Carlos Marcello, the mob chief of New Orleans who also 
controlled Texas, vowed revenge when RFK had him deported and dropped 



in a Guatamala jungle. In 1962 Marcello was quoted as saying in reference 
to the Kennedys: "The dog will keep biting you if you only cut off its tail. 
You must cut off the dog's head." He also said one could get away with it if 
one found "a nut to take the blame." Oswald worked in New Orleans from 
April to October 1963. He was a close associate of one of Marcello's top 
aides, a man named David Ferrie. Oswald was also the nephew of Dutz 
Murret, another Marcello associate, who set Oswald up in New Orleans (the 
mafia trusts family). A third Marcello associate arranged bail when Oswald 
was arrested in August for a street disturbance. Three weeks before the 
assassination, Jack Ruby, a small-time mobster, called Nofio Pecora, 
Marcello's chief aide. Ruby, who had suddenly come into a great deal of 
cash on November 22, 1963, said later that he was "framed into killing 
Oswald." After the hit on Kennedy, Marcello let it be widely known 
throughout the mob world that he had done the hit. He told Jimmy Hoffa 
through a mob lawyer "You tell him he owes me, and he owes me big." 
Hoffa rewarded Marcello with $3.5 million from the Teamster's pension 
fund for a French Quarter hotel project. The House Select Committee on 
Assassinations (1979) concluded that the Mafia pulled the job. Robert 
Kennedy told Arthur Schlesinger that he blamed Marcello for his brother's 
death. Ironically, RFK's 3 year prosecution of Marcello ended the day JFK 
was killed - Carlos Marcello was acquitted in a deportation case November 
22nd by a jury in New Orleans.  

Oswald used a 6.5mm Mannlicher-Carcano bolt-action 40 inch carbine with 
a four-power scope. It cost only $19.95. It takes a minimum of 2.3 seconds 
between shots. Oswald used bullets reloaded for high power. 

ONE OR MORE SHOOTERS? 

The official theory is that two bullets hit Kennedy and the first of them 
continued on to hit Connally. The shots were at Zapruder film frames 223 
and 312 and the range between Oswald and Kennedy for the first shot was 
165 feet, for the second 265 feet. Zapruder's camera speed was 18.3 frames 
per second, thus the shots were about 5 seconds apart. The bullet which 
caused President Kennedy's neck wound and Governor Connally's back 
wound came from a point 27(deg )to the right of true north from the 
President and was descending at an angle of 25(deg) below horizontal. A 
straight line can be drawn from Oswald's sniper nest through Kennedy and 
Connally. Three spent cartridges were found on the sixth floor of the Book 
Depository, the first shot at frame Z160 having missed. The fact that two 



bullets made all the wounds makes a multiple-shooter theory unnecessary 
and ridiculous. 

Oswald had connections to the Soviet Union, Cuba, and the mafia but Ruby 
was only connected to the mafia. That makes a mafia conspiracy the only 
plausible one. Prosecutor Jim Garrison of New Orleans (Oliver Stone's 
source) pointed his finger at everyone except Marcello. It was as if he were 
Marcello's agent of disinformation (not too surprising given that Garrison 
hired David Ferrie as his investigator and defended Marcello under oath). 
1. That the C.I.A., which was under the total control of the Kennedys, did it 
is preposterous. 
2. The Soviets wouldn't have used an amateur that could be easily traced to 
them. (Indeed, what would be their motive? They judged JFK was weak.) 
3. Castro couldn't have used the mafia which hated him and was trying at the 
time to kill him. Note, however, that if Castro had killed Kennedy that he 
was within his rights to do it. Every man has the right to defend himself. 

"First, the Ruby-Marcello connections in Dallas. The Assassinations 
Committee established that Jack Ruby was a friend and business associate of 
Joseph Civello's, Carlos Marcello's deputy in Dallas and the boss of Dallas's 
relatively small Mafia family, a reality that J. Edgar Hoover tried to keep 
from the attention of the Warren Commission and which the commission 
itself suppressed by not mentioning it in its report or published exhibits. 
Furthermore, it [the HSCA] established that Ruby was on very cordial terms 
with Joseph Campisi, who, the committee found out, was considered to be 
the number two man in the Dallas Mafia hierarchy and a man on such 
friendly terms with the Marcello brothers that he sent the family 260 pounds 
of homemade sausage every Christmas...Campisi also admitted that he had 
visited Ruby in the Dallas County Jail eight days after the assassination.  

"It is one of the practices of the Mafia to visit a member of the brotherhood 
who has been jailed for a crime in which the brotherhood was involved soon 
after he first enters his cell. One of the purposes of such a visit is to remind 
the jailed colleague that he is to keep his mouth shut or else something 
unpleasant might happen to him or to a member of his family." (MAFIA 
KINGFISH, pp. 449-451) Campisi was the first person to visit Ruby.  

Of all the pro-active false leads that Marcello and Ferrie planned, the Cuban 
connection was the most fruitful. Oswald, who was anti-Castro, was 
encouraged to join a pro-Castro group, distribute their literature and get this 



to the notice of the police. An Oswald impersonator signed into the Cuban 
(and Russian) embassy in Mexico City shortly before the assassination. The 
supposed Oswald-Cuban connection caused RFK to interfere with the 
assassination investigation because he did not want the secret that the 
Kennedys had tried to assassinate Castro to come out. Marcello walked free. 

It is my, Mark Willey's, personal opinion that Marcello offered $25,000 
to Oswald to assassinate Kennedy and instead paid it to Ruby through 
Civillo or Campisi to kill Oswald. 

CONCLUSION 

Dean Acheson, former Secretary of State and one of JFK's top advisors, 
observed that Kennedy "did not have incisiveness and he was out of his 
depth where he was. I hate to say this because I know it's going to be 
misunderstood, but his reputation is greater because of the tragedy of his 
death than it would have been if he had lived out two terms...he did not seem 
to me to be in any sense a great man. I did not think that he knew a great 
deal about any of the matters which it is desirable that a Chief of State or a 
President of the United States should know about. He was not decisive."  

To quote from Professor Thomas Reeves, "During the Thousand Days, 
Kennedy arrogantly and irresponsibly violated his covenant with the people. 
While saying and doing the appropriate things in the public light, he acted 
covertly in ways that seriously demeaned himself and his office." 

With the appointment of his brother as attorney general, he tried to found a 
political dynasty, abhorred by the Founding Fathers. "The metaphor of 
Camelot, after all, is ultimately un-American and undemocratic, conjuring 
up images of crowns and dashing young princes and noble birth." 

The Dark Side of Camelot by Seymour Hersh, Little Brown. 1997, defines 
JFK as a lout, a cad, a boor, an oaf, a schemer, a liar, a blackmailer and a 
reckless gambler with the nation's security, its integrity and its institutions. 
Kennedy was a man thoroughly out of control, thoroughly out of his depth, 
and maybe thoroughly out of his mind. 

Kennedy wasn't just the Hoodlum Prince of Camelot, he was the incarnation 
of Sodom and Gomorrah. 
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RAY SUAREZ: According to medical records released this week, 
former President John F. Kennedy was in far greater pain and taking 
many more medications during his presidency than previously 
known. 

Washington physician Jeffrey Kelman 
examined the records with historian Robert 
Dallek, whose excerpts from an upcoming 
biography appear in this month's Atlantic 
Monthly. Dr. Kelman joins us now. Well, 
John F. Kennedy was famously the youngest 
man elected to the office. But it sounds like 
he had been sick for a really long time.  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: John Kennedy was sick from age 13 on. 
In 1930, when he was 13, he developed abdominal pain. By 1934 he 
was sent to the Mayo Clinic where they diagnosed colitis or it was 
called colitis. By 1940 his back started hurting him, by 1944 he had 
his first back operation, by 1947 he was officially diagnosed as 
having Addison's Disease.  

And he was basically sick from then on through the rest of his life. He 
had two back operations, in '54 and '55, which failed. And he needed 

 



chronic pain medication from '55 through his White House years, 
until he died in Dallas. He was never healthy. I mean, the image
get of vigor and progressive health wa

 you 
sn't true. He was playing 

through pain most of the presidency.  

RAY SUAREZ: You reviewed his medical records.  

t 

 
arting from his time in the Mayo Clinic all the way 

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: In aid of this new biography by Rober
Dowling, we went to the Kennedy library where they opened the 
medical archives for the first time and we went back and interviewed
all the records, st
up to his death.  
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RAY SUAREZ: And this was a guy who had to do what just to get 
through a day?  

 time he 
 medications 
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ital, 
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enable him to face the day.  

 

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: By the
was president, he was on ten, 12
a day. He was on antispasmodics for his 
bowel, paregoric, lamodal transatine [ph], h
was on muscle relaxants, Phenobarb
Librium, Meprobomate, he was on pain 
medications, Codeine, Demerol, Methadone
he was on oral cortisone; he was on injected

cortisone, he was on testosterone, he was on Nembutal for sleep. A
on top of that he was getting injected sometimes six times a day, si
places on his back, by the White House physician, with Novocain, 
Procaine, just to 

RAY SUAREZ: Now, in the late '40s he was diagnosed with 
Addison's Disease.  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: Right. 

RAY SUAREZ: Which is what exactly?  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: Addison's Disease is adrenal 
insufficiency. The adrenal gland makes corticosteroids and other 
hormones that are used for salt metabolism, response to stress, 
response to inflammation. In '47 he was officially diagnosed in 
England, as being adrenally insufficient, and from that point on, at 
least that point on, he was being treated with daily corticosteroids of 
some form or another. There is some evidence he was actually being 
treated earlier, with a form of [inaudible] implanted under his skin. 
But at, from '47 he had to receive daily steroids to survive.  



RAY SUAREZ: Now whether this was Addison's or simple adrenal 
insufficiency, this is still pretty dangerous?  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: It's always dangerous; without being 
supported, patients die. And the steroids themselves have side effects, 
including susceptibility to infection. Kennedy needed multiple 
courses of antibiotics, he had urinary infections, skin infections, he 
had respiratory infections.  

RAY SUAREZ: Can you, from the distance 
of 40 years, from what you were able to l
at, his X-rays, his medical records, his 
prescriptions, talk about whether or how 
these illnesses affected his performance?  

ook 

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: We went to a lot 
of trouble, I mean, you can make a time line 
at the Kennedy Library looking at day by day, sometimes hour by 
hour, the history of the Kennedy presidency. And in correlating it as 
well as you could with the medical records, didn't seem to have 
affected his presidency at all. His judgment wasn't warped, in spite of 
the fact that he seemed to be in pain a great deal of the time, it didn't 
affect his performance as president. In certain ways I came out of it 
thinking he was a heroic character.  

RAY SUAREZ: Was his appearance altered by the drugs that he was 
on?  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: He gained and lost weight, both from the 
colitis and from the steroids, and from the appetite, that's why he was 
on testosterone, in order to stimulate muscle growth and stimulate his 
appetite. So his performance -- his appearance rather did change from 
time to time.  

Possible side effects on his leadership? 

RAY SUAREZ: Now, in recent years there's been a lot of controversy 
over the use of steroids by athletes, by youngsters who are trying 
body building, people talk about "roid rage" and personality changes 
from using such medications. How do we know, or can we ever know 
whether they affected President Kennedy in what was still, I think, a 
pretty new drug regimen, wasn't it? 

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: Right. Steroids 
became available at all in 1937. And so this 
is reasonably new. The muscle building 

 



steroids are the testosterones, and he didn't appear to be getting doses 
high enough to cause psychological changes. The maintenance, 
corticosteroids he was receiving for the Addison's Disease, again, 
were probably not in high enough doses to cause psychiatric issues.  

RAY SUAREZ: What can you tell from the X-rays?  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: He had compression fractures in his low 
back, he had osteoporosis. He had a lot of surgery. In 1954, they put a 
plate in because the pain was so bad he needed, or they felt he needed 
to have his spine stabilized. It got infected in '55, they took the plate 
out. By the late '50s there were periods had he couldn't put his own 
shoes on because he couldn't bend forward.  

RAY SUAREZ: And this is a man who also had to walk sideways 
down the stairs. You never saw this stuff in public apparently, but had 
trouble walking?  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: He was on 
crutches. He couldn't bend down. There's 
one very nice picture of him being lifted up 
to Air Force One in a cherry picker box with 
a Secret Service man because he couldn't 
walk up the stairs.  

RAY SUAREZ: If you had a patient, if 
someone been referred to you and you got this box of records, would 
you be expecting someone sort of tan and fit?  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: No.  

RAY SUAREZ: The way Kennedy that was presented to us?  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: Never. It was the last thing I expected to 
find in the medical records. I saw him once, many years ago. And all 
I can remember is feeling this is a guy who couldn't have a care in the 
world. And that wasn't the case at all.  

RAY SUAREZ: Has medicine changed in such a way that these 
conditions wouldn't be treated this way today?  

Living with a disability 



DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: Clearly, but it's 
40 years later. I mean there's more emphasis 
on non-steroidal anti-inflammatory agents, 
there's for emphasis on exercise programs to 
strengthen backs, less on braces, less on 
trigger point injection, although it's still 
used. He'd have been treated differently 
now, but that's 40 years of hindsight.  

RAY SUAREZ: One of the reasons it's said that the records were 
released to you and Bob Dallek was that there was some feeling that 
this would demonstrate what a heroic thing this was, not that he had 
deceived the public by giving a false impression of health, but that it 
was just pretty hard to be John F. Kennedy day after day. After 
looking at everything that you looked at, which impression did you 
come away with? 

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: That was my 
impression. It's funny, I mean, the lesson 
that I got out of it was that this guy had a 
real disability, I mean, he was living with a 
disability which probably would get him 
federal disability or retirement if he was 
around today, and it was known. He was on 
enough pain medications to disable him. And he survived through it. 
He came out of it, and he performed at the highest level 

RAY SUAREZ: Dr. Jeffrey Kelman, thanks a lot.  

DR. JEFFREY KELMAN: Thank you.  
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JFK's Second Term 
Toward the end of his life John F. Kennedy increasingly distrusted his 

military advisers and was changing his views on foreign policy. A fresh look 

at the final months of his presidency suggests that a second Kennedy term 

might have produced not only an American withdrawal from Vietnam but 

also rapprochement with Fidel Castro's Cuba

 
by Robert Dallek 

 
..... 

 
hen Lyndon Johnson assumed the presidency, after the 
assassination of John F. Kennedy, in November of 1963, he 
knew that in order to accrue political capital he would initially 
need to champion goals and policies that Kennedy had already 

been pursuing. Not long before his death Kennedy had scrawled the word 
"poverty" on a piece of paper and circled it multiple times; this note fell 
into the hands of his brother Robert and became a symbolic justification 
for Johnson's declaration of the War on Poverty, early in 1964. Similarly, 
many of the things that Johnson pushed through Congress in his first two 
years as President—such as an $11 billion tax cut, the Civil Rights Act of 
1964, and the 1965 laws that brought Medicare and Medicaid into 
existence and that poured billions of federal dollars into primary and 
secondary education—can readily be seen as extensions of the avowed 
policies of the Kennedy Administration. The details might have been 
different—and Kennedy might well have had more trouble than Johnson 
passing the Voting Rights Act of 1965—but historians generally agree 
that if Kennedy had lived out his first term and won a second, America 
would have witnessed something similar to the early years of Johnson's 
Great Society.

On foreign policy, too, Johnson at first strove consciously to follow his 
predecessor. And some historians have argued that in this realm as well, 
LBJ indeed pursued a course that JFK had already plotted. If Kennedy 
had lived, according to this line of thinking, he would have continued a 
policy of antagonism toward Cuba and steady escalation of U.S. 
involvement in Vietnam. Johnson certainly believed that this was what 
Kennedy intended to do.

From Atlantic Unbound:

Flashbacks: "A Near Miss" (October 24, 2002)
Articles on the Cuban missile crisis by Walter Lippmann, Jerome B. Wiesner, 
and Sheldon M. Stern remind us how close we came to disaster. 
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But what if it wasn't? Some Kennedy aides have always insisted that 
Johnson misread JFK's plans for Vietnam. They say that Kennedy had 
begun to rethink the U.S. presence in Indochina, and was reluctant to 
increase it. Johnson's defenders have tended to see this argument as 
wishful thinking by those who seek to exculpate JFK from what happened 
in Vietnam while laying all the blame on LBJ. The argument can never 
fully be put to rest. But newly available documents, along with a 
reappraisal of the existing record—especially of Kennedy's concern about 
press reports from Saigon—suggest that Kennedy's aides are correct: 
what Kennedy envisioned for U.S. policy in Vietnam was substantially 
different from what Johnson thought it was. Perhaps more surprising—
given that at the time of Kennedy's death the Cuban Missile Crisis was 
not long past, and that the CIA was still plotting to kill Fidel Castro—JFK 
appears to have been moving toward the idea of accommodation with 
Cuba. 

consideration of likely post-1963 Kennedy policies must begin 
with JFK's views on how political and military leaders make 
decisions about armed action. Why England Slept, his Harvard 
senior thesis, which was published as a book in 1940, showed a 

healthy skepticism regarding the astuteness of both political and military 
officials in assessing foreign threats. He also doubted the effectiveness of 
a purely military approach to many political problems, especially in light 
of what he observed during his extensive travels to Europe, the Middle 
East, and Asia in the late 1930s and after World War II. "If one thing was 
borne into me as a result of my experiences in the Middle as well as the 
Far East," Kennedy said after a trip as a congressman in 1951, "it is that 
communism cannot be met effectively by merely the force of arms." And 
his own military experience as a young man had convinced him that 
military chiefs were not necessarily the best judges of when and how to 
fight a war. As a junior naval officer in 1943 and 1944, he marveled at the 
incompetence of many of his superiors. In a letter to his parents from the 
South Pacific, where he was serving as a PT Boat commander, he wrote 
that the Navy had "brought back a lot of old Captains and Commanders 
from retirement and ... they give the impression of their brains being in 
their tails." He complained in a letter to a friend of "this heaving puffing 
war machine of ours," and lamented the "super-human ability of the Navy 
to screw up everything they touch." Later in life his reading of history, 
especially Barbara Tuchman's book The Guns of August (1962), about 
World War I, reinforced his doubts. 

Misgivings about the wisdom of military responses to communism, 
however, were not enough to deter Kennedy from authorizing the 
disastrous Bay of Pigs invasion, in April of 1961. In the aftermath of the 
invasion, which fizzled when a brigade of CIA-trained Cuban exiles were 
captured on the beach, the CIA's inspector general ascribed the failure to 
"bad planning," "poor" staffing, and "fragmentation of authority," and to 
the false assumption that "the invasion would, like a deus ex machina, 
produce a shock ... [and] trigger an uprising." Although he publicly 
accepted blame for the defeat, Kennedy privately wondered how he could 
have been so stupid as to trust CIA and military assurances about the 
likely success of the attack. 

