JFK: The Man
And the Maybes

25 Years of an American Obsession

By Henry Allen

Wmbingion Post Rafl Writer

f Jack Kennedy had lived . , ,
I It's horrible to imagine the

change. He'd be 71 now. His neck
would be swollen fike Frank Sina-
‘tra’s, his gorgeously hooded eyes would
be so fleshy they'd look tired and sly. His
hair would seem old-fashioned, an anach-
ronism from the '60s the way Ronald Rea-
gan's hair is an anachronism from the
'40s. He'd have the quality of a relic, like
Richard Helms or Robert McNamara
when you see them around town,
Who knows? Maybe he'd have made a

great elder statesman, like Averell Harri- .

man or Clark Clifford, Maybe he'd be one
of those institutions people stand up to ap-
plaud without quite remembering why,
like Helen Hayes. But he wouldn’t be Jack
Kennedy, our Jack Kennedy,

In 1982, John Gregory Dunne wrote
that “thers are no new facts about the

Keanedys, only new attitudes.” Instead of  jacket-pocket

growing old and fat, Kennedy has come to
hover in our collective psyche like a holo-

template of the bright-young-man-as-pub-
lic-figure. He is an idea.

By 1984, Ronald R could get
away with invoking like mother-
Inndorﬂleﬂl;l!mﬂkapniﬂpa—
sence of the rumpus room Republican, the
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he got so trustrarea, wasn't he not on-
ly telling them bedtime stories of the
New Frontier, but actually taking them
out there and putting them on horse-
back? That wasn't the point. What
about the civil rights legislation? The
space program? What about all the oth-
er presidents who pitted themselves
against the bureaucracy with the aid of
a band of brothers, in the mode of the
Kennedy White House: Ehrlichman
and Haldeman, Carter's Georgians, the
conservative true believers, whatever
it took to get things done. Not the
point. .
~“We seem to resent not only success
where Kennedy failed, but the idea of
anybody else having those ideas at all,
Jack Newfield of The Village Voice at-
tacked Johnson as the “Antichrist.” And
ever since, as the smiles and haircuts
have proliferated, we have resisted
emnparisonsofalhnbscance.ﬂanldRea-
gan may go to his grave i
Iorcut!ingtaxesandraisingmﬂitary
ing at the same time. And Wash-
ington is still full of Kennedy people
wm'ﬁngfo;ng:emtomﬁmorﬂur&
urrection with the ennobling fury of ex-
ﬂesmneverfeel_theneedtgm

gram, three-dimensional and eerily trans-
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+«+ The only president who ever looked right in sunglasses,



anything to anybody—aging Hamiets
in pin-striped suits, best and bright at
law firms and dinner parties and end-
less book signings, people who had
ance hoped to constitute what James
Reston hailed as “a new class of public
servants who move about in the trian-
gle of daily or periodic journalism, the
university or foundation, and govern-
ment service,”

. The Kennedy White House spawned
a giddy elitism based on a blend of po-
tential, a look and a certain crispness of
attitude, as if the Mdplesdmﬁul;ig
graduate popularity had been i

-into a political philosophy, The Kenne-
dy people were too fast for the State
Department, too smart for Congress,
ﬂmewasamuniseﬂmtmmorm

place at the right time could change
}lleworld,dﬂierI;uwCorpssqdeur
ames Bond style, It was a government
of “informal consultation, anti-bureay-
cratic, round-the-clock vigils, the crash
program, the hasty decision, the quick
phone call,” as Victor Navasky has
written, Much slamming of phones and
smoking of little cigars, Much conspic-
uous intelligence, which is the ultimate
value of the rational, objective man of
the future. “There’s nothing like
Brains,” Kennedy said once. “You can't
beat brains.”

It was as if he were an ironic messi-
ah scaring us out of our middle-class
-Eisenhower complacency, as if a
prophet had been written into the
score of “West Side Story”—'T got a
feeling there’s a miracle due, gonna
come true, coming to me. Around the
corner, or whistling down the river,
come on, deliver . . " If existentialists
had saints, he might be one, finding
truth, as he did, in action, not contem-
plation—finding it in action for the
sake of action, too. In a campaign
“speech, he said: “T don’t run for presi-
dént in the 1960s because I think it will
‘B& an easy time. I don't. I think it will
be a very dangerous time for us all.”

