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A Question of Taste and Something More

WO para-
graphs  from

the end of “The

Death of a Presi-

dent” (Harper &

Row), William Manchester tells of

Jacqueline Kennedy’s decision in the

summer of 1964 to leave Washington

for New York and spend much time in

travel. “Henceforth,” he writes, “the

public would read of her at the Cape,

on the Adriatic, in Rome, or—her pref-

erence-—not at all.” Though hardly

sound as prophecy, thanks largely to the

public brawls that preceded the appear-

ance of the book itself, this might have

been as good a place as any for Man-

chester to stop writing. On the title

page, we are given to understand that

we shall be reading of the events

of “November 20—November 25,

1963,” and that mark has already been

overshot by almost a full year. But

Manchester does not ‘want to release

us—not quite yet. He still has some

unused notes, some further revelations.

In a kind of envoi he

writes, “Unknown to her,

the clothes Mrs. Kennedy

wore into the bright mid-

day glare of Dallas lie

in an attic not far from

3017 N Strect [her last

home in Washington] . . .

in one of two long brown

paper cartons thrust be-

tween roof rafters.” They

are there, he says, because

some of “those closest ta

her had vowed that from

the moment she shed

them, she should never

see them again.” At this

point, the reader who has

reached page 646 of this

interminable, infuriating,

and sometimes majestic

chronicle of suffering

knows what to expect.

There is only a half page

left, but that is more than

Manchester needs for one

last karate blow. Told of

the existence of that car-

ton, Manchester, who at

the outset had boasted that

his diligence as a research-

er was such that “I even

had the damaged Dallas-

to-Bethesda coffin uncrat-

ed for inspection,” surely

talked someone into lead-

ing him to the carton and

letting him open it up. And that is the
way the book ends. He has been to that
attic, opened the carton, and examined
its contents—no doubt jotting down
notes while some friend or member of
the Kennedy family held a flashlight—
and he is thus able to tell us that the
once brilliantly encarnadined pink suit
now has “ugly splotches along the front
and hem of the skirt,” that the leather
handbag and shoes sull have “caked
dark red” blood on them, and that
“rusty clots have flaked off”” the stock-
ings and now “lic in tiny brittle grains
on the nap” of a towel in which they
were wrapped. With such “research,”
Manchester, who likes to describe him-
self as a “zealous defender of the pub-
kic’s right to know,” may be serving his
public and his peculiar muses well—
though there is at least one member
of the public who is unaware of any
“right to know” the approximate
whereabouts and present condition of
the clothes Mrs. Kennedy wore the
day she became a widow and is not at

all appreciative of having the knowl-
edge now. However that may be, Man-
chester has committed an outrage, an
indecency. With the aid of an uniden-
tified accomplice, and for the sake of
getting into print a few utterly gratu-
itous bits and pieces of information, he
has wrecked a well-meant plan to save
a human being a certain amount of
needless agony. As things have turned
out, it would have been better if Mrs.
Kennedy’s protective friends had done
nothing at all, for the truth, one can
be sure, 15 that Manchester’s descrip-
tion of the clothes is more harrow-
ing by far than the mere sight of them
could ever be. It is an act hardly more
defensible than selling them for display
in Ripley’s Believe-It-or-Not Museum
on Times Square.