Paul Nitze, who in the 1950s worked with Secretary of State Dean 
Acheson on defense issues, and who served in the Kennedy 
Administration as Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara's assistant 
secretary for international security affairs, said in his oral history of the 
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Administration that President Kennedy "was always troubled with ... how 
do you obtain military advice; how do you check into it; how do you have 
an independent view as to its accuracy and relevance?" A tape of a 1962 
conversation with Secretary of State Dean Rusk, National Security 
Adviser McGeorge Bundy, and Undersecretary of State George Ball 
makes clear that Kennedy had a low opinion of many U.S. diplomats and 
Defense Department officials. He described career envoys as weak or 
spineless. "I just see an awful lot of fellows ... who don't seem to have 
cojones," he said. "[Whereas] the Defense Department looks as if that's all 
they've got. They haven't any brains ... I know you get all this sort of 
virility over at the Pentagon, and you get a lot of Arleigh Burkes [a 
reference to the chief of naval operations]: admirable, nice figure, without 
any brains."

His experiences with the Joint Chiefs of Staff deepened Kennedy's 
reservations about the advice he was receiving from the military. One 
incident that alarmed him came shortly after the Bay of Pigs debacle, 
when the Joint Chiefs urged Kennedy to authorize the use of air and land 
forces in Laos to avert a communist takeover. Kennedy wanted to know 
what they intended if such an operation failed. The Joint Chiefs answered, 
in the words of Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, "You start using 
atomic weapons!" Lyman Lemnitzer, the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs, 
promised that if they were given authorization to use nuclear weapons, 
they could guarantee victory. Kennedy saw Lemnitzer's assurance as 
absurd. Later he said, "Since he couldn't think of any further escalation, 
he would have to promise us victory." Kennedy and the Soviets ultimately 
reached a negotiated settlement in Laos. But the disagreement with his 
advisers would set a pattern.

Kennedy felt the most tension with General Lauris Norstad, the 
commander of NATO forces, and General Curtis LeMay, the chief of 
staff of the Air Force. Both Norstad and LeMay believed that any war 
with the Soviet Union would have to escalate quickly into a nuclear 
exchange if the United States was to have any hope of "winning." 
Kennedy found LeMay, who would become the model for a deranged 
general in the 1964 movie Dr. Strangelove, especially intolerable. 
Roswell Gilpatric, Kennedy's deputy secretary of defense, recalled in his 
oral history of the Kennedy Administration that the President "ended up 
in sort of a fit" every time he had to see LeMay. "I mean he just would be 
frantic at the end of a session with LeMay," Gilpatric said, "because, you 
know, LeMay couldn't listen or wouldn't take in, and he would make what 
Kennedy considered ... outrageous proposals that bore no relation to the 
state of affairs in the 1960s. And the President never saw him unless at 
some ceremonial affair, or where he felt he had to make a record of 
having listened to LeMay, as he did on the whole question of an air strike 
against Cuba. And he had to sit there. I saw the President right afterwards. 
He was just choleric."

"I don't think he ever really satisfied himself that he had found a way to 
get the best possible military help on such matters," Nitze said.

According to Nitze, Kennedy saw a decision to use nuclear weapons in a 
conflict as a responsibility that belonged not to the Joint Chiefs but to 
himself. It was a decision he hoped he would never have to make, and he 
tried very hard to ensure that he wouldn't have to. Walt W. Rostow, a 
member of the State Department's Policy Planning Council, recalled in an 
oral history that Kennedy thought an all-out nuclear conflict would be "a 
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truly monstrous event in the U.S.—let alone in world history." Although 
the United States had a large advantage over the Soviets, both in total 
number of nuclear weapons and in the capacity to deliver them, everyone 
concluded that a nuclear exchange would bring, in Rostow's words, 
"virtual incineration" to Western Europe, Russia, and the United States. In 
September of 1961, after leaving a briefing at which Lemnitzer described 
the effects of nuclear war, Kennedy said to Rusk, "And we call ourselves 
the human race."

Despite his horror at the thought of fighting such a war, Kennedy greatly 
expanded America's nuclear arsenal and refused to publicly renounce a 
first-strike strategy. Fearful that Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev might 
push the United States into an all-out clash, JFK saw no alternative to 
increased preparedness. "That son of a bitch Khrushchev," Rostow once 
heard him complain, "he won't stop until we actually take a step that 
might lead to nuclear war ... There's no way you can talk that fella into 
stopping, until you take some really credible step." After meeting the 
Premier in Vienna, in June of 1961, Kennedy was frustrated by his 
inability to soften Khrushchev's hawkish attitudes on nuclear arms. He 
told Hugh Sidey, of Time magazine, "I never met a man like this. [I] 
talked about how a nuclear exchange would kill seventy million people in 
ten minutes and he just looked at me as if to say, 'So what?' My 
impression was that he just didn't give a damn if it came to that." 
According to the journalist Fred Kaplan, to ensure against a Soviet 
miscalculation, Kennedy directed McNamara to "repeat to the point of 
boredom" that the United States would use nuclear weapons only if it or 
its allies were directly attacked, and that America was not even thinking 
about preventive war.

In a conversation with his aide Kenneth O'Donnell after the Vienna 
summit, Kennedy said, "All wars start from stupidity. [It is] particularly 
stupid to risk killing a million Americans over an argument about access 
rights on an Autobahn in the Soviet zone of Germany, or because the 
Germans want Germany reunified ... Before I back Khrushchev against 
the wall ... the freedom of all of Western Europe will have to be at stake." 
But despite Kennedy's concerns, the military exerted persistent pressure 
for armed action against communism.

Kennedy's resistance to this pressure reached a climax during the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, in October of 1962. The blockade or quarantine of Cuba 
that he imposed to force the removal of nuclear weapons did not satisfy 
the Joint Chiefs. When Kennedy first proposed it, General LeMay said he 
saw direct military intervention as a necessity. "This blockade and 
political action I see leading into war," he told Kennedy in a conversation 
captured on tape by a White House recording device. "I don't see any 
other solution. It will lead right into war. This is almost as bad as the 
appeasement at Munich." LeMay indirectly threatened to make his dissent 
public. "I think that a blockade, and political talk, would be considered by 
a lot of our friends and neutrals as being a pretty weak response to this. 
And I'm sure a lot of our own citizens would feel that way too. In other 
words, you're in a pretty bad fix at the present time." 

LeMay's words angered Kennedy, who asked, "What did you say?" 
LeMay repeated, "You're in a pretty bad fix." Kennedy responded with a 
hollow laugh, and said, "You're in there with me." Kenneth O'Donnell 
recalled in his memoirs that after the meeting Kennedy asked him, "Can 
you imagine LeMay saying a thing like that? These brass hats have one 
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great advantage in their favor. If we listen to them, and do what they want 
us to do, none of us will be alive later to tell them that they were wrong."

On October 28 Khrushchev promised to remove Soviet missiles from 
Cuba, but at a meeting that same day the Joint Chiefs stated their 
opposition to Kennedy's ongoing restraint. (In response to Khrushchev's 
promise Kennedy had pledged not to invade Cuba, a pledge that troubled 
the Chiefs, who believed that Castro's removal from power was essential.) 
Admiral George Anderson told the President, "We have been had!" 
LeMay called the settlement "the greatest defeat in our history," and 
urged a prompt invasion. McNamara remembered Kennedy as "absolutely 
shocked" and "stuttering in reply." Kennedy later told Benjamin Bradlee, 
then the Washington bureau chief for Newsweek, "The first advice I'm 
going to give my successor is to watch the generals and to avoid feeling 
that just because they were military men their opinions on military 
matters were worth a damn." 

A week after the missile crisis ended, while uncertainty continued as to 
whether Khrushchev would in fact remove all offensive weapons from 
Cuba, Kennedy responded to an updated invasion plan proposed by his 
military advisers. In a declassified document now held in the national-
security files at the JFK Library, in Boston, he drew on his knowledge of 
history in restating his conviction that an attack on Cuba carried huge 
military risks: "Considering the size of the problem, the equipment that is 
involved on the other side, the Nationalists['] fervor which may be 
engendered," he wrote to McNamara, "it seems to me we could end up 
bogged down. I think we should keep constantly in mind the British in 
[the] Boer War, the Russians in the last war with the Finnish and our own 
experience with the North Koreans." "An invasion would have been a 
mistake—a wrong use of our power," Kennedy told his aide Arthur 
Schlesinger. "But the military are mad. They wanted to do this."

rom the moment he took office, in January of 1961, Kennedy had 
been eager to settle the Cuban problem without overt military 
action by the United States. Through the fall of 1963, however, he 
remained resigned to the possibility that Cuban aggression or 

developments on the island could compel American air attacks or even an 
invasion, and some of his advisers continued to pressure him to engage in 
covert action to depose Castro. On October 29, 1962, the day after 
Khrushchev ended the missile crisis, Castro publicly announced that he 
was ready for an agreement with the United States, but his conditions—an 
end to the economic embargo that Washington had imposed in 1960, and 
to U.S. subversion, sponsorship of exile raids, U-2 overflights, and 
control of Guantánamo—were more than any U.S. government could 
accept as a starting point for negotiations, especially if it hoped to avoid 
the outrage of Cuban exiles and their American allies.

At the same time, Kennedy was beginning to see rapprochement as the 
best way to end the difficulties with Havana, especially because the 
National Security Council was now acknowledging that all the proposals 
thus far for toppling Castro were "singularly unpromising" (as an NSC 
memo stated). In the spring of 1963 James B. Donovan, a New York 
lawyer who had negotiated the release of the nearly 1,200 Cuban exiles 
captured at the Bay of Pigs, became an intermediary between Havana and 
Washington. During discussions about releasing twenty-four imprisoned 
Americans accused of being CIA agents, Castro, who was unhappy with 
Moscow's treatment of Cuba, asked for suggestions on how to establish 
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official relations with the United States, which he saw, according to 
Donovan, as necessary. He wondered whether Donovan could be given an 
official status that would make the negotiations likelier to move both 
sides closer to rapprochement. Donovan's report on his conversation with 
Castro greatly interested Kennedy. 

Kennedy relied on William Attwood—a former editor of Look magazine 
who had interviewed Castro, had served from March of 1961 to May of 
1963 as ambassador to Guinea, and was now an adviser to the United 
States UN Mission—to explore further the possibility of rapprochement. 
If this were to include the removal of all Soviet forces from Cuba, an end 
to Cuba's subversive activities throughout the Western Hemisphere, and 
Havana's commitment to nonalignment in the Cold War, Kennedy 
believed he could sell it to the American public. In return Kennedy surely 
would have been willing to stop the economic embargo, the U-2 
overflights, and other threats to Castro's continued reign—to do 
everything, in fact, except withdraw from the base at Guantánamo.

Kennedy's interest in an accommodation with Castro registered forcefully 
on Jean Daniel, a French journalist on his way to Havana at the end of 
October of 1963. In a meeting with Daniel at the White House, Kennedy 
acknowledged a degree of U.S. responsibility for the miseries inflicted on 
the Cuban people by Castro's predecessor, Fulgencio Batista, whose 
government was propped up by the United States. When Daniel asked 
Kennedy about the economic embargo of Cuba, the President replied that 
he might lift it if Castro ended communist incitements in the region. 
Kennedy asked Daniel to see him again after returning from Cuba. 
"Castro's reactions interest me," he said, according to Daniel. 

Castro welcomed the chance to open discussions with the United States, 
but insisted that they occur in Cuba. He did not wish to be seen as in any 
way soliciting U.S. friendship. Nor did the Kennedy Administration want 
to be seen as solicitous of Cuba. Robert Kennedy told Attwood that the 
Administration could not risk accusations that it was trying to make a deal 
with Castro. 

In November, as the two sides debated where to hold discussions, the 
President gave a speech in Miami, before the Inter-American Press 
Association, that included veiled references to an altered relationship with 
Cuba. He said that Latin America's problems would not be solved "simply 
by complaining about Castro, by blaming all problems on communism, or 
generals, or nationalism." So long as Cuba remained "a weapon in an 
effort dictated by external powers to subvert the other American 
republics," a reconciliation would be impossible. Absent this impediment, 
he said, "everything is possible."

Whatever the uncertainties in November of 1963 about future Castro-
Kennedy dealings, the two leaders had signaled a mutual interest in 
finding a way through their antagonism. 

s for Vietnam, what Kennedy would have done after November of 
1963 now seems increasingly clear, thanks not only to the 
testimony of his former aides but also to a growing documentary 
public record. Here, too, his wariness of his military chiefs' advice 

had begun to shape his outlook. 

Most of his advisers in the Pentagon wanted to increase U.S. involvement 
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in Vietnam's civil war. But Kennedy would have preferred a settlement 
like the one he had reached in Laos, whereby Moscow and Washington 
agreed to restrain the factions battling for control of the country. With 
Hanoi and Saigon unwilling to reach a truce, U.S. fears of losing South 
Vietnam to communism forced Kennedy to escalate America's economic 
and military commitments—providing Ngo Dinh Diem's regime with 
more money, equipment, and advisers to fight the Vietcong. Still, any 
suggestion that the conflict should become a war fought principally by U.
S. troops was directly at odds with Kennedy's convictions about 
America's self-interest. 

Admittedly, Kennedy wanted a military tool with which to combat 
communist insurgencies in Asia and Latin America. The creation of the 
Green Berets, in 1961, to meet the communist threat in Vietnam and 
elsewhere, was an indication of how determined he was to use limited 
force in the contest with Moscow for Third World client states. It is true, 
too, that the Kennedy Administration repeatedly announced America's 
determination to preserve South Vietnam's independence. In February of 
1962 Robert Kennedy declared, "We are going to win in Vietnam. We 
will remain here until we do win." And JFK was willing to subsidize the 
expansion of the South Vietnamese military and to have more than 16,000 
members of the U.S. military advising and directing Vietnamese combat 
operations—a project that would cost some American lives. Moreover, in 
August of 1963 Kennedy reluctantly signed off on a plot to have 
Vietnamese generals overthrow Diem's government, which had lost 
popular support and seemed certain to lose the civil war. But although all 
this risked greater U.S. responsibility for the fate of South Vietnam, 
Kennedy did not see it as leading—and certainly did not want it to lead—
to the Americanization of the war. Indeed, his support for a coup rested 
on the hope that it would help South Vietnam to defeat the Vietcong and 
would greatly reduce the need for ongoing military support. And public 
statements like RFK's were more a device for bolstering Saigon's morale 
and intimidating the communists than a reliable expression of intentions—
as the President's actions in Vietnam, especially in 1963, would show.

Kennedy had seen the Boer War, the Russo-Finnish conflict, and the 
Korean War as cautionary tales against getting bogged down in Cuba; 
now he perceived that the lessons of those wars applied even more 
strongly in Vietnam, a less familiar, more distant land with political 
crosscurrents even more formidable than those presented by Havana. He 
feared that U.S. involvement would produce irresistible pressure to do 
more and more. "The troops will march in; the bands will play; the 
crowds will cheer," he told Arthur Schlesinger, "and in four days 
everyone will have forgotten. Then we will be told we have to send in 
more troops. It's like taking a drink. The effect wears off, and you have to 
take another." 

Throughout his tenure in the White House, Kennedy consistently resisted 
proposals to have U.S. forces take over the war. In November of 1961 
Maxwell Taylor, a Kennedy military confidant, reported at a meeting of 
Administration and military officials that Kennedy was "instinctively 
against introduction of U.S. forces." According to notes taken at a 
meeting of the National Security Council that same month, Kennedy 
"expressed the fear of becoming involved simultaneously on two fronts 
on opposite sides of the world," and "questioned the wisdom of 
involvement in Viet Nam since the basis thereof is not completely clear." 
JFK thought that whereas in Korea the United States had responded to a 

http://www.theatlantic.com/issues/2003/06/dallek.htm (7 of 11)4/26/2004 1:35:28 AM



The Atlantic | June 2003 | JFK's Second Term | Dallek

case of clear aggression, the conflict in Vietnam was, according to the 
NSC notes, "more obscure and less flagrant." He believed that any 
unilateral commitment on our part would produce "sharp domestic 
partisan criticism as well as strong objections from other nations ... [and] 
could even make leading Democrats wary of proposed activities in the Far 
East." 

From the summer of 1962 to the fall of 1963 Kennedy directed Robert 
McNamara to chart plans for a systematic withdrawal from Vietnam by 
1965. Possibly as a concession to his own reluctance to abandon South 
Vietnam before its survival was assured, McNamara drew up a five-year 
schedule for the reduction of U.S. forces. He did not anticipate a full 
departure until 1968, when he expected to remove the last 1,500 advisers 
and reduce military aid to $40.8 million—less than a quarter of the sum 
spent in 1962. 

urther evidence of Kennedy's intentions toward Vietnam comes in a 
backhanded but telling way from his dealings with the U.S. press 
corps in Saigon. The conventional wisdom is that Kennedy tried to 
censor news stories from Vietnam for fear that they would turn 

American public opinion against the war effort. And the press was indeed 
critical of the Administration's determination to hide the extent of U.S. 
involvement and its inability either to discourage Diem from repressing 
Buddhist dissenters or to compel him to fight the North Vietnamese 
aggressively. But the real reason Kennedy was intent on repressing these 
negative reports was not to prevent the spread of anti-war sentiment but, 
rather, to avert demands for escalation. 

According to poll data from the period, few Americans were following 
the situation in Vietnam. By 1962 Kennedy had decided that to sustain 
what he believed was the proper level of commitment in the region—
enough to keep South Vietnam afloat without any involvement of U.S. 
troops or direct military action—he needed to keep public attention to a 
minimum. He recognized that public debate might arouse the political left 
to call for total withdrawal. But the greater danger, he seemed to believe, 
was that people would think America was fighting too halfheartedly: 
press accounts that called attention to the U.S. military's limited advisory 
role might lead evangelical anti-communists on the political right to 
demand that involvement be increased. 

In April of 1962 Averell Harriman, the assistant secretary of state for Far 
Eastern affairs, directed the U.S. embassy in Saigon to lower America's 
profile in the conflict as much as possible. The press had begun 
describing the struggle as more an American than a Vietnamese war. The 
names of combat operations, such as "Sunrise" and "Farmgate," suggested 
U.S. planning, and American advisers were making themselves too 
conspicuous. Reports that a large group of U.S. colonels and civilians had 
inspected a stockade in Operation Sunrise were a case in point. "Why do 
large groups of Americans inspect anything?" Harriman asked in a memo. 
Moreover, U.S. officers were talking too freely about their role in 
planning operations. "It cannot be overstressed," Harriman declared, "that 
the conduct and utterances public and private of all U.S. personnel must 
reflect the basic policy of this government that we are in full support of 
Viet-Nam but we do not assume responsibility for Viet-Nam's war with 
the Viet Cong." 

In September of 1963 Kennedy was still trying to avert widespread public 
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discussion of America's role in the conflict. He instructed the State 
Department's public-affairs officer, Robert Manning, to avoid press 
interviews and television appearances on the subject. When Manning 
reported in a memo to Kennedy that Roger Hilsman, the director of the 
State Department's Bureau of Intelligence, had been turning down calls 
from the press and TV stations, the President agreed that was wise. 