Much has been made of authentici-
ty, Camelot, Weberian concepts of cha-
risma and so an: the wit, the cool, the
man, the Regency rake, the war hero,
ﬁw?edjannuipulamw.mdmrnostai-
gia for an era when everything was
possible and nothing was quite real,
But what lingers like an instinct in the
backbrain of American culture is more
basic.

preginwith,hewasmadlygood
looking

When you watch him now an televi-

follow him across the screen. Lovely:
He runs on a lawn during a touch foot-
ball game, enthralled with the chaos
[downfield; or campaigning on a Boston

street, he turns away from an old cou-
ple and flicks his hand back toward the
man as if to say everything from
g‘fmﬂ«s’t?"Ywandme,pal'to“We'Il
be looking for you at the ing place.”
Pexfect.ltwasmeldndmem
ard Nixon never, ever made, Not once,

Six feet one-half inch tall, 170

along with that strange accent that for

all the fat flatness of the vowels

seemed to be in a hurry anyway. The

chin was terrific, curving out and a lit-

tle up, as if the whole face might just

lift off and go soaring away all by itself,
second.

any

A dangerous face, It had moments
of stillness that were a little menacing,
ora.littlgsly,a'.t:ifhe.lllaldapig:e_of,
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anything from exhaustion to delight,
whatever you wanted to read into
them. He was one of those rare men

: e
iconography of the Age of Cool, when
sunglasses suggested a fashionable
alienation. The lips were just full
enough to hint at insolence, and his
smile was thrillingly ambiguous, 4,000
teeth placed in just such a way that his
S's would whistle a little, yet another
of his arresting little acutenesses,
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BUm In S MOULn ana Qlan't want to be
seen chewing it. A face that looked to
see if you knew what the joke was, and
if you didn’t, the joke was on you. The
happi]yﬁ::tf—mnscious face of a man
posing a portrait between phone
cal!a.'l‘hekindoffaeethatmakesyou_
want to atiract its attention, like a
glamorous zoo animal. A smile that
oouldtumhaninstant—CarlKaysen.
ane of Kennedy’s national security ad-
visers, remembers how Kennedy
would reach up with his finger and tap
one of those teeth with impatience,
Ultimately a totally public face.
Sonmthmthere'sanacddmtalqua]i—
ty to the sighting of someone famous,
like Jack Nicholson in a restaurant, for
instance, It's like seeing a deer run
across the road. Wow! you say, Not so
with Kennedy. I saw him only once, at
the Hyannis airport after he'd won the
Democratic nomination. There was
nothing accidental about him—it was
like seeing a billboard, not a deer,
Butassnonashesta:tedworidng
an audience there was a pure animal
speedtohim.puminstinct.'l'hisispart
of the image, too. At a White House
press conference shown on television
recently, he is asked why he has a ban-
daidor.lhisﬁnger.ﬂmsnﬂe.ﬂehesi-



tates, but not because it's none of the
reporters’ business. Instead, it seems
he hesitates to show them he knows
it's none of their business but he'll tell
them anyway. He calculates for a mi-
crosecond. He knows that even if he’
tells the truth they’ll suspect he lied.
He savors this idea—what can they do
about it, after all, and besides, maybe
an obvious fib would be more charming
than the truth, ,

He says, “T cut it while I was slicing
bread . .. unbelievable as it may
sound.”

He lifts the hand to show it to them
as an afterthought, a conspicuous af-
terthought, a gift, not an obligation. He
knew where the press ranked. He once
smd:"l'hemnaveryvahmblearm
of the presidency.”

Asammbu'ofmeupperdnss.he

dom of long-settled questions. It was
an atmosphere in which instinct count-
edforabtmwumgtluwghthesub-
tleties: how the in-crowds and the out-
-Mmﬂumlflsm.ww:d:ﬂpg;
where money is, 's
manqwbodomt how and when

ferring an mtomcatmg self-
consciousness, like the first whiskey of
the day. Then you'd trip over the dog
or say something stupid and feel it fall
away from you.

Neurosis” or “The Kennedys: An
American Drama” by Peter Collier and
David Horowitz, not to mention the
canon of conspiracy theorists who have
created an image of American Evil just
as the American pubhc has created the

There were successes: pushing back
the U.S. Steel price hike, the Peace
Corps, - the Cuban missile crisis, the
test-ban treaty, the enfranchisement of
the intellectuals—he wasn't afraid of
bumpkin opprobrium for being seen
with Andrée Malraux or Robert Frost.
Also, Kennedy looked comfortable in
whiteueandtmh,andheowldslnke
hands with Charles de Gaulle without
making us worry that he'd embarrass
us.