“At times, you may find my presence
exasperating,” Manchester writes in a
foreword. It is not his presence but his
elusiveness that is—the word is too
mild—exasperating. Actually, he in-
trudes himself rather seldom into the
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main text, and when he does, it is usu-
ally in a quite legitimate and helpful
way, as when he renders his informed
judgment on the Warren Report and
1ts critics, or draws on his experiences in
the United States Marine Corps in dis-
cussing certain aspects of the life of an-
other ex-Marine, Lee Harvey Oswald.
But one has him constantly in mind, be-
cause what he has written raises so
many questions about his taste, his judg-
ment, his character. And, outside the
main text, he keeps raising—and beg-
ging—such questions himself. In the
foreword and in other self-serving dep-
ositions~——most notably a recent article
in Look—he says so many contradic-
tory things that one despairs of ever
finding out what he really means and
thinks. “Throughout this work I was
obliged to weigh questions of taste,” he
says in the foreword. He does not tell
us what sort of scales he used; he
says only that his own judgment
seemed ‘“‘an inadequate safeguard
against possible lapses” and that he
sought advice and opinion from several
other people. In the Look article, he
says that he “decided to destroy two
hundred pages of text that, on reflec-
tion, I felt were either too personal or
needlessly critical of men still in public
Life.” In the book, he says that he ex-
cluded certain things but he says noth-
mg about any decsion to “destroy”
parts of his manuscript. On the con-
vrary, he writes, “This is not to sug-
gest that I am suppressing anything. |
am merely retaining, for the time be-
ing, material of a personal nature which
serves no legitimate purpose.” In view
of what he has included, it is difficult to
imagine what he might have exclud-
ed—apart, that is, from those passages
which last year were being ostentatious-
ly deleted from the book and simultane-
ously made part of the public record in
newspapers and magazines. After we
have read of those clothes in the attic,
after we have seen the Secretary of De-
fense heing playfully fitted with Ethel
Kennedy’s wig at a White House
dinner the day before John F. Ken-
nedy’s state funeral, what can there
possibly be of a “personal” nature
whose publication would “serve no
legiumate purpose”? Maybe some emi-
nent mourner was caught hifting White
House silver or snatching ladies’ purses,
and Manchester thinks no legitimate
purpose would be served in tipping off
the cops now. One begins to suspect
that his standards may be just about
that crude. It is hard to know what to
make of a man who can proclaim, as
Manchester does in the Look article,
that “no one has the right to distort the
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past; no fact, however disagreeable,
may be expunged from the record”
and then, a few pages further on, quote
approvingly from a letter he wrote—
to Mrs. Kennedy—in which he de-
clared, “Unquestionably, some things
should be left unsaid; I, for one, am
becoming an expert with the eraser.”
In literature, good taste is not a ma-
jor, or even a minor, virtue; many
great works lack it altogether. Also,
what may give offense to some mem-
bers of this generation of readers will
seem wholly inoffensive to members of
Jater generations. Bearing this in mind,
one is tempted to put aside questions of
taste, and even of complete truthful-
ness, and say that, whatever its faults,
this is a great book. Reading it now, one
can easily understand how it was that,
in those embarrassing days of contro-
versy over it last year, many otherwise
sensible and dignified people seemed to
be saying uncharacteristically irrational
and cruel things about it and its author
and one another. It is a book that pro-
vokes extreme responses. Its power is
such that the events it describes are
more anguishing now, in Manchester’s
reconstruction of them in words, than
when they were actually happening and
most of us were watching certain of
them on television. Living through this
book is even more painful than living
through that awful weekend. To a de-
gree, of course, this kind of affecting
power Is easy to explain. What we saw
on television or read about in newspaper
accounts were mostly the events and
non-events and pseudo-events that pub-
lic officials and network managers con-
trived to have us see——except for Jack
Ruby’s murder of Oswald, and we can-
not yet be sure that there wasn’t some
element of contrivance about that. As
viewers, we were kept at a proper—and
welcome—distance from Trauma
Room No. 1 in Parkland Memorial
Hospital, and there were no television
cameras aboard Air Force One when
it flew two Presidential parties from
Dallas to Washington. But as readers
we go everywhere. Manchester takes us
into the hospital and aboard the plane
and keeps us in both places until we
want to get out as badly as any of the
1963 participants did. He moves us
along to Bethesda Naval Hospital, to
the residential quarters in the White
House, to a dozen other houses in
Washington, and even to the bedside of
the mute, invalided Joseph P. Kennedy
in Hyannis Port. He transfers us from
Air Force One to a plane carrying
members of the Cabinet and White
House staff to Japan; aboard that
plane, we peer over the shoulders of
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the players in a wild poker game, set
up after the news from Dallas had been
received and a new, eastbound flight
path charted, and we do not leave until
after Pierre Salinger is eight hundred
dollars in pocket. But Manchester’s ac-
complishment is no mere triumph of
access, doggedness, and callousness. It is
the triumph of a writer who knows a
great deal about the world and people
and death and grief. The prose, though
faulted in minor ways, is almost always
eloquent, and often poetic. The total
effect is shattering, and it seems not at
all inconceivable that we have here an
American contribution to the great
Iiterature of the death of kings.

But this is only 1967, and we can-
not be indifferent to the book’s treat-
ment of people and events in 1963.
Manchester does not offer “The Death
of a President” as poetry or myth. He
offers it as history, as scholarship, as
verified and verifiable truth. He does
not cite all his sources, but he says that
“every statement, every fact, every
quotation in my manuscript could be
followed by a citation,” and that he is
“considering” making all his source
material available to scholars. Again, he
goes too far. He has not, for instance,
hesitated to tell us what was going on
inside the mind of Lee Harvey Oswald.
Moreover, a hundred citations would
not convince this reader that John F.
Kennedy began sentences with excla-
mations like “Gosh!” and “Terrific!”
Manchester’s ear, usually a very deli-
cate instrument, now and then turns
pure tin. While these are marginal
matters, there are some that are central.
We read this book with the disturbing
knowledge that it was compromised
at the start, that it was tampered
with many times, and that Manches-
ter’s insistence, in the Loo# article, that

==
[l y
F, 4 p
t 7 "l
!
/i W]
g ) > e
B ¥ L
4 b
L3Nl : 5 LA g i
" g'-‘r: am ==
m;n”‘g i w o AU
4 = oF
P 43 AN
i ‘_%
S hanm!
e
1
4/ —_

175

“This magnificent
biography...rescues
‘Dizzy’ at last from
the clutches of the
storytellers.” cowu e vooss, ix.