In October, Kennedy asked Arthur Sulzberger, the newly appointed 
publisher of The New York Times, to remove the reporter David 
Halberstam from Saigon, where Halberstam was writing irrefutable 
accounts of U.S.-South Vietnamese failings in the war and implying that 
greater American involvement was necessary. (Halberstam, although he 
would later turn against the war, took the same position in his 1965 book 
The Making of a Quagmire.) Sulzberger refused. 

Had Kennedy believed that it was more essential to stop a communist 
advance in Vietnam than to restrict America's part in the fighting, he 
surely would have touted the Administration's efforts to preserve Saigon's 
autonomy—and would have been more supportive of Halberstam and 
other reporters in their efforts to make the case for more-effective U.S. 
involvement. As a student of America's role in World Wars I and II and 
Korea, Kennedy knew that fighting a costly foreign war depended on 
steady public commitment, which could come only after convincing 
Americans of the country's vital stake in the conflict. The converse, as he 
saw it, given the political context, was that obscuring America's role and 
muting public discussion would help him to preserve the flexibility to 
reduce U.S. involvement or maintain it at the same level. (This is what 
Lyndon Johnson failed to understand. He, too, suppressed information 
about what the United States was doing in Indochina, but he did so in the 
mistaken belief that it would make it easier for him to intensify U.S. 
involvement. His effort to pursue this course without adequate public 
support ultimately doomed his presidency.) 

After the November 1963 coup in Saigon that took Diem's life, Kennedy 
regretted encouraging an action that, he now believed, would deepen 
rather than reduce U.S. participation in Vietnamese affairs. In a tape 
recording made in the Oval Office on November 4, he said, "I feel that we 
[at the White House] must bear a good deal of responsibility for it, 
beginning with our cable of early August in which we suggested the coup. 
In my judgment that wire was badly drafted. It should never have been 
sent on a Saturday. I should not have given my consent to it without a 
roundtable conference at which McNamara and Taylor could have 
presented their views. While we did redress that balance in later wires, 
that first wire encouraged [Ambassador Henry Cabot] Lodge along a 
course to which he was in any case inclined ... The question now is 
whether the generals can stay together and build a stable government or 
whether ... public opinion in Saigon, the intellectuals, students, et cetera, 
will turn on this government as repressive and undemocratic in the not too 
distant future." More than ever, Kennedy seemed to feel that U.S. 
involvement in so unstable a country was a poor idea. 

In an undated, unsigned memo in the President's office files from the late 
summer or fall of 1963 (possibly even after November 1), an 
Administration official provided "Observations on Vietnam and Cuba." 
Since the Soviets seemed to feel trapped in Cuba and we in Vietnam, this 
official asked, might it not make sense to invite Charles de Gaulle, the 
President of France, who maintained calculated relations with both Cold 
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War superpowers, to propose a swap with the Soviets? (In other words, in 
exchange for the Soviets' leaving Cuba, the Americans would leave 
Vietnam.) Whether Kennedy ever saw this memo, or what reaction he 
might have had to it, is unknown. Nonetheless, it is clear that by 
November of 1963 Kennedy welcomed suggestions for an alternative to a 
Vietnam policy that had had limited success. On November 20, the day 
before he left on his fateful trip to Texas, Kennedy told Michael Forrestal, 
a senior staff member on the National Security Council and an assistant to 
the President on Far Eastern affairs, that at the start of 1964 he wanted 
him to organize "an in-depth study of every possible option we've got in 
Vietnam, including how to get out of there." He said, "We have to review 
this whole thing from the bottom to the top."

f Kennedy was opposed to a substantially larger U.S. role in the war, 
why did LBJ believe that he was simply following JFK's lead by 
escalating U.S. involvement? He believed it because Kennedy had 
significantly increased U.S. commitments during his presidency, and 

because three of Kennedy's principal foreign-policy advisers, Rusk, 
McNamara, and Bundy, departing from what Kennedy's final posture had 
been, told Johnson that expanded involvement would have been JFK's 
choice. More important, Johnson enlarged the U.S. role because he could 
not walk away from the conflict as Kennedy could have done, given 
enough time. By November of 1963 recent events had eclipsed memories 
of Kennedy's stumbling efforts at the Bay of Pigs and in Vienna. In fact, 
his record of success in the missile crisis and in the negotiation of a test-
ban treaty with Moscow in the summer of 1963—a process he cut his 
military advisers out of—gave him considerable personal standing as a 
foreign-policy leader. Pulling back from Vietnam would not have 
undermined international or domestic confidence in Kennedy's direction 
of foreign affairs, especially given that poll data from as late as April of 
1964 showed only 37 percent of the American public paying any attention 
to developments in Vietnam. Even in the spring and summer of 1965, 
after Johnson had begun a systematic bombing campaign and had 
dispatched 100,000 soldiers to the region, few Americans expected to see 
a victory in South Vietnam. In April of that year 45 percent of Americans 
polled predicted that a neutral or pro-communist government would take 
control of Saigon within the next five years; only 22 percent believed that 
Saigon would remain on Washington's side. By August most Americans 
assumed that the war would end with a compromise or, like the Korean 
War, with a negotiated settlement. In short, if a second-term Kennedy 
Administration had withdrawn U.S. fighting forces from Vietnam in 
1965, few Americans would have felt that the United States had forfeited 
a chance at victory.

Johnson, in contrast, had few credentials as a world statesman and did not 
think he could deal effectively with communist adversaries abroad or 
conservative critics at home if he retreated from a Cold War challenge in 
Vietnam. When his need to demonstrate his foreign-policy toughness was 
coupled with his sincere belief in a war he saw as essential to containing 
communism, the result was a foreign-policy disaster. 

In counterfactual history nothing is certain. But we do know that in 
November of 1963 Kennedy was strongly leaning both toward reducing 
tensions with Castro and against expanding commitments in Vietnam. 
And most historians agree that Kennedy, like Johnson, would have faced 
Barry Goldwater in the 1964 election and defeated him by a wide margin, 
just as Johnson did. This would have given Kennedy, now free from 
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concern about re-election, the mandate to make a bold foreign-policy 
change while staring down his military advisers. 

What do you think? Discuss this article in Post & Riposte.

Robert Dallek, the author of a two-volume biography of Lyndon Johnson, 
is a professor of history at Boston University. This article is drawn from An 
Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy 1917-1963, to be published this month 
by Little, Brown. 
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Presidential historian Robert Dallek, the author of "The Medical Ordeals of 
JFK" (December Atlantic), discusses new revelations about President 
Kennedy's serious health problems and his efforts to keep them hidden 

.....

hough America's thirty-fifth President served fewer than three 
years in office, his hold on the American popular imagination is 
more powerful than perhaps any other's. John F. Kennedy remains 
an iconic figure—emblematic of a golden era of hopefulness that 

was ushered in when he ascended to the presidency in 1961 and that died 
with him when he was assassinated. America's visceral, wistful response 
to Kennedy's brief presidency seems to have at least as much to do with 
images and impressions as it does with concrete facts about what he 
accomplished in office. To many Americans, he was elegance and style 
personified. He was the dashing young politician with the glamorous wife 
and beautiful children; the war hero who had saved men's lives in the 
South Pacific and received the Navy and Marine Corps Medal; the well-
bred graduate of an exclusive New England prep school and Harvard 
college; and the skilled athlete who played tennis, sailed, engaged in 
vigorous games of touch football, and roughhoused picturesquely with his 
children around the White House. 

Things appeared to come naturally for him. And during his presidency his 
aura of ease and grace seemed to shape the mood of the country as a 
whole. Ironically, however, given that his appealing impression of utter 
well-being may have been one of his most important characteristics as 
President, new evidence suggests that that impression was a false one. 
Indeed, Kennedy's private experience was almost completely at odds with 
the public image of ease and grace that he projected. 

Earlier this year, in the course of conducting research for a book on 
Kennedy, the historian Robert Dallek gained permission from a 
committee in charge of Kennedy's White House records to read his 
previously unopened medical files. What he discovered there surprised 
him. It had long been public knowledge that Kennedy suffered from back 
trouble and Addison's disease (a malfunctioning of the adrenal glands), 
but the extent of his suffering, and of his physical limitations, had been a 
well-guarded secret. 

In "The Medical Ordeals of JFK," (December Atlantic), Dallek describes 
the litany of health problems that plagued Kennedy throughout his life, 
and the complex medication and treatment regimens that became a 
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regular part of his daily experience. During just the first six months of his 
term, Dallek writes, 

Kennedy suffered stomach, colon, and prostate problems, 
high fevers, occasional dehydration, abscesses, 
sleeplessness, and high cholesterol, in addition to his 
ongoing back and adrenal ailments. His physicians 
administered large doses of so many drugs that Travell kept 
a "Medicine Administration Record," cataloguing injected 
and ingested corticosteroids for his adrenal insufficiency; 
procaine shots and ultrasound treatments and hot packs for 
his back; Lomotil, Metamucil, paregoric, phenobarbital, 
testosterone, and trasentine to control his diarrhea, 
abdominal discomfort, and weight loss; penicillin and other 
antibiotics for his urinary-tract infections and an abscess; 
and Tuinal to help him sleep.

Because his spine had become so weakened by osteoporosis (most likely 
a side effect of the steroids he had been taking from a young age for his 
intestinal problems), his range of motion was severely restricted, and the 
pain was extreme. At times, Dallek reports, he had to resort to crutches or 
other mobility aids. 

Dallek discovered that Kennedy worked hard throughout his life to hide 
his sickliness from others. In college he tried to obtain his prescriptions in 
secret, and during his military service (which was made possible only by 
using his father's connections to persuade the military physicians to 
overlook his problems), he refused to report to the infirmary, even after 
he strained his back rescuing several of his men when a Japanese 
destroyer sank his boat. Later, when he went into politics, keeping his 
health problems a secret came to seem even more important. If the public 
knew how ill he really was, and how many heavy-duty medications he 
needed to take just in order to function normally, he feared that voters 
would be unwilling to take a chance on him. Thus, he took his 
medications in secret, avoided being seen with doctors, and concentrated 
on moving normally and concealing his pain when in public. When aides 
to Lyndon B. Johnson, his opponent for the 1960 Democratic nomination, 
reported to the media that Kennedy had Addison's disease, Kennedy 
responded by having his doctors issue a statement denying the illness, and 
proclaiming him to be in "excellent" health. 

In all likelihood, Dallek speculates, Kennedy was correct to assume that 
Americans would not have voted for him if they had known the truth 
about his health. And it is probably also safe to assume that many would 
have been justifiably angry to discover that they had been misled into 
taking a gamble on a frail, heavily medicated candidate. But as President, 
Dallek points out, Kennedy proved to be an effective and inspiring leader 
whose performance was not discernably affected by health considerations. 

It could be argued, Dallek concedes, that Kennedy's failure to be 
forthright about his health status represents a moral failing—an indication 
that he placed greater importance on his own personal ambition than on 
the welfare of the American people. But that same deceptiveness, Dallek 
suggests, can also be viewed in another light. 

The silence regarding his health [can be viewed] as the 
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quiet stoicism of a man struggling to endure extraordinary 
pain and distress and performing his presidential (and pre-
presidential) duties largely undeterred by his physical 
suffering. Does this not also speak to his character, but in a 
more complex way? 

What Kennedy gave the American people was an image of perfection that 
buoyed them up and inspired them. It took enormous effort to maintain 
that façade, but by reserving his suffering for himself alone, he was able 
to create for America the Camelot that it seemed to want and need. 

Robert Dallek is a history professor at Boston University and the author 
of Franklin D. Roosevelt and American Foreign Policy, 1932-1945, 
which won the Bancroft Prize; Lone Star Rising: Lyndon Johnson and His 
Times, 1908-1960; Hail to the Chief: The Making and Unmaking of 
American Presidents; and Flawed Giant: Lyndon Johnson and His Times, 
1961-1973. He is currently at work on An Unfinished Life: John F. 
Kennedy, 1917-1963, which will be published next fall by Little, Brown. 

I spoke with him recently by telephone. 

—Sage Stossel

[Note: "The Medical Ordeals of J.F.K." is currently available only in the 
print edition of the magazine, which can be found on the newsstand.]

You write that a lot of the information you present in the article just 
became available this year when a committee of Kennedy 
Administration friends and associates agreed to open up a collection 
of papers. Why were those files under the control of that particular 
group, and why did they decide to open the papers now?

The Kennedy Library is the only presidential library in the country that 
has donor committees, which means that the papers are controlled by 
committees who determine whether there should be access to them. The 
papers about Kennedy's medical history had been in the library for a 
number of years, and a number of earlier biographers had tried to gain 
access but were summarily turned down.

I think the reason that access was given now is because of what always 
happens with presidential material—the passage of time. After all, it's 
thirty-nine years this month since Kennedy died, and more than forty 
years since he came to the White House. 

To request access I sent a letter to the chair of the material, Burke 
Marshall, who was in the Justice Department under Robert Kennedy and 
John Kennedy. He decided that the committee (which included a man 
named Samuel Beer, who is a professor at Harvard, and Ted Sorenson, 
who was Kennedy's counsel and speechwriter) should first of all find out 
whether other presidential libraries had opened up their medical histories. 
They found that a lot of them had. Then they decided that they should 
review the records. So they brought in a Boston physician—I don't know 
his name—who spent a year or more looking over the materials. As I was 
told, his judgment was that the papers would end up making John 
Kennedy look heroic. So the committee decided to go ahead and open the 
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collection.

Were you surprised by what the papers revealed?

There's always been a lot of speculation, and some pretty good evidence, 
that Kennedy had a series of medical problems. Most prominently, his 
Addison's disease and his back problems. What we didn't know—but 
what is shown by the records—is the depth, extent, and degree of 
suffering he experienced from these problems, and how much he 
struggled with them. The records show, for example, that between the 
spring of 1955 and the fall of 1957, he was hospitalized nine times! Once 
he was hospitalized for nineteen days, and twice for a week at a time.

These hospitalizations were for a variety of illnesses that he had. First of 
all, he had colitis, now called irritable bowel syndrome. According to the 
records, during his White House period he would wake up in the morning 
with cramps and abdominal pain. So some of the medications they were 
constantly giving him were antispasmodics to calm down his stomach and 
inhibit the diarrhea he had from spastic colitis. He was also on 
testosterone. In the White House records there was an almost daily 
charting of his weight, because he had difficulty keeping it up. The 
testosterone was given to him by a physician to bulk him up. 

A second problem was the difficulties he had with his back. It seems 
likely that he began taking something for his colitis called DOCA (which 
is a corticosteroid) in 1937 when it first became available. Back then they 
didn't know how to dose. It's been speculated that his back problems were 
the consequence of a football injury and of an incident in the Pacific 
theater of war during his Navy service in World War II. But what seems 
more likely is that the steroids caused the problems. There's a naval 
record of his back surgery in 1944 which shows that when the surgeons 
got in there they found that it wasn't some kind of disk problem but that 
the bone in the lower back had softened terribly. My medical friends tell 
me that taking those kinds of steroids can bring about osteoporosis.

He also had prostatitis, an inflammation infection of the prostate, and 
urethritis, an infection of the urethra, both of which had to be treated with 
massive doses of antibiotics. There's speculation that these were the 
consequence of some kind of venereal disease he may have contracted in 
1940. A letter in the files from a urologist he consulted indicates that the 
first episode of his urethritis occurred in 1940, and that it was repressed 
with sulfite drugs. After that it was a recurrent problem. 

And of course, he had Addison's disease, which is a malfunctioning of the 
adrenal glands. My medical friends tell me this could have been another 
consequence of his taking steroids. There might also have been an 
inherited component, because his sister Eunice has Addison's disease, too. 

Was he the only one of his siblings to have had so many different 
kinds of health problems throughout his life?

Yes, as far as we know. Apparently Eunice had other difficulties as well, 
but I don't have a close knowledge of her medical history. But Ted, for 
example, and Bobby—they never manifested the kinds of problems John 
had. His problems really began, as we understand it, with the colitis. He 
was sent to the Mayo Clinic at the age of seventeen in 1934. The Mayo 
Clinic records still remain closed, but we do have letters that he wrote to 
his prep school pal, LeMoyne Billings. He describes in these letters the 
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treatments he was getting and the study of his problems—that they were 
looking at his bowels and intestines. 

It all sounds sort of vague and mysterious. Did they rule out any sort 
of eating disorder or hypochondria?

They couldn't rule anything out, because it was thought in those days that 
that sort of irritable bowel trouble was a product of inherited traits, or 
psychological tension. They were never able to pin anything down with 
exactness, and they had no real treatment for it. That's why in 1937, when 
DOCA became available, it's our impression that they began giving it to 
him. 

The litany of all the different symptoms he had—fatigue, diarrhea, 
ulcers, and back pain—make it sound as if he should have been 
curled up in fetal position, whimpering. But he played tennis and 
football, and everyone's heard the stories about his sexual exploits.

Well, you see, they were fostering an image of vigor. And they did a 
brilliant job of covering his problems up.

One question that people constantly ask me is how he was able to perform 
these supposed Herculean feats as a sex machine, given the fact that he 
had serious back problems and so many illnesses. The answer may be that 
he carried on quite a bit in the White House swimming pool and (it's 
alleged) in the bathtub, and that he would practice sex in a supine position
—taking the bottom position. This may explain somewhat how he was 
able to acquire such a reputation as a sexual athlete. 

But the bottom line, I think, to so much of what I discuss in the article, is 
that he was really quite heroic—that he had extraordinary determination. 
He made a bet with himself that he could be President. Of course, one of 
the problems I see with this is that he did not share the gamble with the 
public. It could well have turned out that if the public knew about how ill 
he was, he never would have been elected. This is what the Kennedys 
themselves feared, so they made a systematic effort to hide the fact that 
he had so many illnesses. It was a kind of cover up. 

Do you see Kennedy as having forged a successful political career for 
himself in spite of his problems? Or were his health problems part of 
what drove him to seek the kind of universal validation politics can 
provide in the first place?

I think it could have been both. I think his problems could have spurred 
him on to prove something to himself, and at the same time that he 
managed to become a successful politician in spite of his problems. Both 
points are well taken.

I tried to coordinate my study of his medical problems with some of the 
major crises he confronted as President—the Bay of Pigs, for example, 
and the Cuban Missile Crisis. What the record shows is that when he 
faced these crises, his dosages of cortisone and salt tablets were increased 
in order to allow him to cope effectively with the stress that he was under. 
He was also on sleeping pills.

You mention that he took so many drugs that they had to start using 
a chart to keep them all straight. Some of them were clearly essential
—like the painkillers for his back and the antispasmodics for his 
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colitis and the antibiotics for his urinary-tract infections. But some of 
them, like the sleeping pills and the amphetamines, seem like they 
might have been gratuitous. I was wondering whether his taking 
them might suggest that he felt that drugs could somehow make him 
into something better than he naturally was.

My guess is that the sleeping medication was necessary. The medical 
records show that at least one time he woke up at five o'clock in the 
morning with terrible abdominal cramps, probably from the spastic 
colitis. And his back pain was so severe that they often had to inject 
procaine, which is a form of novocaine, into trigger points in his back. I 
don't think he could have functioned effectively without these various 
medications because the pain was so severe. The records reveal that he 
couldn't turn over in bed at night, he couldn't pull a sock and shoe onto his 
left foot, he couldn't reach across a table and pull papers to himself. At 
times the pain and difficulty were so severe that he had to be on crutches. 
What's amazing is how effective these measures were in creating an 
image of vigor and good health.

Do you have a sense of what effect it may have had on him 
psychologically to be secretly so dependent on all these doctors and 
medications and crutches?

I think what it did was buoy him up. Psychologically and physically he 
was dependent on a significant number of medications. They gave him 
the psychological wherewithal to function. So I do think there was a kind 
of dependence on the drugs. But I don't think it was because of some 
psychological need to begin with. The dependence began, I think, with 
the medical problems. In a way I guess it did then become a 
psychological crutch and was essential to his successful functioning as 
President.

Do you think that some Kennedy worshippers might be as put off by 
your intimate account of his physical problems as they were by 
Seymour Hersh's account of his moral lapses?

I don't think so, and I hope not. My work is not an attempt at debunking. 
What I feel I've done is to try to describe as fairly, accurately, and 
honestly as I possibly could what was in the record. I'm hoping that 
people will see Kennedy as a combination of things. There was a cover 
up, so to speak, but this was not unusual. Other Presidents have had 
health problems, and they also hid them from the public. There is, as I say 
in the article, something of a tradition of doing that. But I think that the 
bottom line here is that it speaks well in many ways of Kennedy's 
character. There's been such an assault on his character, by Hersh, for 
example, who sees him as a sex maniac, or by Thomas Reeves in an 
earlier book called A Question of Character. But I hope this article will 
enlarge our picture of his character by showing the kind of strength he 
must have had to be able to cope with such grave, serious medical 
problems and yet to have performed so effectively. 

And that is what I found in studying his presidency—that he did perform 
with great effectiveness. He was quite lucid in the taped conversations we 
have of the Cuban Missile Crisis, for example. He performed quite 
brilliantly. It took significant strength of character, I think, to do that in 
the face of the medical difficulties that he struggled against day in and 
day out. 
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If Kennedy had thought that any of his ailments were life 
threatening, or that they might have impaired his ability to fulfill his 
duties, do you think he would have refrained from running for office?

I do think so. I think that if he had felt he couldn't function he wouldn't 
have run. But he had confidence that he could do it. And as it turned out, 
he did carry it off. None of his doctors ever said, "You're so ill, think 
about giving up this run for the presidency." He consulted quite a few 
doctors. And as far as I know, not a single one of them told him that.

Has writing about all this affected your views about whether aspiring 
Presidents should have to present a complete picture of their health 
status before they run?

This has definitely complicated my view of it. Before I got into these 
medical records, I was of a mind to believe that, yes, Presidents have an 
obligation to tell us about their health problems. Now, after looking at all 
this, what I have to say is, Yeah, I do believe that Presidents should play 
honest pool with the public and tell us candidly what their health 
difficulties are. But on the other hand, if Kennedy had done that there's a 
good chance that he wouldn't have been President. And I think he was, by 
and large, a very effective and successful President. 

Do you think it's important for a President to give an impression—
whether it's accurate or not—of physical robustness?

Yes. This is a very good point. Not just physical robustness, but 
psychological optimism. See, Presidents are actors on a large stage. And 
what they try and do is communicate to the public and educate the public 
as to how effective and successful they're going to be. So for a President 
to say, My goodness, I've got all these physical and emotional 
problems…. When Edmund Muskie cried while he was running for 
President, it destroyed his bid. And there was a man named George 
Romney from Michigan who said he had been brainwashed by the U.S. 
military, and it killed off his bid for presidency. 

So I think what the Kennedys understood, and what all successful 
Presidents understand, is that they need to convey a picture of good health 
and psychological strength.You're shooting yourself in the foot if you 
don't convey those two things. I remember Jimmy Carter telling the 
country, in essence, that he was experiencing a malaise. But Reagan, by 
contrast, always presented a picture of optimism and a kind of durability, 
and the public loved it. There's almost an unspoken, unwritten agreement 
that this is what the public wants to hear, and this is what Presidents will 
give them. So I think the blame for these kinds of cover ups, if you want 
to call them that, is not simply with Presidents but with the refusal of the 
public to take account of the fact that someone can have a certain number 
of medical, even emotional, limitations, and yet carry off the job in the 
White House. For example, with Franklin Roosevelt, the public just didn't 
want to know about his physical limitations. And Roosevelt didn't want 
them to see him as a man who was paralyzed from the waist down—who 
had spent his life in a wheelchair and could only walk with the help of 
aides or with the help of steel braces or crutches. So there's a kind of 
collaboration between Presidents and the public in muting these ailments.

What was it like to go back and reconstruct various aspects of 
Kennedy's life primarily using information that was left behind in his 
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medical records? As medical science continues to advance, do you see 
this as a growing field of biographical study?

I think it's all part of a trend toward probing the private lives of 
presidents. Since about the 1970s, there has been more and more of an 
impulse to look closely at what presidents do in private—what the 
intimate state of their affairs is. In recent years, for example, there have 
been many attempts to pin down whether Thomas Jefferson had a mulatto 
mistress and fathered children with her. It's not something that was done 
so aggressively by earlier historians. But there is definitely that impulse 
now. I think part of it has to do with the fact that a lot of serious 
wrongdoing by public figures has come to light in recent years, which has 
fanned the flames of the desire to get behind the mask of propriety to look 
at any possible improprieties. After Kennedy died, Charles de Gaulle, the 
president of France, came to the funeral and said to somebody, "This man 
Kennedy was America's mask, and this man Johnson is the country's real 
face." It was, I think, a very insightful kind of statement. 

You're writing a book about Kennedy now. How will this article fit 
into the larger scheme of it? Will it be a section, or will it be a theme 
that's woven throughout the book?

Well, it's part of a theme that develops throughout the book. I write 
chronologically and look at his health problems as they arise in the 
historical account of his life and career. So it's not just a section. I 
excerpted this theme for the Atlantic article. I'll also be doing another 
Atlantic article out of the book, about Kennedy and the military—his 
handling of Vietnam, and what he might have done if he had lived and 
been re-elected and served out a second term. But again, this is a theme 
that evolved through his presidential term and that in the book is woven 
into the longer story.

There are so many books about Kennedy already out there. How do 
you hope to make yours distinctive?

Well, everybody asks me, Why another book on Kennedy? Usually I just 
quote the famous comment by the Dutch historian Peter Geyl who said 
that history is argument without end. We always reinterpret the past. 
Also, there is significant new material that has come to hand. I've had 
access to these medical records and to new material on Kennedy's foreign 
policy, particularly in Cuba. The new material will add something to the 
discussion, as will the way in which I interpret these materials—how I see 
them, how I judge them, how I integrate them into the story.

What's fascinating to me is to try and sort out why it is that John 
Kennedy, who served less than three years in the White House, still has 
such an extraordinary hold on the public's imagination. One can say it's 
because he was so young, and was assassinated. But you know, William 
McKinley was assassinated in 1901 at the start of his second term, and he 
was in his fifties, a relatively young man. But forty years later, nobody 
remembered who McKinley was or cared much about him. 

My students, many of whom were born just twenty years ago now, have 
no direct experience with John Kennedy. Yet of all the modern American 
Presidents I talk about in my course on the American presidency, they 
come most alive when I talk about him. They know something about him. 
Obviously their parents and grandparents and aunts and uncles have been 
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telling them about him.

Do you have a theory about his lasting appeal?

Well, there are several things I point to. Aside from the fact that he was 
young and charming and was assassinated, I think the existence of 
television was very important. Kennedy's memory is very much kept alive 
by the constant return to pictures of the assassination and the aftermath—
John Jr. saluting his father's coffin rolling by, and so on. And then there's 
the family—Bobby and the famous Joe and Rose, and Jacqueline the 
glamorous wife. They're celebrities—it's a dynasty. I think all these things 
have had a hold on the public's imagination. 

I also think that what's important here is that Kennedy was the first of our 
successful ethnic presidents—the first Catholic to win the White House. 
Franklin Roosevelt brought American ethnics into the mainstream by 
appointing Jews and Irish Catholics—really creating a coalition of 
Democratic ethnics to support the Democratic party. Kennedy, I think, 
was the first ethnic to give America's ethnics a sense of full legitimacy in 
American society. The fact that he was not only ethnic, but also a Harvard 
graduate and a genuine war hero gave not just Catholics but all sorts of 
other ethnics a sense of pride. I think this has survived. It probably 
accounts for the continuing hold he has on the public's imagination. 

What do you think? Join the conversation in the Books & Literature 
conference of Post & Riposte.

More interviews in Atlantic Unbound. 

Sage Stossel is an editor for The Atlantic Online. She draws the weekly 
cartoon feature, "Sage, Ink." Her most recent interview was with B. R. 
Myers.
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Seymour Hersh discusses his controversial best seller The Dark 
Side of Camelot -- why he wrote it, why it's right, and why 

historians of John F. Kennedy's presidency have been wrong

January 8, 1998

When one of the country's best and most feared investigative 
journalists turned his attention to the myth of Camelot, it was clear 
that John F. Kennedy's reputation was going to take a beating. It 
was less clear that the journalist himself would be attacked so 
vociferously. Reviewers of Seymour Hersh's The Dark Side of 
Camelot (1997) have reacted almost universally with anger and 
disdain at the book's claims -- including that Kennedy caused the 
Cuban Missile Crisis through his continued attempts to have 
Castro killed, that he only won the 1960 election by enlisting the 
mob's help, and that he was secretly married during his first term 
in Congress. Hersh stands by his work, however, saying that 
people are tearing it apart because, "they don't want to hear what I 
have to say."

Hersh made his reputation -- and won a Pulitzer Prize -- by 
uncovering the My Lai massacre in South Vietnam. He is the 
author of seven books, including The Price of Power: Kissinger in 
the Nixon White House (1983) and The Samson Option: Israel's 
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Nuclear Arsenal and America's Foreign Policy (1991). He has 
written several articles for The Atlantic, including "The Wild 
East" (June, 1994), an investigation of the Russian mafia. 

Seymour Hersh recently spoke with Atlantic Unbound's Katie 
Bacon. 

Discuss this interview 
in The Body Politic 
forum of Post & 
Riposte.

Excerpts from The 
Dark Side of Camelot, 
by Seymour Hersh:

●     "Author's Note"

●     "November 22"

From the archives:

"The Cultural 
Meaning of the 
Kennedys," by Steven 
Stark (January, 1994)
"To be sure, the 
Kennedys have had -- 
and continue to have -- a 
political impact on the 
nation.... But politics 
hasn't been this family's 
calling card in the mass 
culture for some time. 
Even in the aggregate 
the Kennedys have never 
had the political impact 
of Martin Luther King 
Jr., FDR, or even 
Reagan. If President 
Kennedy is still revered 
today, it's more because 
of his glamorous style 
and because he died 

Seymour Hersh
 

What was your impression of 
Kennedy before you wrote this 
book? How has your understanding 
of him changed as a result?

I was like everybody else: I knew John 
F. Kennedy at a distance as a beautiful 
young man. I was a young reporter in 
Chicago when he was President, and I 
thrilled to the idea that he was a man's 
man. I wept when he was killed. But I 
developed a great deal of skepticism 
about him and his policies as I became 
more involved in Vietnam. I always 
wondered how we got into Vietnam, and I really didn't get much 
of an answer. It was not something that people were very 
interested in, even in the seventies. Johnson got most of the blame. 
We were mad at Johnson, and then Nixon, as the war went on. 
Johnson expanded the American presence from 17,000 troops in 
1963 to 550,000 a few years later, which looked horrid. But if you 
looked at Kennedy's record, which I have, it was a steady 
escalation. The other thing that troubled me was the Pentagon 
Papers, which came out in 1971. They showed that the Kennedy 
Administration had lied just as assiduously as the Johnson 
Administration about what was going on. 

This book originated not from me but from an editor -- Jim 
Silberman of Little, Brown. I resisted it for a few years -- I'm sure 
because it was someone else's idea -- but eventually started doing 
it, initially looking at the fascination with Kennedy and eventually 
turning it into a political history. Jim thought that there was 
something there. He had been the editor of my book on Kissinger, 
and that proved to be darker than we'd thought. I had no idea that 
the Kennedy story would be as bad as it was.

http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/bookauth/shint.htm (2 of 10)4/26/2004 1:43:08 AM

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ISBN=0679743316/theatlanticmonthA/
http://pforum.proxicom.com/cgi-bin/usnews/show?ROOT=1
http://www.theatlantic.com/pr/
http://www.theatlantic.com/pr/
http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/bookauth/author.htm
http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/bookauth/nov22.htm
http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/flashbks/pres/stark.htm
http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/flashbks/pres/stark.htm
http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/flashbks/pres/stark.htm


Books & Authors - 98.01.08

young than for any 
specific 
accomplishments."

Related links:

●     JFK Resources 
Online
An extensive list of 
Kennedy sites on the 
Web

●     The John F. 
Kennedy Library 
Homepage

●     John F. Kennedy, 
35th President of the 
United States
An archive of photos, 
speeches, and 
documentaries

You write at the beginning of your book that your central 
finding was that "Kennedy's private life and personal 
obsessions -- his character -- affected the affairs of the nation 
and its foreign policy far more than has ever been known." 
Many reviewers have quarreled with this assertion, saying, 
essentially, that you have overplayed the relationship between 
private and public actions in order to write about the sordid 
details of Kennedy's private life. How would you respond to 
this criticism?

My thesis is you can't really separate 
the private recklessness from the 
public recklessness. There's simply a 
continuum. You can't say to me that 
someone can be as reckless in their 
private life as he was and not have 
evidence of that in his public life. 
And I think the Cuban Missile Crisis 
is a classic example. He took us to 
the edge of World War Three. I think 
the one thing you have to remember 
about John F. Kennedy and the 
missile crisis is that Kennedy and his 
brother Robert understood more than 
anyone else, with the exception of 

Nikita Khrushchev and Fidel Castro, how much Kennedy's 
reckless desire to have Castro assassinated led to the missile crisis. 

There's no question that what the Secret Service men had to say 
about Kennedy's private life is relevant and historically important. 
The notion that I'm using it in some sort of titillating way amuses 
me to no end. I'm sorry I collected it; I'm sorry they put it on the 
record; I'm sorry it offended people. But once Secret Service 
agents are willing to go on the record about what happened in the 
White House, there's no way I'm not writing it. I would be totally 
negligent and deceitful not to. Suppose I'd decided not to write it, 
and people learned that. I'd be accused of covering up history. The 
issue for me is that a lot of people criticized a lot of things in this 
book because they really don't want to hear what I have to say.

Trust me, with the Secret Service guys -- are you kidding? There's 
a whole other level I didn't get into; some of the sexual stuff is 
even worse than I've reported. When it comes to policy I'm tough, 
but when it comes to his private life there's a million things I didn't 
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write about.

You acknowledged in an interview with The Boston Globe that 
the now much-publicized Cusack papers, which purported to 
show that JFK paid Marilyn Monroe a large sum of money to 
keep quiet about their affair, were really what got you started 
looking at the dark side of Kennedy. Would you have written 
the book had you realized at the time that those papers were 
forged?

I didn't learn about those papers until I was about two years into 
the book, so yes, I would have written it. In a funny way I'm glad 
the Cusack Paper scandal happened. Given the pretty much 
universally hostile reception to my book, thank God I had those 
papers, because otherwise I would have been accused of falsifying 
everything. As far as I'm concerned, investigating those papers and 
doing everything I did is part of the business. I've never been held 
to a different standard like I have been this time. I've been 
criticized for a lot of things I've written -- My Lai, CIA stuff -- but 
this is the first time I've been criticized for what I thought. They 
were very sophisticated documents. Sixty Minutes did a show 
exposing them but that was only after they spent two months 
believing them. The Washington Post was among my biggest 
critics, but last time I looked they got a Pulitzer Prize for a story 
that was fake. So it's not as simple as you think. The bottom line is 
that I didn't publish them. I don't understand what's so bad about 
chasing a story, finding out it's not real, and saying so.

Almost no one comes off looking good in your book -- you 
recount that Lyndon Johnson may have blackmailed his way 
into the vice-presidency, that Richard Nixon accepted bribes, 
and that Eisenhower, like Kennedy, was pushing for Castro's 
assassination. Was Kennedy more corrupt than other post-
Second World War Presidents?

Kennedy was much more corrupt than other post-war Presidents, 
by a major factor. Much more manipulative, though Nixon was a 
close second. There's nothing wonderful about Nixon, Watergate 
proved that, but I think that Nixon was an amateur compared to 
Kennedy. Kennedy's beauty made him more corrupt. He was 
above the law; he didn't think anything could stop him. 

The four Secret Service agents whom you interview provide 
new details about the party atmosphere that surrounded 
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Kennedy -- co-ed pool parties at the White House, and a 
constant stream of prostitutes and Hollywood starlets who 
were brought to see the President. How was this able to go on 
for three years without creating a scandal?

The power of beauty. Obviously a lot of reporters knew a bunch 
about it; they thought it was cute, I guess. Nobody knew quite as 
much as the agents did, and nobody had ever asked them to speak 
before. The real question is how come we finally are learning 
about this now, and the answer is, because I asked them. If 
somebody had asked them earlier, they would have talked, I think. 
Why didn't one of the girls talk? That was one of the questions I've 
been frequently asked. Look what is happening to me thirty-five 
years after Kennedy's death. Look at the heat. So imagine if you'd 
tried to do this ten years after his death, if you were a prostitute, or 
some fading movie star who wanted to tell your story. You would 
have been trashed to no end. The only thing that made it worth it is 
that a lot of people are buying the book because there's word of 
mouth on it -- when they read the book they're pleasantly 
surprised. It's no different than my book on My Lai or any of the 
others. Same motives, same attachments, same way I wrote, same 
evidence. I didn't change my standards. And you know something? 
It's also right. And if I'm right an awful lot of historians and 
journalists have been wrong, and that's something that nobody 
wants to be faced with. 

Kennedy was a very seductive man and a very pretty man, and a 
lot of people responded to that. Americans are caught up in that 
sort of thing. When Princess Di was killed we suffered as much as 
the British citizens. It wasn't Jack and Jackie, the President and the 
First Lady, it was the King and his Queen. 

Your description of how Johnson became the vice-presidential 
candidate centers on the Kennedy campaign aide Hyman 
Raskin's assertion that Kennedy selected Johnson as his 
running mate at the last minute because the Senate majority 
leader had threatened blackmail. Yet Raskin admitted to you 
that there have been dozens of other "authoritative" accounts 
of how Johnson became the surprise choice. Why did you 
choose this one?