Saturday Review

“A signal contribution to our understanding of

that brilliant and mysterious figure. ... A serious

reassessment has been long overdue....One comes

away with reinforced respect for the toughness

and resilience he showed in the political arena,

and with a sense almost of awe for the versatility of

his talents...a wit so devastating and elegant that

only Oscar Wilde's can be put in the same class.”
—JOHN CLIVE, New York Times Book Review

With cartoons and photographs - 819 pages - $12.50

ISRAELI

by ROBERT BLAKE
ST. MARTIN'S

. FAMILY
ARMS

Direct from England
genuinely emblazoned from
old records filed under
100,000 British & Evropean
surnames. In relief and full
colour on immaculate OAK WALL SHIELDS for
mural decoration.

7'x & . ... $10.00 14" x 127 ....... $28.00
12" x 10" ...... $20.00 22" x 187, ....... $42.00

postpzid. Your check is returned if the Arms cannot be traced. School,
Ship, Regimental Shieids, Trade Marks, efc., similarly reproduced.
Write Britain direct.

YORK INSIGNIA LTD., YORK, ENGLAND

and the waiiZt5
‘Royal Caribbean
. HOTEL
Days filled with sunshine...nights sub-
lime...a bit of Jamaica that swings!
MONTEGO BAY, JAMAICA
Mr. & Mrs. Lawrence M. Paul, Qwners

See your Travel Agent, write direct or call
LEGNARD HICKS, INC. » NEW YORK 688-0123

e I T i pp—_—
THE CAPRICE
b ik i v

Kirby Atterbury’s Restaurant
on San Francisco Bay
TIBURON * CALIFORNIA
Reservations 415-435-3400

IT'S EVEN SMARTER T0 GO h

o [§ o '

ielding!
IN'67!

FIELDING'S

‘67 TRAVEL GUIDE

TO EUROPE

20th Anniversary Edition. 800,000 words.
Larger size. Only $6.95

FIELDING'S

QUICK CURRENCY GUIDE
FOR EUROPE 3$3.95

THE TEMPLE FIELDINGS'

SELECTIVE SHOPPING GUIDE
TO EUROPE $1.95

FIELDING’S

QUICK CURRENCY GUIDE
For the Far, Near, & Middle
EAST $3.95

Now at all bookstores

FIELDING PUBLICATIONS, INC.
distributed by
WM. MORROW & CO.

788 Bloamfield Ave., Clifton, N.J. 07012 ‘



SYMBOL OF PERFECT BEAUTY

Rose

STERLING SILVER

Cascades of roses glorify Stieff's oldest and
ever-favorite pattern. The eternal beauty
of nature's perfect creation is rendered with
delicate artistry in precious silver for
lifetime enjoyment. $42.50 for the six-piece *
ploce setting. At authorized Stieff dealers.
Write for information cnd nome of nearest decter,

Steffr

Wyman Park Drive /Bottimore, Maryland 21211

Earthenware

of Staffordshire,
England...
Since 1757

CHINESE TREE—S5 pc. place setting, about $10.
Send for FREE illustrated Booths gbrcn:hure to:

EBELING & REUSS CO.

Dept, NY, 23rd & Chestaut Sts., Phifadelphia, Pa. 19103

FOR YOUR PLEASURE

« CRUISE

House of TRAVEL

Travel arrangements for discriminating people.

17 East 49th St., New York, N.Y. 10017 (212) MY 8-0185

“the integrity of my work was not
negotiable” must be disregarded, since
he himself goes on to describe the
negotiations that did take place and
were followed by reluctant concessions
on his part. Furthermore, it is known
that before the present version of the
book took shape there was another ver-
sion in limited circulation, that some
highly qualified people read it, and that
they were appalled to find it largely an
attack on Lyndon Johnson. “The main
proposition of the book when I read it
was that Lyndon Johnson had a heavy
personal responsibility for the Dallas
climate that, according to Manchester,
made the assassination possible,” one of
them has recently said. If that is so, then
the published version differs in funda-
mental ways from the earlier one. Lyn-
don Johnson is here treated with almost
unfailing sympathy, and often with ad-
miration, which is more than can be said
for Manchester’s treatment of many
other people. It is one thing to touch up
or tone down an anecdote; it is another
to reverse an entire argument. If that
is what has happened, the whole work
becomes suspect. Controversies about
this and other matters are now omi-
nously in progress. Manchester’s de-
scription of certain events aboard Air
Force One has been seriously chal-
lenged by a respected reporter who was
aboard the plane—Charles Roberts, of
Newsweek—in “The Truth About the
Assassination” (Grosset & Dunlap), a
brief but cogent account of his own
experiences that day and of his reactions
to several of the books that have ap-
peared on the subject. Meanwhile, De-
fense Department officials are msisting
that Manchester is wholly in error in
saying that Lyndon Johnson had neve:
been briefed on some of the most dread-
ful of the responsibilities that became his
on November 22, 1963. Much of the
power of this book rests upon our ac-
ceptance of the author’s accuracy on
points such as these. If this is a book

shot through with departures from the |’

truth, then our emotions are being
played upon in a shameless way.
—Ricuarp H. Rovers
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