This is a new account, a different account. I didn't say this was the 
right one. I was very careful. I said it's yet another account, one 
that's interesting because most haven't heard it before and one that 
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frankly makes some sense to me. One of the things that Raskin 
said that's very perceptive -- which everybody seems to miss no 
matter how clearly you write it -- is that with Stuart Symington 
they would have won California. I don't know why people don't 
want to read this. The Kennedys didn't need Johnson to win the 
election. They could have won with Symington too; that was the 
conventional wisdom. But the spin they put on it afterward was 
that they needed Johnson to win Texas. And that's the spin that got 
into history. There's something wrong with that story and everyone 
knows it. Johnson's getting on the ticket was too surprising for 
everybody. 

The person who initially gave me the blackmail story was Michael 
Beschloss, a respected historian-journalist. He wrote a book called 
The Crisis Years on Kennedy and Khrushchev, a wonderful book 
published about five years ago. He was the one who told me to go 
find Hyman Raskin, who lived next to his parents in their 
retirement community. Turns out Michael had the same story, 
wrote it the same way in his book. He used the same phrase I used 
-- "May have blackmailed his way into the Vice Presidency." So it 
does get very close to a double standard. I'm treating the 
information the same way that a perfectly rational historian-cum-
journalist did, and look at all the heat I get. 

You argue that Kennedy's father brokered a deal with Sam 
Giancana, the head of the Chicago mob, in which the mob 
would force the unions under its control to vote for Kennedy in 
the 1960 election. Giancana expected that in return 
government surveillance of the mob would lessen after the 
election. Why, then, did Robert Kennedy as head of the Justice 
Department actually increase pressure on the mob?

First, he didn't increase the pressure; he kept the pressure on. The 
FBI produced a report for the Attorney General saying that the 
election had been stolen in Illinois. They wanted a full-scale 
investigation, which, of course, Robert Kennedy did not authorize. 
What was Robert Kennedy going to do? Suddenly cut back his 
investigation of the mob? Do you think he could have gotten away 
with it? I don't think he had any options but to continue the 
pressure. I also think he wanted to keep up the pressure -- the 
Kennedys were great existentialists. Once Giancana had delivered 
the election, they may have thought: To hell with him, let's keep 
investigating. 
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There's something else that's very important: What's in it for the 
mob? From the day Kennedy went into office until the day he 
died, he wanted to kill Castro. What happens after Castro's death? 
A new government takes over in Cuba. A government that permits 
the gambling casinos, the prostitution, the hotels to go back in 
business. Who controls those? The mob. So as long as John F. 
Kennedy is President and as long as he's trying to kill Castro, and 
involving the mob to do so, the criminal element has no 
complaints, because somewhere down the line Kennedy may get it 
done. Certainly he didn't fail for lack of trying. And when it's done 
the mob will get a huge source of income. So they'll tolerate 
Bobby's continued pressure. And they're not going to talk because 
they have Cuba. And they're not going to want to kill Kennedy 
either. The notion that the mob would kill Kennedy is stupid. Why 
kill the goose that's going to lay the golden egg?

From the archives:

"Inside the 
Department of Dirty 
Tricks," by Thomas 
Powers (August, 1979) 
"The Bay of Pigs 
marked the beginning, 
not the end, of John F. 
Kennedy's determination 
to get rid of Castro, the 
moment when Fidel 
Castro ceased to be 
merely an enemy 
inherited from 
Eisenhower. Kennedy's 
mandate to General 
Maxwell Taylor in April 
1961 was, not to fix the 
blame for the failure of 
the invasion, but to find 
out why it hadn't 
worked, so the next plan 
would." 

You criticize Kennedy's handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis, 
pointing out that while he was publicly a tough negotiator, he 
secretly agreed to a deal with Khrushchev in which America 
removed missiles from Turkey in exchange for the removal of 
the missiles in Cuba. Why do you consider this to have been a 
dangerous negotiating tactic? Did the way this crisis was 
resolved have negative effects on our relationship with the 
Soviet Union?

Jack Kennedy knew Khrushchev was rational, otherwise he never 
would have established the quarantine line -- the line that if 
Khrushchev crosses we're going to start World War Three. But 
after the crisis is over Kennedy publicly gives Khrushchev no 
credit. Kennedy makes it seem as if he won, hides the fact that 
there was a deal. The other side is depicted as this irrational, crazy 
Russian bear who made a stab at trying to achieve parity and 
Kennedy caught him and kicked him and drove him back with his 
tail between his legs and his nose in the dirt. That's how we win 
the bargain when both sides have nuclear weapons? That's wacky. 

The secret deal hurt Khrushchev because it exposed him to a lot of 
ridicule internally and probably was a factor in his overthrow in 
1964. Once Khrushchev pulled out of the missile crisis, Kennedy 
should have done everything he could to make it easy for him. 
That would have been the start of a new development in nuclear 
disarmament. Khrushchev was saying, I don't want to go to war. 
Instead Kennedy took a cheap political victory that he wanted 
badly. And he left a terrible legacy for the next President: Don't 
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negotiate with the Russians. And Kennedy lets Adlai Stevenson, 
the one guy on his advisory committee for the Cuban Missile 
Crisis who publicly supported a Turkish-Cuban missile deal, be 
destroyed in an article in The Saturday Evening Post. Six weeks 
after the missile crisis Stevenson was depicted in a column written 
by Charles Bartlett, and approved by Kennedy before it was 
published, as advocating a Munich appeasement. 

Why would Khrushchev have agreed to keep the Turkey deal a 
secret?

Because he was so eager to get out of Cuba. Kennedy seemed so 
irrational to him. He was so scared by Kennedy that I think he was 
ecstatic to get out with anything. Some historians now believe that 
if Khrushchev had waited a day Kennedy would have publicly 
agreed to the trade. Khrushchev didn't want to take the chance. 
Kennedy was losing control of his military, especially after the 
Russians shot down a U-2, and Khrushchev was losing control of 
his. He wanted to get this thing resolved. I think Khrushchev was 
much more pragmatic and cautious than Kennedy was. 

Kenneth O'Donnell reported in his book about Kennedy, 
Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye (1970), that JFK told him that he 
would pull out of Vietnam in 1965, after the election, but that 
he couldn't do it before then because, "We would have another 
Joe McCarthy red scare on our hands." If this was Kennedy's 
future policy, then why did Johnson escalate the war after 
becoming President?

From the archives:

"How Could Vietnam 
Happen? -- An 
Autopsy," by James C. 
Thompson, Jr. (April, 
1968) 
"From the beginning of 
John Kennedy's 
Administration into this 
fifth year of Lyndon 
Johnson's presidency, 
substantially the same 
small group of men have 
presided over the destiny 
of the United States. In 

I have a motto that emerged out of this book: Don't die in office 
without telling the Vice President your policy. Johnson never 
knew the war policy. All Johnson knew was the public line, which 
was that Jack Kennedy was the ardent anti-communist, willing to 
stand down the Russians, willing to use nuclear weapons. Johnson 
comes in with the missile crisis as a model for negotiating, and 
then tells the North Vietnamese that we'll settle the war under our 
terms only. If Johnson had known, even if Kennedy's close aides 
had known that there was negotiating in private, he might have 
gone to the Russians and asked them to broker something with 
Vietnam. Johnson was worried in 1964 that if he didn't keep the 
war going that Bobby Kennedy would attack him from the right 
for not carrying on his brother's war. 

I think Jack Kennedy might have wanted to end the war, but I 

http://www.theatlantic.com/unbound/bookauth/shint.htm (8 of 10)4/26/2004 1:43:08 AM

http://www.theatlantic.com/issues/68apr/vietnam.htm
http://www.theatlantic.com/issues/68apr/vietnam.htm
http://www.theatlantic.com/issues/68apr/vietnam.htm


Books & Authors - 98.01.08

that time they have 
carried the country from 
a limited involvement in 
Vietnam into a war that 
is brutal, probably 
unwinnable, and, to an 
increasing body of 
opinion, calamitous and 
immoral. How could it 
happen?" 

don't think there's anything wonderful in that. Ngo Dinh Diem, the 
President of South Vietnam, offered him a chance to end the war 
in 1963, but it came too early. He wanted to end it in 1965 after 
the election. So he had to have Diem overthrown. My belief is that 
Kennedy had to have known that Diem was going to be killed in 
the coup, but I'll never be able to prove that. 

You have written several controversial investigative books. 
Has the response to this one been significantly different? Have 
you been surprised by the vociferousness of many of the 
responses?

I haven't been surprised, but I'm a little appalled by some of the 
stupid reviewers. I can't believe the number of people who have 
reviewed this book without really reading it, at least in my 
opinion. They get a chapter that drives them crazy and they write 
about it. I don't think they're inventing it; I think they genuinely 
believe it's a lousy book. This is a very petty business I work in, 
the newspaper business. A lot of people don't want to be told that 
they're wrong by some smart aleck. I've been here before. With the 
My Lai stuff there were weeks in which every GI who went to the 
enlisted men's club and had two beers would call me up at home 
and tell me what he was going to do to my private parts. The 
response to this has been worse in the sense that my fellow liberals 
are mad at me, so a lot of people who normally would be giving 
me hosannas are really angry at me. People like the Kennedys. 

There were wonderful things about John F. Kennedy. There were 
also much worse things than have been known.

●     More Books & Authors features in Atlantic Unbound.

●     Discuss this interview in The Body Politic forum of Post & 
Riposte.

Hersh photograph by Jonathan Becker
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Impeachment and Profiles in Courage

September 12, 1998

Impeachment and a System That Discourages "Profiles in Courage"

In his book Profiles in Courage, John F. Kennedy (and the actual writer Theodore Sorensen) refer to 
what one historian called "‘the most heroic act in American history, incomparably more difficult than 
any deed of valor upon the field of battle’. It was performed by a United States Senator whose name no 
on recalls: Edmund G. Ross of Kansas."

Senator Ross’ found himself in a precarious position at a difficult time. He was a relatively new member 
of the Senate at the time of the impeachment trial of President Andrew Johnson in 1868. As a so-called 
"Radical Republican" from "Bleeding Kansas," it was expected that he would join his fellow 
Republicans in voting to oust President Johnson, who preferred to pursue a moderate rather than 
vindictive path towards the defeated Confederacy following the Civil War.
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At that time, the Senate consisted of 54 members. Two-thirds of the senators needed to vote for 
conviction, meaning that 36 votes were required to find President Johnson guilty. In essence, the 
prosecutors of President Johnson had 35 votes; they need one more. Of the remaining nineteen senators, 
eighteen had announced their intention to vote for acquittal. Senator Ross was the one hold out. And 
hold out was what he did. He did not announce his intention until it was his turn to vote. He had been 
under enormous pressure from the Radical Republicans to vote for conviction. He had resisted their 
reasoning and their bribes. He knew that if he voted against conviction, his political career would be 
over. But he wanted to vote in a way that he felt was best for the country.

On May 16, 1868, Senator Ross voted "not guilty" on the major charge of impeachment. He was scorned 
and ridiculed by the majority who wanted to convict President Johnson. He was easily defeated in his 
race for reelection to the Senate from Kansas.

As is reported in Profiles in Courage, years later he wrote: 

In a large sense, the independence of the executive office as a coordinate branch of 
government was on trial….If….the President must step down…a disgraced man 
and a political outcast….upon insufficient proofs and from partisan considerations, 
the office of President would be degraded, cease to be a coordinate branch of the 
government, and ever after subordinated to the legislative will.

Now some 130 years later as the House of Representatives prepares to consider impeachment charges 
against President William Jefferson Clinton, we once again need men and women who will rise above 
partisan politics and herd mentality to consider the wisdom of formalizing impeachment charges, and if 
the case goes to trial, voting for conviction or acquittal.

The Constitution has very little to say about impeachment. Article II, Section 4 states that the president 
can be impeached for " Conviction of Treason, Bribery, and other high crimes and misdemeanors." 
Historians and constitutional scholars disagree on exactly what this means. What is a "high crime?" 
Does it have to be an act that is against a law, or can it simply be something that is so offensive to the 
country or dangerous to the welfare of its people that it is cause for the president to be removed from 
office?

Since the grounds for impeachment are based on ambiguous and confusing tenets, let me suggest two 
simple causes for impeachment (and possible conviction): 

1.  The president has committed an act that is so heinous, despicable, and damaging that no 
punishment short of removal from office would be appropriate. Examples could include 
the acts of treason or bribery that are specifically enumerated in the Constitution.

2.  The president is disabled in some form or another and no longer capable of carrying out 
the responsibilities of the office. Essentially, he loses his ability to exercise sound 
judgment. Examples could include illness, injury, or a psychological condition that 
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renders the president incapable of logical reasoning. 

These are still subjective criteria. We have to remember that the higher we move the bar (the more strict 
we are with the standards), the fewer men and women are suitable to hold the office of president of the 
United States. As we consider the present case with President Clinton, let’s compare his transgressions 
with each of our past eight presidents. 

1.  John F. Kennedy (1961-1963) -- Possible transgressions: 

●     President Kennedy was involved in assassination attempts of a foreign leader 
(Fidel Castro of Cuba). While assassination was technically legal in the early 
1960s, it put our country at risk and may have in fact led to the president’s own 
death. 

●     President Kennedy (through his father) had entered into agreements with Sam 
Giancana and other members of the Mafia to sway votes his way in the 1960 
election. In at least three states where the mob was strong and the vote was close 
(Illinois, Missouri, and Nevada), the final results tilted in favor of Kennedy. 

●     Sleeping with women other than his wife. At the time of Kennedy’s presidency, 
this was not known outside small Washington and Hollywood circles. However, 
the president made efforts to conceal these affairs, which meant that he didn’t want 
them known, and the threat of their exposure might have subjected him (and 
consequently the American people) to blackmail. 

●     Sleeping specifically with a woman connected with the Mafia (Judith Campbell 
Exner). The president was a sitting duck for blackmail. 

●     Sleeping specifically with a woman who might have been a spy from East 
Germany during the Cold War. Such reckless action could well represent an 
inability on the part of the president to render sound judgment. 

●     Generally living a life "on the edge" that put him in contact with many people of 
questionable repute and subjected himself to blackmail and possible assassination.

The degree of Kennedy’s reckless behavior was such that it could be argued that 
had he not taken the risks, he might not have been assassinated and the country 
would have been spared the presidencies of Lyndon Johnson and Richard Nixon 
and all the harm that was done during them. 

President Kennedy did not have a Ken Starr or an aggressive press hounding him, but if he had, it could 
be argued that his transgressions were much more serious than the charges against Bill Clinton. 

2.  Lyndon B. Johnson (1963-1969) -- Possible transgressions: 

●     Let’s limit ourselves to one incident. In August, 1964, President Johnson claimed 
that two North Vietnamese boats fired on U.S. naval vessels in the Gulf of Tonkin. 
He asked for and received a resolution from Congress permitting him to take all 
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necessary action to protect the United States against Vietnam. Such was the formal 
beginning of the undeclared Vietnam War. Years later it came out that in all 
likelihood there was no Gulf of Tonkin incident. Essentially it was fabricated by 
President Johnson and his closest aides.

In retrospect, we could certainly say that President Johnson’s deceit to Congress 
and the American people resulted in the deaths of more than 50,000 Americans and 
millions of Vietnamese. This could well be construed as a "high crime and 
misdemeanor". Again, there was no Ken Starr around to investigate and the press 
was simply hood-winked on this one. 

3.  Richard M. Nixon (1969-1974) -- Possible Transgressions: 

●     The Watergate break-in, the cover-up, and many associated actions led the House 
Judiciary Committee in 1974 to vote articles of impeachment against him. Mr. 
Nixon resigned before the entire House could vote on the charges and a trial could 
be held in the Senate. 

●     We now know of stories of Richard Nixon "talking to paintings on the wall" in the 
White House and exhibiting many characteristics of an individual suffering from 
paranoia. It well could be argued that even if Mr. Nixon had committed no high 
crimes or misdemeanors, by August of 1974 he was psychologically incapable of 
fulfilling the responsibilities of president of the United States and needed to be 
removed from office. There are many people who would argue that from the 
beginning of his political career, Mr. Nixon was suffering from severe paranoia 
and was not fit to be president. But, the American people voted him into office -- 
twice. 

4.  Gerald R. Ford (1974-1977) -- Possible Transgressions: 

●     From what we know, President Ford seemed to be clean. He may not have been the 
brightest man to occupy the office of president of the United States, but he seemed 
to have a moral compass that kept him focused in a positive direction for the 
country. 

5.  Jimmy Carter (1977-1981) -- Possible Transgressions: 

●     From what we know, President Carter was clean. He had to endure relentless abuse 
from partisan Republicans and a press that was flexing its muscles from Watergate, 
but the president seemed to remain steadfast in principles of decency and fair 
conduct. 

6.  Ronald W. Reagan (1981-1989) -- Possible Transgressions: 
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●     We have the case of Iran-Contra where the president and his aides were acting in 
direct contradiction to the mandates of Congress. They were accused of selling U.
S. armaments to Iran and funneling the profits to the anti-Communist Contras in 
Nicaragua. A special prosecutor was appointed and hearings were held in 
Congress. However, there were no recommendations from the special prosecutor 
for impeachment. What President Reagan and his associates did most likely 
violated a congressional mandate, but it was not felt that the charges were so 
serious that the president should be charged with any impeachable offenses. 

●     A second possible transgression is illuminated by an op-ed piece that the special 
prosecutor, Lawrence E. Walsh, wrote in the September 10, 1998 edition of the 
New York Times. Mr. Walsh stated: 

"When it came time to question President Reagan, however, 
we had to be careful. Since we knew he would not remember 
details well, we were reluctant to confront him face to face 
with difficult questions. Instead, we served him with written 
questions so that he could have the assistance of his lawyers 
and of his documents and submit written answers. As a result, 
the President’s dignity was preserved, and we got firm 
answers."

Of special interest here is Mr. Walsh’s assertion that "we knew he would 
not remember details well." Now we know that Mr. Reagan is suffering 
from Alzheimer’s Disease. However, his forgetfulness and general inability 
to focus on detail while he was president could lead one to assert that he 
was indeed suffering from Alzheimer’s during his presidency. Even 
listening to some of his tapes from the early 1980s, there is significant 
evidence to this effect.

The question then becomes, "Was President Reagan mentally unfit to serve 
as President?" The answer may well be yes. However, such charges could 
not be brought because of their extreme delicacy and difficulty in proving. 
Nevertheless, it is quite possible that Ronald Reagan was indeed "sleeping 
through the Reagan years" and not fit to be president.

7.  George H. Bush (1989-1993) -- Possible Transgressions: 

●     Much like Gerald Ford, George Bush may not have been the brightest man on the 
block, but he led America in a way that was consistent with many of the country’s 
historical values. There does not seem to be evidence of any impeachable offenses. 

8.  William Jefferson Clinton (1993 - ?) -- Possible Transgressions: 
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●     They’re all laid out there now in the Starr Report. What is it that he actually did? 
First, let’s assert that Mr. Starr found nothing on the President (or First Lady) 
related to the original Whitewater charges and related "gates" such as Travelgate 
and Filegate. What we do know is that President Clinton carried on an affair with 
Monica Lewinsky, a young White House intern. Furthermore, he initially denied it. 
Now one might state that marital infidelity on the part of the president falls under 
the aegis of his personal life and is not in the public domain. Therefore, it is not 
grounds for impeachment. However, there are two compelling reasons to argue that 
Mr. Clinton’s actions are indeed serious enough to warrant possible impeachment: 

1.  The President’s actions were reckless. He was having sex with an intern in a 
room adjoining the oval office. Mr. Clinton had limited control over what 
information Secret Service agents and others in the White House might 
have. Furthermore, he had no control over Ms. Lewinsky’s ability to keep 
the affair a secret. At the very least, he was engaging in conduct that clearly 
did not reflect sound judgment. Secondly, he placed himself and the country 
in a position to be blackmailed. While some people may resent Kenneth 
Starr’s persistence in pursuing this case, it might well be preferable to 
agents or leaders from other countries pursuing it.

2.  The president’s actions since January, 1998 have been characterized by 
"abuse of power." He has harnessed the resources of the White House to 
fight a battle on his behalf in which he was knowingly lying. He forced 
members of his Cabinet and many other officials and associates to publicly 
assert their confidence in his denials of the affair. He essentially 
undermined the trust that Congress and the American people could have in 
him and many members of his administration. At the same time, he ordered 
federal employees to divert their attention from issues of national policy and 
concern and instead to front for him in his lies. These actions may well be 
so offensive to the country or dangerous to the welfare of its people that it is 
cause for the president to be removed from office. Additionally, it could be 
argued that like Presidents Nixon and Reagan, Mr. Clinton did not have the 
mental or emotional strength to serve as president. Finally, his persistent 
lying and disloyalty to family, friends, and associates alike raise serious 
questions about whether he has the suitable ethics to serve as president. 

A summary table of these eight presidents and their standings on the "impeachable 
offenses-o-meter" might look like:

President Possible Transgressions
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1.  John F. Kennedy Extremely poor judgment subject himself to 
possible blackmail and assassination and also 
endangering the welfare of the American people.

2.  Lyndon B. Johnson Outright deceit to Congress and the American 
people resulting in the massive escalation of the 
Vietnam War and consequent loss of life.

3.  Richard M. Nixon Massive abuse of presidential power and 
questionable emotional stability to hold the 
office of president.

4.  Gerald R. Ford Essentially None

5.  Jimmy Carter Essentially None

6.  Ronald W. Reagan Limited abuse of power as well as possible 
mental incapacity to properly carry out the 
responsibilities of the office of president.

7.  George H. Bush Essentially None

8.  William J. Clinton Abuse of presidential power and reckless action 
calling into question his emotional and ethical 
ability to lead the nation.

I will not venture an opinion on whether Bill Clinton should be impeached or should resign. Frankly, a 
great deal may depend on his conduct in the next several weeks and months to determine if he is 
honestly and genuinely dealing with those psychological issues that have impaired his judgment to this 
point.

A larger question for the future is what we as a nation can do about a situation in that the men (and 
future women) who become president are truly qualified to serve as president of the United States. In 
our examination of the past eight presidencies, we found reason for five of the eight presidents to in 
some way have committed "high crimes and misdemeanors."

It strikes me that there are two ways in which we can try to minimize or avoid these impeachment crises. 
One is we could lower the standards of conduct and ability that we expect of our presidents and thus 
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consider fewer of their acts "high crimes and misdemeanors." I think that it would be a tragedy and a 
travesty to lower these standards.

The second option is to maintain (or even raise) the standards of conduct and ability that we expect -- 
and thus find and elect more qualified and suitable people to the office of the president. Let’s face it, 
we’ve been lacking "the best and the brightest" in the office of president for some time. What we have 
had are individuals who have been successful in playing the corrupt game of winning election to the 
highest office in the land.

Charges against Bill Clinton for illegal fund raising techniques have not even been made yet. They will. 
John Kennedy enlisted the help of the Mafia in winning votes in key states. Richard Nixon found the 
American people gullible enough to believe that he really had a "secret plan to end the war."

The "Clinton Crisis" is but one hurdle along a bumpy road. We need to smooth out the road. Let me 
make a few quick suggestions for working to ensure that we elect more qualified individuals to the 
office of president: 

1.  Let’s recognize that there is no job that is more important than being president of the United 
States. It cannot be a part-time job. When presidents are busy covering up transgressions and 
engaging in activities to raise money or promote the image of themselves or their parties, they are 
not on the job. In this week of September 7, 1998, President Clinton has been spending his time 
trying to repair his image and also attending political fund-raisers in Florida and the District of 
Columbia.

2.  We need to remove all private money from our political system. It causes politicians to beg, 
grovel, make promises, and generally compromise themselves. Furthermore (and perhaps most 
importantly), it keeps them away from their jobs. Why should the president or a member of 
Congress be attending a humiliating and boring fund-raising affair rather than meeting with inner-
city youth or hospital administrators? The only answer is fully publicly financed campaigns.

3.  We need to encourage the American people to take politics more seriously and to feel 
comfortable making independent judgments on the candidates. If candidates are more honest and 
real with the public, the people will feel more comfortable participating in an exchange of ideas 
characterized by honesty and "being for real." The more confidence that the American people 
have in their ability to make their own judgments, the less power the interest groups will have. 
President Kennedy’s reliance on help from Mafia leaders and their friends would have had far 
less impact on the election if the members of the labor unions and ethnic groups who were trying 
to be influenced had eschewed the endorsements of their leaders and simply voted for the person 
whom they considered the best candidate.

4.  Campaigns need to be shorter, involve more debate and dialogue by the candidates, and less 
mindless image-building such as buttons, bumper stickers, and deceptive radio and television ads. 

It is interesting in the current Clinton crisis that we are constantly reminded, "Let he who is without sin 
cast the first stone." The general interpretation is that individuals who commit sins (or make errors) 
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should not be criticizing others for doing the same thing. I have no problem with this. But let us 
remember that the same standards apply to the political system in which we operate. Bill Clinton is 
operating in a system built on money and deceit. He is being pursued by an independent counsel who 
has powers that remind us of prosecutors in witch hunts. Up to now, he has survived. But the system 
itself encourages misdeeds and then partisan vindictive persecution following the misdeeds.

It seems that the people who can play the present political game and win high office often have the 
personality traits and ethics of someone prone to committing "high crimes and misdemeanors." 
Essentially what President Clinton has done is to take a corrupt, unfair, and unmanageable system to its 
logical extreme.

Regardless of what happens to President Clinton, let’s use the occasion to clean up this system. Then we 
can have presidents whose conduct we can take pride in and whose judgment we can trust.  We can have 
presidents who can be "Profiles in Courage."

© Copyright 1998, Arthur H. Lieber
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The Medical Ordeals of JFK 
Recent assessments of Kennedy's presidency have tended to raise "questions 

of character"—to view his Administration in the context of his sometimes 

wayward personal behavior. Such assessments are incomplete. Newly 

uncovered medical records reveal that the scope and intensity of his physical 

suffering were beyond what we had previously imagined. What Kennedy 

endured—and what he hid from the public—both complicates and enlarges 

our understanding of his character

 
by Robert Dallek 

 
..... 

 
oncealing one's true medical condition from the voting public is a 
time-honored tradition of the American presidency. William Henry 
Harrison, who died of pneumonia in April of 1841, after only one 
month in office, was the first Chief Executive to hide his physical 

frailties. Nine years later Zachary Taylor's handlers refused to 
acknowledge that cholera had put the President's life in jeopardy; they 
denied rumors of illness until he was near death, in July of 1850, sixteen 
months into his presidency. During Grover Cleveland's second term, in 
the 1890s, the White House deceived the public by dismissing allegations 
that surgeons had removed a cancerous growth from the President's 
mouth; a vulcanized-rubber prosthesis disguised the absence of much of 
Cleveland's upper left jaw and part of his palate. The public knew nothing 
about the implant until one of the President's physicians revealed it in 
1917, nine years after Cleveland's death.

In the twentieth century Woodrow Wilson, Calvin Coolidge, Franklin 
Delano Roosevelt, and Dwight D. Eisenhower all, to one degree or 
another, held back the full truth about medical difficulties that could have 
jeopardized their hold on the Oval Office. Wilson suffered a paralyzing 
stroke in 1919 that made him merely a figurehead during the last year and 
a half of his term. After Coolidge's sixteen-year-old son died of blood 
poisoning, in the summer of 1924, Coolidge himself struggled with a 
clinical depression that made inactivity and passivity the principal 
features of his Administration. It has been well known for some time that 
Roosevelt went to great lengths to conceal how physically incapacitated 
he had been rendered by polio. If voters had known the truth about his 
generally deteriorating health in 1944, it is unlikely that they would have 
re-elected him a third time—but they did not know, and FDR died just 
three months into his fourth term, in April of 1945. Though Eisenhower 
was much more open about his health than any of his predecessors, the 
full disclosure of his maladies (including heart disease) in 1956, when he 
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was sixty-six, might have discouraged the country from electing him 
President again; he had a heart attack during his first term and suffered a 
number of other medical problems, including a minor stroke, during his 
second. 

The lifelong health problems of John F. Kennedy constitute one of the 
best-kept secrets of recent U.S. history—no surprise, because if the extent 
of those problems had been revealed while he was alive, his presidential 
ambitions would likely have been dashed. Kennedy, like so many of his 
predecessors, was more intent on winning the presidency than on 
revealing himself to the public. On one level this secrecy can be taken as 
another stain on his oft-criticized character, a deception maintained at the 
potential expense of the citizens he was elected to lead. Yet there is 
another way of viewing the silence regarding his health—as the quiet 
stoicism of a man struggling to endure extraordinary pain and distress and 
performing his presidential (and pre-presidential) duties largely 
undeterred by his physical suffering. Does this not also speak to his 
character, but in a more complex way? 

Not only the extent of Kennedy's medical problems but the lengths to 
which he and his family went to conceal them were significant. 
According to Bill Walton, a Kennedy family friend, JFK was followed 
everywhere during the 1960 presidential campaign by an aide with a 
special bag containing the "medical support" that was needed all the time. 
When the bag was misplaced during a trip to Connecticut, Kennedy 
telephoned Governor Abe Ribicoff and said, "There's a medical bag 
floating around and it can't get in anybody's hands ... You have to find 
that bag." If the wrong people got hold of it, he said, "it would be 
murder." (The bag was recovered.) 

In 1983 the Kennedy biographer Herbert Parmet observed that "dealing 
with the Kennedy medical history is in some ways like trying to uncover 
aspects of vital national-security operations." In 1995, when executors of 
Joseph P. Kennedy's estate made additional family papers available in the 
JFK Library, reports to Joe about Jack's medical condition remained 
closed. Before, during, and since his presidency, the Kennedys have 
guarded JFK's medical records from public view, apparently worrying 
that even posthumous revelations about his health would hurt his 
reputation for honest dealings with the public. 

Of course, evidence of Kennedy's medical problems has been trickling 
out for years. In 1960, during the fight for the Democratic nomination, 
John Connally and India Edwards, aides to Lyndon B. Johnson, told the 
press—correctly—that Kennedy suffered from Addison's disease, a 
condition of the adrenal glands characterized by a deficiency of the 
hormones needed to regulate blood sugar, sodium and potassium, and the 
response to stress. They described the problem as life-threatening and 
requiring regular doses of cortisone. The Kennedys publicly denied the 
allegation. They released a letter from two of JFK's doctors describing his 
health as "excellent" and Kennedy as fully capable of serving as 
President. During his Administration, according to Admiral George 
Burkley, a physician on the White House staff, Kennedy was so 
determined not to give the impression that he was "physically impaired ... 
and require[d] the constant supervision of a physician" that he shunned 
having "a medical man in the near proximity to him" in public.

It appears that Richard Nixon may have tried at one point to gain access 
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to Kennedy's medical history. In the fall of 1960, as he and JFK battled in 
what turned out to be one of the closest presidential elections ever, thieves 
ransacked the office of Eugene J. Cohen, a New York endocrinologist 
who had been treating Kennedy for Addison's disease. When they failed 
to find Kennedy's records, which were filed under a code name, they tried 
unsuccessfully to break into the office of Janet Travell, an internist and 
pharmacologist who had been relieving Kennedy's back pain with 
injections of procaine (an agent similar to lidocaine). Although the thieves 
remain unidentified, it is reasonable to speculate that they were Nixon 
operatives; the failed robberies have the aura of Watergate and of the 
break-in at the Beverly Hills office of Daniel Ellsberg's psychiatrist.

Using personal letters, Navy records, and oral histories, biographers and 
historians over the past twenty years have begun to fill in a picture of Jack 
Kennedy as ill and ailment-ridden for his entire life—a far cry from the 
paragon of vigor (or "vigah," in the family's distinctive Massachusetts 
accent) that the Kennedys presented. After a sickly childhood he spent 
significant periods during his prep school and college years in the hospital 
for severe intestinal ailments, infections, and what doctors thought for a 
time was leukemia. He suffered from ulcers and colitis as well as 
Addison's disease, which necessitated the administration of regular 
steroid treatments. And it has been known for some time that Kennedy 
endured terrible back trouble. He wrote his book Profiles in Courage 
while recovering from back surgery in 1954 that almost killed him. 

But the full extent of Kennedy's medical ordeals has not been known until 
now. Earlier this year a small committee of Kennedy Administration 
friends and associates agreed to open a collection of his papers for the 
years 1955-1963. I was given access to these newly released materials, 
which included x-rays and prescription records from Janet Travell's files. 
Together with recent research and a growing understanding of medical 
science, the newly available records allow us to construct an authoritative 
account of JFK's medical tribulations. And they add telling detail to a 
story of lifelong suffering, revealing that many of the various treatments 
doctors gave Kennedy, starting when he was a boy, did far more harm 
than good. In particular, steroid treatments that he may have received as a 
young man for his intestinal ailments could have compounded—and 
perhaps even caused—both the Addison's disease and the degenerative 
back trouble that plagued him later in life. Travell's prescription records 
also confirm that during his presidency—and in particular during times of 
stress, such as the Bay of Pigs fiasco, in April of 1961, and the Cuban 
Missile Crisis, in October of 1962—Kennedy was taking an extraordinary 
variety of medications: steroids for his Addison's disease; painkillers for 
his back; anti-spasmodics for his colitis; antibiotics for urinary-tract 
infections; antihistamines for allergies; and, on at least one occasion, an 
anti-psychotic (though only for two days) for a severe mood change that 
Jackie Kennedy believed had been brought on by the antihistamines. 

Kennedy's charismatic appeal rested heavily on the image of youthful 
energy and good health he projected. This image was a myth. The real 
story, disconcerting though it would have been to contemplate at the time, 
is actually more heroic. It is a story of iron-willed fortitude in mastering 
the diffi-culties of chronic illness. 

"God What a Beating I'm Taking"
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ennedy suffered severe health problems almost from the time of 
his birth. Three months before he turned three, in 1920, he came 
down with a bad case of scarlet fever, a highly contagious illness, 
and life-threatening for so small a child. He spent more than two 

months in the hospital and recuperating in a Maine sanatorium. 

During the 1920s he suffered from a variety of other childhood maladies, 
including bronchitis, chicken pox, ear infections, German measles, 
measles, mumps, and whooping cough. His illnesses filled the family with 
anxiety about his survival.

In 1930, at age thirteen, Jack was afflicted with an undiagnosed illness 
that restricted his activities. From October to December he lost four to six 
pounds, felt "pretty tired," and did not grow. One doctor attributed it to a 
lack of milk in his diet, but that failed to explain why during a chapel 
service at the Canterbury School, his boarding school in New Milford, 
Connecticut, he felt "sick dizzy and weak." He wrote to his father, "I just 
about fainted, and everything began to get black so I went out and then I 
fell and Mr. Hume [the headmaster] caught me. I am O.K. now." In April 
of 1931 Jack collapsed with abdominal pains, and the surgeon who 
examined him concluded that it was appendicitis and that an operation 
was necessary at a nearby hospital in Danbury, Connecticut. 

The operation did not solve the problem. In the fall of 1932, while 
boarding at the Choate School, in Wallingford, Connecticut, Jack 
complained of abdominal discomfort and fatigue. His weight was only 
117 pounds—less than robust for a fifteen-year-old boy. In January and 
February of 1933 "flu-like symptoms" plagued him, along with almost 
constant pain in his knees. "Jack's winter term sounded like a hospital 
report," an official fiftieth-anniversary remembrance of his attendance at 
Choate recounted, "with correspondence flying back and forth between 
Rose Kennedy and [the headmaster's wife]. Again, eyes, ears, teeth, 
knees, arches, from the top of his head to the tip of his toes, Jack needed 
attention." 

Over the summer of 1933, after he had turned sixteen, he gained no 
weight. And matters got worse the following year. In the winter of 1934 
he became very sick and had to be rushed by ambulance to New Haven 
Hospital for observation. His symptoms included weight loss and a bad 
case of hives. Doctors feared that he had leukemia and began regularly 
checking his blood counts. "It seems that I was much sicker than I thought 
I was," Jack wrote to his classmate LeMoyne Billings after he got out of 
the hospital, "and am supposed to be dead, so I am developing a limp and 
a hollow cough." His rectum was "plenty red after the hospital," he 
complained. "Yours would be red too if you had shoved every thing from 
rubber tubes to iron pipes up it." By March, Jack's symptoms had largely 
disappeared, but his doctors remained uncertain about the cause of his 
difficulties.

In June of 1934, as his junior year at Choate ended, he began feeling ill 
again, and his parents sent him to the famous Mayo Clinic, in Rochester, 
Minnesota. He spent a miserable month there, "the God-damnest hole I've 
ever seen," he wrote to Billings. By himself at the Mayo and then at 
nearby St. Mary's Hospital, where he was transferred after two weeks, he 
maintained his sanity and kept up his hopes for a return to friends and 
family through a series of such letters. Jack handled what he feared was a 
life-threatening disease with a biting wit and a refusal to complain openly 
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to anyone but his friend. Judging from the medical tests described in the 
correspondence and in later medical records, Jack had colitis, which was 
initially thought to be peptic-ulcer disease. The doctors began by 
prescribing a diet of bland food preparatory to tests that Jack had hoped 
would be over in a few days. But the exams lasted much longer. "I am 
suffering terribly out here," he wrote to Billings. "I now have a gut ache 
all the time. I'm still eating peas and corn for my food." He expected to be 
there for at least another twelve days. Two days later he told Billings, 
"God what a beating I'm taking. I've lost 8 lbs. And still going down ... 
I'm showing them a thing or two. Nobody able to figure what's wrong 
with me. All they do is talk about what an interesting case." 

"It would be funny," he declared wishfully, "if there was nothing wrong 
with me. I'm commencing to stay awake nights on that. Still don't know 
when I'll get home. My last eight meals have been peas, corn, prunes."

Six days later he gave Billings another graphic description of his ordeal. 
"I've got something wrong with my intestines. In other words I shit 
blood." He feared he might be dying. The doctors were still trying to 
determine the cause of his illness. "Yesterday I went through the most 
harassing experience of my life," Jack wrote. "[A doctor] stuck an iron 
tube 12 inches long and 1 inch in diameter up my ass ... My poor 
bedraggled rectum is looking at me very reproachfully these days ... The 
reason I'm here is that they may have to cut out my stomach!!!!—the 
latest news."

All the gastrointestinal and colon tests indicated that Jack had colitis and 
digestive problems, which made it difficult for him to gain weight and 
threatened deadly consequences if the colon became ulcerated or bled. 

Judging from accounts published in the January 1934 and December 1936 
issues of the Mayo Clinic journal, Proceedings, the clinic's usual therapy 
for colitis involved a combination of restricted diet; relief of emotional 
stress, which was assumed to be a major contributor to both colitis and 
ulcers; and injection of a serum obtained from horses. Although the clinic 
claimed a measure of success with this treatment, it was clearly no 
panacea. Corticosteroids, which research centers were then testing, 
seemed more promising in the treatment of a whole variety of illnesses.

What Steroids Did to Him 

n the late 1930s the first clinical use of corticosteroids—which are 
compounds derived from adrenal extracts, and which have come to be 
used to reduce tissue inflammation—was made possible when doctors 
learned how to administer DOCA (desoxycorticosterone acetate) in 

the form of pellets implanted under the skin. It is now well established 
that Kennedy was treated with DOCA after his Addison's disease was 
diagnosed, in 1947. But it is possible that Jack was taking DOCA as early 
as 1937. Early that year, in a handwritten note to his father after a family 
vacation, Jack worried about getting a prescription filled in Cambridge, 
Massachusetts, where he was a freshman at Harvard College. "Ordering 
stuff here very [illegible word]," he wrote to his father. "I would be sure 
you get the prescription. Some of that stuff as it is very potent and he 
[Jack's doctor] seems to be keeping it pretty quiet." Given that 
corticosteroids had just become clinically viable and were being touted as 
a therapeutic cure-all, it is reasonable to hypothesize that the prescription 
Jack asked for was DOCA. Moreover, nine years later, in 1946, Paul Fay, 
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one of Jack's friends, watched him implant a pellet in his leg. The way in 
which the medication was administered indicates it was DOCA. Fay 
remembers Jack's using "a little knife ... [to] just barely cut the surface of 
the skin, try not to get blood, and then get underneath and put this tablet 
underneath the skin, and then put a bandage over it." Then, he said, 
"hopefully this tablet would dissolve by the heat of the body and be 
absorbed by the bloodstream." In short, it appears that Jack was on 
steroids—still an experimental treatment, with great uncertainty as to 
dosage—for his colitis well before the Addison's disease diagnosis. 

If so, he may have paid a high price. Physicians in the 1930s and 1940s 
did not realize what is common medical knowledge today—namely, that 
corticosteroids are effective in treating acute colitis but have deleterious 
long-term effects, including osteoporosis of lower-back bones and 
increased incidence of serious infection (owing to suppression of the 
body's immune system). Kennedy would suffer from all these problems, 
including outright degeneration of his lumbar spine. In addition, the long-
term use of cortico-steroids suppresses normal adrenal function; it may 
have been the cause of Kennedy's Addison's disease. (Jack's sister Eunice 
also had Addison's, however, indicating that his disease may have had an 
inherited component.)

From September of 1934 to June of 1935, Jack's senior year of prep 
school, the school infirmary had kept a close watch on his blood count; 
Joe Kennedy passed these records on to the Mayo doctors. At that time 
there was still concern that Jack might be suffering from leukemia. In 
retrospect, any changes in his blood count may have been a reaction to the 
drugs he was taking. When he fell ill the following autumn, a doctor 
advised that Jack had agranulocytosis, a decrease in granular white blood 
cells, which made him more susceptible to infections.

Shortly after leaving Choate, Jack had to spend two months at the Peter 
Bent Brigham Hospital, in Boston. Uncertain whether they were dealing 
strictly with colitis or with a combination of colitis and ulcers, and 
worried that his medicines were playing havoc with his white-blood-cell 
count, his doctors performed additional tests. According to a letter Jack 
wrote to Billings, his white-blood-cell count was 6,000 when he entered 
the hospital and down to 3,500 three weeks later. "At 1500 you die," Jack 
joked. "They call me '2000 to go Kennedy.'"

By the end of January 1936 he was more worried than ever about his 
health, though he continued to use humor to defend himself against 
thoughts of dying. "Took a peak [sic] at my chart yesterday and could see 
that they were mentally measuring me for a coffin. Eat drink & make 
Olive [his current girlfriend], as tomorrow or next week we attend my 
funeral. I think the Rockefeller Institute may take my case ... Flash—they 
are going to stick that tube up my ass again as they did at Mayo."

From 1938 to the end of 1940, while Kennedy attended Harvard, 
intestinal problems plagued him relentlessly. In February of 1938 he had 
gone back to the Mayo Clinic for more studies, but with no good results. 
In June he spent two weeks in New England Baptist Hospital for the same 
complaints, but again with no improvement. In October he was still "in 
rotten shape," but he refused to re-enter the hospital for more of what now 
seemed like pointless tests. In February of 1939, however, he gave in and 
went back to the Mayo Clinic. It was the same old routine: a diet of bland 
foods three times a day and another inspection of his colon and digestive 
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system. By November, under the care of William Murphy, of Harvard, the 
physician and Nobel laureate who co-discovered the treatment for 
pernicious anemia and had an uncommon faith in the healing power of 
liver extracts, Jack recorded that he was going to "take my first liver 
injection today and I hope they work." They did not. A year later he was 
still wrestling with abdominal pain, spastic colon, and low weight. If he 
was taking DOCA and it was limiting the effects of his colitis (and it is 
not clear that it was), it was certainly worsening his stomach problems. 
The steroids may also have contributed to the onset of duodenal ulcers, 
which weren't diagnosed until November of 1943. But there would be no 
public acknowledgment of any of these ailments, or any outwardly 
evident self-pity. Refusing to let health concerns stop him became a 
pattern that allowed Kennedy to pursue a political career.

"Yellow as Saffron"

erious back problems added to Kennedy's miseries from 1940 on. In 
1938 he had begun having "an occasional pain in his right sacro-iliac 
joint," according to a Navy medical history recorded in December of 
1944. 

It apparently grew worse but at times he was completely 
free from symptoms. In the latter part of 1940 while 
playing tennis he experienced a sudden pain in his lower 
right back—it seemed to him that "something had slipped." 
He was hospitalized at the Lahey Clinic ... for ten days. A 
low back support was applied and he was comfortable. 
Since that time he has had periodic attacks of a similar 
nature. 

Kennedy's service in the southwest Pacific on PT boats —which he 
managed to arrange by calling on his father's connections to hide his 
various illnesses from military physicians—added to his pain, especially 
after a Japanese destroyer sank his boat, leading to a week-long physical 
ordeal. (For all the accuracy of the popular accounts praising Kennedy's 
valor on PT-109, the larger story of his endurance has not been told. 
Lennie Thom, his executive officer, wrote letters home discussing JFK's 
back problem and his refusal to report to sick bay: "Jack feigned being 
well." Kennedy acknowledged to his parents that life on the boats was 
"not exactly what the Dr ... ordered." But he did not let on to his crew or 
his commanding officer that he was ill or in pain. And except for his 
chronic back ailment, which he simply could not hide, and which he 
seemed to take care of by wearing a "corset-type thing" and sleeping with 
a plywood board under his mattress, the men on PT-109 saw no poor 
health. Before the war was over, however, Kennedy found himself once 
again in the hospital for both back and stomach problems.)

Although college football injuries and his Navy mishaps may have 
contributed to the back pain, the steroids he was most likely taking to 
control his colitis may have caused the underlying problem. Navy medical 
records indicate that back surgery Kennedy underwent in 1944 had 
revealed clear evidence of osteoporosis. The surgeons removed "some 
abnormally soft disc interspace material" and anticipated additional 
problems if he continued to suffer bone loss. It was, as it had long been 
with Kennedy, one thing after another.

At the beginning of 1945 Kennedy went to Castle Hot Springs, Arizona, 
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in an attempt to recover his health. It was an elusive quest. Although he 
refused to complain to his father about his continuing maladies, his doctor 
reported to Joe that Jack was "not getting along well at all." He remained 
in almost constant back pain, and he had trouble digesting his food. A 
companion in Arizona remembered that "he looked jaundiced—yellow as 
saffron and as thin as a rake." He returned to the Mayo Clinic for a while, 
but the doctors had nothing new to recommend, so he didn't stay; he 
traveled to San Francisco and Europe as a correspondent for the Hearst 
newspapers. Friends in San Francisco told him he looked "sickly"; in 
Europe he became terribly ill with a high fever, nausea, and vomiting. 
Back in Boston, in June of 1946, he collapsed at a parade, where a 
witness remembered his turning "very yellow and blue" and looking like 
he was having a heart attack. 

Despite his medical difficulties, Kennedy ran successfully for a House 
seat in 1946. A returning war veteran who knew him then says, "I was as 
thin as I could be at that time, but Jack was even thinner. He was actually 
like a skeleton, thin and drawn." Despite the medications he was taking 
for the colitis, he continued to have abdominal pain and problems gaining 
weight. Because hot baths gave him temporary relief, he spent some time 
every day soaking in a tub. He also had experienced a burning sensation 
when urinating, the result of a "non-specific urethritis" dating from 1940 
(possibly an infection contracted from a sexual encounter in college), 
which later became chronic prostatitis, or inflammation of the prostate, 
which sulfa drugs temporarily suppressed. 

A strenuous daily routine during the campaign intensified Kennedy's 
fatigue, nausea, and vomiting—symptoms of the as yet undiagnosed 
Addison's disease. People around him noticed his bulging eyes and 
jaundiced complexion, and the limp caused by unremitting pain. They 
marveled at his stamina and refusal to complain; it was "a tremendous 
effort of will," one of them says. 

The following year, while in England, Kennedy became ill again. He 
ended up in a hospital in London, where a doctor for the first time 
diagnosed the Addison's disease. (Because Kennedy had served in the 
South Pacific and malaria has similar symptoms, and because Kennedy's 
long history of stomach and colon problems suggested that his difficulties 
were related to an ulcer or colitis, his previous doctors had not diagnosed 
the Addison's.) The doctor told Pamela Churchill, Winston Churchill's 
daughter-in-law and a friend of Kennedy's, "That young American friend 
of yours, he hasn't got a year to live." On his way home to the United 
States, on the Queen Mary, Kennedy became so sick that upon arrival a 
priest was brought aboard to give him last rites before he was carried off 
the ship on a stretcher. In 1948, when bad weather made a plane trip 
"iffy," he told his friend Ted Reardon, "It's okay for someone with my life 
expectancy," but suggested that his sister Kathleen and Reardon take the 
train.

By 1950 Kennedy was suffering almost constant lower-back aches and 
spasms. X-rays in the Travell records, which I examined with the help of 
a physician, show that the fourth lumbar vertebra had narrowed from 1.5 
cm to 1.1 cm, indicating collapse in the bones supporting his spinal 
column. By March of 1951 there were clear compression fractures in his 
lower spine. He needed crutches to get up a flight of stairs. Later that 
year, during a trip to Japan, he had a severe crisis related to Addison's 
when he apparently neglected to take his steroid medications. He ran a 
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temperature of 106¡, and his doctors feared for his life. The episode 
convinced him to be more rigorous about taking his medicine, and over 
the next two years back problems became his principal complaint.

In 1952, during a successful campaign to replace Henry Cabot Lodge as 
senator from Massachusetts, Kennedy suffered headaches, upper 
respiratory infections, stomachaches, urinary-tract discomfort, and nearly 
unceasing back pain. He consulted an ear, nose, and throat specialist 
about his headaches; took anti-spasmodics and applied heat fifteen 
minutes a day to ease his stomach troubles; consulted urologists about his 
bladder and prostate discomfort; had DOCA pellets implanted and took 
daily oral doses of cortisone to control his Addison's disease; and 
struggled unsuccessfully to find relief from his back miseries. 

Dave Powers, one of Kennedy's principal aides, remembers that at the end 
of each day on the road during the campaign, Kennedy would climb into 
the back seat of the car, where "he would lean back ... and close his eyes 
in pain." At the hotel he would use crutches to get himself up stairs and 
then soak in a hot bath for an hour before going to bed. "The pain," 
Powers adds, "often made him tense and irritable with his fellow 
travelers." (Much later, in February of 1960, during the presidential 
campaign, as Kennedy stood for hours in the freezing cold shaking hands 
with workers arriving at a meatpacking plant in Wisconsin, Powers 
whispered to Kenneth O'Donnell, another Kennedy aide, "God, if I had 
his money, I'd be down there on the patio at Palm Beach.")

By the spring of 1954 Kennedy's back pain had become almost 
unbearable. X-rays show that the fifth lumbar vertebra had collapsed. 
Kennedy could not bend to pull a sock onto his left foot, and he had to 
ascend and descend stairs moving sideways. Beginning in May he had to 
rely on crutches more than ever, and walks from his office to the Senate 
for quorum and roll calls, on hard marble floors, became a daily ordeal. In 
August a team of physicians from the Lahey Clinic, in Boston, visited 
him on Cape Cod, where they described yet another surgery, a 
complicated procedure to achieve spinal and sacroiliac fusions that, they 
hoped, would strengthen his lower spine. They explained that without the 
operation he might lose his ability to walk, but that so difficult a surgery 
on someone with Addison's disease posed risks of a fatal infection, 
because the steroids were suppressing his immune system.

Rose Kennedy said later, "Jack was determined to have the operation. He 
told his father that even if the risks were fifty-fifty, he would rather be 
dead than spend the rest of his life hobbling on crutches and paralyzed by 
pain." Joe tried to dissuade his son from the surgery, reminding him of 
FDR's extraordinary achievements despite confinement to a wheelchair. 
After he entered the New York Hospital for Special Surgery, on October 
10, the team of endocrinologists and surgeons postponed the operation 
three times in order to assure an "extended metabolic work-up prior to, 
during, and after surgery."

The operation, which finally took place on October 21 and lasted more 
than three hours, was at best a limited success. A metal plate was inserted 
to stabilize Kennedy's lower spine. Afterward a urinary-tract infection put 
his life in jeopardy. He went into a coma, and once again a priest was 
called to administer last rites. By December Kennedy had shaken the 
infection and was sufficiently recovered to be moved to the family's Palm 
Beach home. Nevertheless, he remained far from well; his doctors could 
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not promise that he would ever walk again. Moreover, there was reason to 
believe that the site of the plate was infected. Consequently, in February 
another operation was performed at New York Hospital, to remove the 
plate. The Travell records show that extracting it meant removing three 
screws that had been drilled into bone and replacing damaged cartilage 
with a bone graft. After another three months recuperating in Florida, 
Kennedy returned to Washington in May.

The Cover-Up 

ecause his absence from Washington over so long a period could 
not be hidden, the Kennedys had no choice but to acknowledge 
JFK's condition. Public awareness of his surgery and slow 
recovery, however, benefited rather than undermined his image. 

Kennedy came through this medical ordeal looking courageous—not 
weak and possibly unfit for higher office, as his family had feared. 
Nevertheless, the Kennedys did not trust that coming clean about his 
health problems in the future would generate a similar result. 
Consequently, the true state of his health now became a carefully guarded 
secret. His closest aides did not know the full extent of his problems. 
Although Evelyn Lincoln, Kennedy's secretary, made sure that he took his 
daily medications (as many as eight different kinds), she apparently had 
limited knowledge of why he needed them. The evidence I've seen 
suggests that only Jackie, Joe, Bobby, and Jack's doctors were fully 
informed. 

One thing in particular remained unknown until the Travell records were 
opened this year: from May of 1955 until October of 1957, as he tried to 
get the 1956 vice-presidential nomination and then began organizing his 
presidential campaign, Kennedy was hospitalized nine times, for a total of 
forty-five days, including one nineteen-day stretch and two week-long 
stays. The record of these two and a half years reads like the ordeal of an 
old man, not one in his late thirties, in the prime of life. 

All Kennedy's confinements at this time were at New York Hospital, 
except for one in July of 1955, at New England Baptist. Terrible back 
pain triggered an eight-day hospitalization beginning on May 26, 1955. 
General work-ups from this period noted continuing back miseries, with a 
chronic abscess at the site of his 1954-1955 surgeries; repeated bouts of 
colitis with abdominal pain, diarrhea, and dehydration; and prostatitis 
marked by pain on urination and ejaculation, along with urinary-tract 
infections. On July 3 he spent one day at New England Baptist being 
treated for severe diarrhea. Eleven days later he entered New York 
Hospital for a week to relieve his back pain and treat another attack of 
diarrhea. 

On January 11, 1956, he spent three days in the hospital, where he 
received large doses of antibiotics to counter respiratory and urinary-tract 
infections. When nausea, vomiting, dehydration, and continuing urinary 
discomfort occurred at the end of January 1957, he spent two more days 
in the hospital. In July abdominal cramps put him in the hospital again for 
forty-eight hours. Fevers of unknown origin, severe abdominal 
discomfort, weight loss, throat and urinary-tract infections, a recurrence 
of his back abscess (which was surgically drained), and his all too 
familiar acute back pain and spasms resulted in three hospitalizations for 
a total of twenty-two miserable days in September and October.
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During this time Kennedy had zero flexion and extension of his back, 
meaning that he could not bend forward or backward at all; only with 
great difficulty could he turn over in bed, sit in a low chair, or reach 
across a table to pull papers toward him. He also had problems bending 
his right knee and from a sitting position could raise his left leg to only 25 
percent of what was considered normal height. There was "exquisite 
tenderness" in his back, and he was suffering from arthritis. Yet he 
managed to hide all this from everyone but his doctors and intimates.

In 1955 Kennedy had consulted Janet Travell about muscle spasms in his 
left lower back, which radiated to his left leg and made him unable to "put 
weight on it without intense pain." He asked her repeatedly about the 
origin of his back troubles, but she found it impossible "to reconstruct by 
hindsight what might have happened to him over the years." It was clear 
to her, however, that Kennedy "resented" the back surgeries, which had 
brought him no relief and "seemed to only make him worse." He might 
have done better, of course, to blame the steroids that weakened his 
bones. 

According to the Travell records, the treatments for his various ailments 
included ingested and implanted DOCA for the Addison's, and large 
doses of penicillin and other antibiotics to combat the prostatitis and the 
abscess. He also received injections of procaine at "trigger points" to 
relieve back pain; anti-spasmodics—principally Lomotil and trasentine—
to control the colitis; testosterone to keep up his weight (which fell with 
each bout of colitis and diarrhea); and Nembutal to help him sleep. He 
had terribly elevated cholesterol, 410 in one testing, apparently 
aggravated by the testosterone, which may have added to his stomach and 
prostate troubles.

Kennedy's collective health problems were not enough to deter him from 
running for President. Though they were a considerable burden, no one of 
them impressed him as life-threatening. Nor did he believe that the many 
medications he took would reduce his ability to work effectively; on the 
contrary, he saw them as ensuring his competence to deal with the 
demands of the office. And apparently none of his many doctors told him 
that were he elevated to the presidency, his health problems (or the 
treatments for them) could pose a danger to the country.

After reaching the White House, Kennedy believed it was more essential 
than ever to hide his afflictions. The day after his election, in response to 
a reporter's question, he declared himself in "excellent" shape and 
dismissed the rumors of Addison's disease as false. An article based 
largely on information supplied by Bobby Kennedy echoed JFK's 
assertions. Published in Today's Health, an American Medical 
Association journal, and summarized in The New York Times, the article 
described JFK as being in "superb physical condition." Though it reported 
some adrenal insufficiency, it said that a daily oral medication neutralized 
the problem, and it assured readers that Kennedy would have no problem 
handling the pressures of the presidency. 

A Thousand Days of Suffering

uring his time in the White House, despite public indications of 
continuing back difficulties, Kennedy enjoyed an image of robust 
good health. But according to the Travell records, medical 
attention was a fixed part of his routine. He was under the care of 
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an allergist, an endocrinologist, a gastroenterologist, an orthopedist, and a 
urologist, along with that of Janet Travell, Admiral George Burkley, and 
Max Jacobson, an émigré doctor from Germany who now lived in New 
York and had made a reputation by treating celebrities with "pep pills," or 
amphetamines, that helped to combat depression and fatigue. Jacobson, 
whom patients called "Dr. Feelgood," administered amphetamines and 
back injections of painkillers that JFK believed made him less dependent 
on crutches. 

When Kennedy went to France, in June of 1961, to meet Charles de 
Gaulle, Travell and Burkley accompanied him on Air Force One. 
Unknown to Travell and Burkley, Jacobson flew on a chartered jet to 
Paris, where he continued giving the President back injections. In addition 
Travell was injecting him with procaine two or three times a day to 
relieve his suffering, which in the spring and summer of 1961 had become 
unbearable. On August 27 she noted in her records that Kennedy's cry of 
pain in response to the injections brought Jackie in from another room to 
see what was wrong. In June of 1961, after Senator George McGovern 
had expressed sympathy to Bobby about JFK's suffering, Bobby 
acknowledged its seriousness. If it were not for Travell's care during the 
previous several years, Bobby wrote in response, his brother "would not 
presently be President of the United States." 

The Travell records reveal that during the first six months of his term, 
Kennedy suffered stomach, colon, and prostate problems, high fevers, 
occasional dehydration, abscesses, sleeplessness, and high cholesterol, in 
addition to his ongoing back and adrenal ailments. His physicians 
administered large doses of so many drugs that Travell kept a "Medicine 
Administration Record," cataloguing injected and ingested corticosteroids 
for his adrenal insufficiency; procaine shots and ultrasound treatments 
and hot packs for his back; Lomotil, Metamucil, paregoric, phenobarbital, 
testosterone, and trasentine to control his diarrhea, abdominal discomfort, 
and weight loss; penicillin and other antibiotics for his urinary-tract 
infections and an abscess; and Tuinal to help him sleep. Before press 
conferences and nationally televised speeches his doctors increased his 
cortisone dose to deal with tensions harmful to someone unable to 
produce his own corticosteroids in response to stress. Though the 
medications occasionally made Kennedy groggy and tired, he did not see 
them as a problem. He dismissed questions about Jacobson's injections, 
saying, "I don't care if it's horse piss. It works."

In 1961 Burkley concluded that the injections, along with back braces and 
positioning devices that immobilized Kennedy, were doing him more 
harm than good. Burkley and some Secret Service men, who observed the 
President's difficulties getting up from a sitting position and his reliance 
on crutches, feared that he would soon be unable to walk and might end 
up in a wheelchair. Out of sight of the press, Kennedy went up and down 
helicopter stairs one at a time. After a meeting with JFK, in Bermuda in 
December of 1961, British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan recorded, 
"In health, I thought the President not in good shape. His back is hurting. 
He cannot sit long without pain." 

In the fall of 1961 Burkley insisted to Travell that Kennedy consult Hans 
Kraus, an orthopedic surgeon who, like Jacobson, was a European 
émigré. When Travell resisted the idea, Burkley threatened to go to the 
President. Kraus, a brusque Austrian, confirmed Burkley's worst 
suspicions: he told Kennedy that if he continued the injections and did not 
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begin regular exercise therapy to strengthen his back and abdominal 
muscles, he would become a cripple. Fearful that frequent visits by Kraus 
to supervise such therapy might trigger press inquiries and unwanted 
speculation, Kennedy was initially reluctant to accept the 
recommendation. The lost medical kit and the apparent attempts to steal 
his medical records during the 1960 campaign had put Kennedy on edge 
about the potential political damage from opponents armed with 
information about his health problems. 

But mindful that ignoring Kraus's advice might eventually result in his 
being confined to a wheelchair, Kennedy accepted that something had to 
be done. He and Kraus agreed to describe the therapy sessions as 
exercises to upgrade the President's condition from very good to 
excellent. Kennedy then began a regimen of three exercise sessions a 
week in a small White House gymnasium next to the swimming pool. 
Limiting Travell's access to the President, Burkley and Kraus used 
exercises, massage, and heat therapy to ease Kennedy's back spasms and 
increase his mobility. Performed with his favorite country and western 
and show tunes playing in the background, the exercise therapy became a 
respite from the demands that crowded Kennedy's schedule. In the event 
of an emergency, he had immediate access to Kraus by means of a phone 
installed in Kraus's car. (Travell, meanwhile, was kept on at the White 
House so that she wouldn't reveal Kennedy's secrets to the public; if she 
had been forced out, she might have been tempted to talk.) By January of 
1962 Burkley and Kraus saw JFK having a better month than at any time 
in the previous year. At the end of February they described the past four 
weeks, "medically speaking," as the "most uneventful month since the 
inauguration; since the 1960 campaign, for that matter." And in April they 
pronounced his general condition "excellent." 

Nevertheless, Kennedy continued to need extensive medication. His 
condition at the time of the Cuban Missile Crisis is a case in point. The 
Travell records show that during the thirteen days in October of 1962 
when Moscow and Washington brought the world to the brink of a 
nuclear war, Kennedy took his usual doses of anti-spasmodics to control 
his colitis, antibiotics for a flare-up of his urinary-tract problem and a 
bout of sinusitis, and increased amounts of hydrocortisone and 
testosterone, along with salt tablets, to control his Addison's disease and 
boost his energy. Judging from the tape recordings made of conversations 
during this time, the medications were no impediment to lucid thought 
during these long days; on the contrary, Kennedy would have been 
significantly less effective without them, and might even have been 
unable to function. But these medications were only one element in 
helping Kennedy to focus on the crisis; his extraordinary strength of will 
cannot be underestimated.

This is not to suggest that Kennedy was superhuman, or to exaggerate his 
ability to endure physical and emotional ills. On November 2, 1962, he 
took ten additional milligrams of hydrocortisone and ten grains of salt to 
boost himself before giving a brief report to the American people on the 
dismantling of the Soviet missile bases in Cuba. In December, Jackie 
complained to the President's gastroenterologist, Russell Boles, that the 
antihistamines for food allergies had a "depressing action" on the 
President. She asked Boles to prescribe something that would assure 
"mood elevation without irritation to the gastrointestinal tract." The 
Travell records reveal that Boles prescribed one milligram twice a day of 
Stelazine, an anti-psychotic that was also used as a treatment for anxiety. 
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In two days, Kennedy showed marked improvement, and he apparently 
never needed the drug again. 

From the start of his presidency John F. Kennedy had the example of 
FDR, who had functioned brilliantly despite his paralysis. Roosevelt, 
however, never needed the combination of medicines on which Kennedy 
relied to get through the day. When Kennedy ran for and won the 
presidency, he was in fact gambling that his health problems would not 
prevent him from handling the job. By hiding the extent of his ailments he 
denied voters the chance to decide whether they wanted to share this 
gamble. It is hard to believe that he could have been nominated, much 
less elected, if the public had known what we now know about his health. 
Then again, given the way Richard Nixon performed in the White House, 
how many people would retrospectively offer him their votes for 1960, 
even knowing of Kennedy's health problems?

There is no evidence that JFK's physical torments played any significant 
part in shaping the successes or shortcomings of his public actions, either 
before or during his presidency. Prescribed medicines and the program of 
exercises begun in the fall of 1961, combined with his intelligence, 
knowledge of history, and determination to manage presidential 
challenges, allowed him to address potentially disastrous problems 
sensibly. His presidency was not without failings (the invasion of Cuba at 
the Bay of Pigs and his slowness to act on civil rights were glaring lapses 
of judgment), but they were not the result of any physical or emotional 
impairment. 

Lee Harvey Oswald killed Kennedy before the President's medical 
ailments could. But the evidence suggests that Kennedy's physical 
condition contributed to his demise. On November 22, 1963, Kennedy 
was, as always, wearing a corsetlike back brace as he rode through Dallas. 
Oswald's first bullet struck him in the back of the neck. Were it not for the 
back brace, which held him erect, the second, fatal shot to the head might 
not have found its mark. 

What do you think? Discuss this article in the Politics & Society conference of Post 
& Riposte.

Robert Dallek is a professor of history at Boston University. His book An 
Unfinished Life: John F. Kennedy, 1917-1963, from which this article is 
drawn, will be published next fall by Little, Brown. Jeffrey Kelman, M.S., M.
D., contributed his medical expertise to the article.

Copyright © 2002 by The Atlantic Monthly Group. All rights reserved.
The Atlantic Monthly; December 2002; The Medical Ordeals of JFK; Volume 
290, No. 5; 49-61. 
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"What JFK Really 
Said" (May 2000) 
The author checked the 
Cuban-missile-crisis 
transcript in The Kennedy 
Tapes against the recorded 
words. He discovered "errors 
that undermine its reliability 
for historians, teachers, and 
general readers. By Sheldon 
M. Stern 

From Atlantic Unbound:

Interviews: "Pulling Back 
the Curtain" (November 
14, 2002) 
Presidential historian Robert 

Flashbacks 
 

The Cultural Meaning of the 
Kennedys 
December 4, 2002 
 

lthough it has been nearly forty years since John F. Kennedy's 
death, America's collective fascination with his life has not 
diminished. The mystery surrounding his assassination continually 
inspires Web sites, conferences, and films—Interview With the 

Assassin, a mock documentary with a self-proclaimed second gunman as 
its focus, recently opened in theaters—and people remain interested in 
unearthing as many previously unknown details about JFK's life as 
possible.

In this vein, Robert Dallek's article in the December Atlantic, "The 
Medical Ordeals of JFK," takes a look at Kennedy's previously sealed 
medical records and offers new insight into the surprisingly fragile state 
of his health. "Not only the extent of Kennedy's medical problems" 
Dallek writes, "but the lengths to which he and his family went to conceal 
them were significant." He details Kennedy's ailments, which included 
colitis, osteoporosis, Addison's disease, and chronic urinary-tract 
infections, and describes the various ways in which Kennedy hid those 
ailments from public view. That these new revelations have inspired 
discussion in print and on television, radio, and the Internet testifies to 
this country's ongoing preoccupation with all things Kennedy.

That preoccupation extends, of course, far beyond JFK to the rest of his 
family. A recent example is the exhibit of Jackie Kennedy's clothing that 
traveled last year from the JFK Library and Museum in Boston to the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York. In "Costumes From 
Camelot" (December 2001 Atlantic), Caitlin Flanagan reviewed this 
traveling exhibit and its accompanying catalogue. Although aware that 
the Kennedy family is far from perfect—"For the cynical, the entire 
Kennedy enterprise is a kind of all-you-can-eat buffet of hypocrisy and 
untrammeled personal ambition"—she nevertheless admitted that she is 
not immune to the star-struck adulation that the family tends to inspire: 

When it comes to looking at pictures of the Kennedys, I fall 
into a kind of stupor, and everything I know about the bad 
marriage and the political misdeeds ... flies out of my head, 
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Dallek, the author of "The 
Medical Ordeals of 
JFK" (December Atlantic), 
discusses new revelations 
about President Kennedy's 
serious health problems and 
his efforts to keep them 
hidden. 

Interviews: "Darker Than 
We Want to 
Know" (January 8, 1998) 
Seymour Hersh discusses 
his controversial best seller 
The Dark Side of Camelot—
why he wrote it, why it's 
right, and why historians of 
John F. Kennedy's 
presidency have been 
wrong. 

the way the times table used to the moment the test paper 
was set down on my desk.... It is impossible for me to look 
at these pictures and not impose on them the exact sort of 
narrative that inspired the family to make themselves so 
available to photographers in the first place.

It is this irresistible allure of the Kennedy family that Steven Stark 
explored in "The Cultural Meaning of the Kennedys" (January 1994 
Atlantic). The Kennedys, Stark explained, were the first political family 
whose image was as strongly embedded in the public consciousness as 
that of Hollywood stars. Even the family's unusual number of untimely 
deaths, he suggested—as with many movie and music stars—only served 
to magnify the legend. 

Dying young freezes the stars at their peak: like the 
promise of Hollywood itself, they remain forever young 
and beautiful—the perfect icons for the immortality that 
films and records purport to offer.

The public's sense of familiarity and personal investment with the 
Kennedy family, Stark argued, has been formed in part by watching the 
family weather tragedy after tragedy and by following the ubiquitous 
tabloid coverage of their lives. The Kennedys, he pointed out, are 
commonly referred to by their first names: 

Jack, Jackie, Bobby, Ethel, Teddy—just as we once knew 
Elvis, Marilyn, and Ringo, but certainly not as we have 
known Franklin, Ronald, or even Bill. The Kennedy men 
are well known for their rather public life of wine, women, 
and song (or its modern equivalent), an existence that 
approximates life on the road for a rock star.

This phenomenon has rippled out to the current generation of Kennedys, 
with JFK Jr. inheriting this life of public scrutiny. In "Playing Nick 
Carraway" (June 2002 Atlantic) Thomas Mallon reviewed American Son: 
A Portrait of John F. Kennedy Jr., a book by George magazine's 
executive editor, Richard Blow. Mallon criticized Blow for hypocrisy and 
a lack of discretion, pointing out that although Blow self-righteously 
praised his own restraint in the media furor that followed JFK Jr.'s death, 
as soon as George folded Blow wrote at great length about JFK Jr. and 
things that went on behind closed doors. Mallon pointed out that despite 
Blow's attempts to portray himself as impervious to the lure of fame, his 
own words give him away: 

Recollecting a bit of touch football played during a winter 
snowfall, he writes, "Romping like a kid, I forgot that I was 
throwing a football around the streets of Manhattan with 
John F. Kennedy Jr., substituting in a ritual he usually 
performed with his famous family." This is not, of course, 
what Blow "forgot"; it's what he most remembers. "I would 
respect and protect John," he recalls thinking in early 1996. 
"I would do my utmost to stand by him. But I would not be 
seduced by him." Well, we'll be the judge of that.

Moreover, although George magazine was purportedly about 
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contemporary political culture, Mallon argues that it was such a mediocre 
publication—("A typical issue of George couldn't sustain the reader's 
attention for a forty-minute shuttle flight between New York and 
Washington")—that in truth it became more about JFK Jr.'s celebrity. 

There was, Blow writes, "one question none of us wanted 
to ask: Were readers buying George because they liked the 
magazine or to get a glimpse of John?" Let me answer that 
question: to get a glimpse of John.

It is easy, of course, to become so distracted by the Kennedy legend that 
one loses sight of who John F. Kennedy Sr. really was and what he stood 
for. An article Kennedy wrote during his first year in the Senate, "New 
England and the South: The Struggle for Industry" (January 1954 
Atlantic) reveals aspects of Kennedy's persona that are sometimes lost in 
the Hollywood-style myths. In it, Kennedy's thoughtful and rigorous 
arguments show Kennedy to be a policy-maker genuinely concerned with 
social justice and economic vitality. The article, which explored the issue 
of industry migrating from New England to the South, did not simply 
regard the phenomenon as a matter of competition between regions. 
Rather, he analyzed the issue from several angles and expressed concern 
about the reasons for which the migration was occurring. It was clear to 
him that a number of companies were moving south "for causes other 
than normal competition and natural advantages." There was less 
unionization among southern workers, he pointed out, so many companies 
were moving there in hopes of exploiting cheap labor. Although he hoped 
for continued prosperity for southern industries, he did not wish them to 
thrive on unfair practices, and he advocated countrywide standards for 
worker benefits and compensation: 

The minimum wage, Walsh-Healey, Taft-Hartley, 
unemployment compensation, and social security laws must 
be improved to prevent the use of sub-standard wages, anti-
union policies, and inadequate social benefits as lures to 
industrial migration.

Further evidence of Kennedy's social vision lies in his vested interest in 
the arts. Both he and Jackie Kennedy are remembered for emphasizing 
the importance of culture in public life, and for bringing artists of all 
types to visit and perform at the White House. An avid admirer of Robert 
Frost, Kennedy asked the poet to give a reading at his inauguration. In a 
reciprocal gesture, several months after Frost's death (less than a month 
before his own assassination), Kennedy gave a speech at Amherst College 
in Frost's honor. In it, he argued that the role of the artist as a critic and 
commentator is as important as that of the politician. (The speech was 
reprinted in the February 1964 Atlantic.) 

The men who create power make an indispensable 
contribution to the nation's greatness, but the men who 
question power make a contribution just as indispensable, 
especially when the questioning is disinterested, for they 
determine whether we use power or power uses us. Our 
national strength matters; but the spirit which informs and 
controls our strength matters just as much. This was the 
special significance of Robert Frost.
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He ended the speech with a focus on a grand future he envisioned for his 
country: 

I look forward to a great future for America — a future in 
which our country will match its military strength with our 
moral strength, its wealth with our wisdom, its power with 
our purpose... I look forward to an America which will 
steadily raise the standards of artistic accomplishment and 
which will steadily enlarge cultural opportunities for all our 
citizens. And I look forward to an America which 
commands respect throughout the world, not only for its 
strength but for its civilization as well. And I look forward 
to a world which will be safe, not only for democracy and 
diversity, but also for personal distinction.

"A nation reveals itself," he proclaimed, "not only by the men it produces 
but also by the men it honors, the men it remembers." Little did he 
suspect that in a few short weeks he, too, would be a man to be honored 
and remembered. 

—Emma McIntyre

[Note: "The Medical Ordeals of J.F.K." is currently available only in the 
print edition of the magazine, which can be found on newsstands.]

Discuss this article in the Politics & Society conference of Post & Riposte.

More Flashbacks from The Atlantic's archive.

Emma McIntyre is a new media intern for The Atlantic. 
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