But the failures were big: the Bay of
Pigs, the Berlin Wall, the lies about
Vietnam. Later would come the scan-
dals: his chronically adolescent sex life,
the Castro assassination plan and his
tendency to go slumming, politically
speaking, with Mafia types. Only the

young die- good, as it happens in the
realworld and he was young, but not
ﬁmtwms

We don’t forgive his failures as
much as we ignore them. They are as
irrelevant by now as his successes,

Like gods or royalty, the fallen Kenne-

dy wasn’t accountable, he just was As .

early as 1961, Kenneth Crawford
wrote in Newsweek, under the title

“Royalty USA,” that “We don't like to’

have our symbols making mistakes, so
wetkm'tadmledgeﬂmtﬂmymlne
them.” As time went along, and we
kept working on the image in our
minds, we dumped his faults on other
members of his family—Teddy be-
came the irresponsible, shallow one,

Bobbywaamﬂ:less.and]aduehadaﬂ

of the moral debits of the upper class,

uffling human twilight
of a man, Jabba the Hutt with a private
yacht, the image of a devourer of vir-
gins and beautiful widows. At the time,
there was a popular rumor that ex-
plained it away: Jackie married him, it
was said, because Kennedy was still

alive, though a vegetable, and Unassis
could hide him on his island where
Jaclde could be with him. Such are the
many little comers of Valhalla,

There is a sacred glow to Kennedi-
ana. A recent “Nova” program titled

sevelt and Abraham Lincoln running
second at 17 percent each?

bi :
did the image he had during his life-
time.

There were so many contradictions.
Kennedy was an aristocrat, an ethnic, a
liberal civil-rightser, a conservative tax

_ for both sleeping through concerts and
bemganmhellectml.l-lednndeden

“He did it deliberately and was glad.
He was happy that he did it afterward.
And he didn't cut off and sneak off,
sneak away somewhere and read it.”
All Kennedy's infatuees ever needed
was an excuse to love him. And they
remember him still the way a middle-
aged wife and mother lies awake at
night remembering a boy who rode his
motorcycle into a bridge abutment, and
how her father couldn’t figure out why
she cried so hard, she'd only gone out
with him a couple of times, and he was
never going to amount to that much
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Anything anyone wanted—if Jack
Kennedy wasn't that then, he is now,




Dallas and the ngermg Trauma

By David Maraniss
Washingion Post Seaff Writer

id Dallas kill Kennedy?
ﬁnrmhter that question

accompany the names, provided am-
ple proof, year after year, that the
place was turning into a shrine with-
out any government encouragement
or recognition.

“What we're dealing with is a de-
mand for information about an impor-
tant event in American history that is
all too confusing,” said Conover Hunt,
curator of the Sixth Floor Exhibit, as
it will be known. “Dallas had to face
uptothatdemandanddoltmaposx-
tive way. We are doing it by using
history as a teaching tool. Ford'
Theatre in Washington, the USS Ari-

sassination. About 25 percent of the out-

siders over age 30 (old enough to remem-

The view from the aixth-floor windew of ber Nov. 22, 1963) said they still blame

the Texas School Book Depositary. Bes DALLAS, E3, Col. § i

change, with the wansiormauon ot
DALLAS, From El the sixth ﬂoorofssthe old schoolbook
n building into a $3.5 million exhibit
Dallas for what happened Eighteen featuring films, 400 photographs, ar-
percent of the Dallas natives agreed tifacts and interpretive displays on

with that assessment, but an over-
whelming number, 79 percent, be-
lieved that the rest of the world still
holds them responsible.
Pennebaker said he became inter-
ested in the issue of blame as part of
a larger study on the effects of social-
ly unacceptable trauma. He contends
that cities react to traumatic events
much as individuals do, and that, as a
rule, it is healthier for them to con-
front than to repress. His studies not-
ed, for instance, that death rates
from suicide, murder and heart dis-
ease rose markedly in Dallas in the
-years after the assassination, during

the cultural context of John F. Ken-
nedy’s death. The museum, operated
bytheDallasCountyHmtom:alFoun—
dation, will give a preview showing
today and officially opens early next
year. As it nears completion, some of
the responses to it have made Dallas-

ites feel that they cannot win no mat- -

ter what they do.

First, they were blamed for killing
Kennedy. Then they were accused of
trying to repress the event, and now
some people are saying it is ghoulish
to turn the assassin’s lair into a
shrine. Earlier this year, an official
from the John F. Kennedy Library in

a time when the city seemed deter- Boston, while not speaking for his in-
mined to repress the tragedy. stitution or for the Kennedy family,
“From the moment I moved here m:pressedrev@onatﬂnldeaufthe

[in 1983], it struck me that people

don’t talk a lot about the assassina-
tion,” Pennebaker said. “It's almost a
forbidden topic. Even on the ‘Dallas’
TV show, I can’t recall them ever
mentioning it, and I consider that
sort of symbolic of the civic attitude.

“I remember when I first got here,
I went downtown to look at the site
and there were no markers, and you
couldn’t get in the building [the Tex-
as School Book Depository, from
where Lee Harvey Oswald is said to
have fired down on the president].
But then my studies showed that peo-
ple here think about it all the time.
They could not forget it, yet they
would not deal with it.”

That civic represslon is abnut to

" T

But theme is a difference between
facing up to history and exploiting
tragedy, no matter how unpleasant
the history might be. Dallas leaders
have known for years that the deposi-
tory, Dealey Plaza, the grassy knoll
and that stretch of Elm Street lead-
ing down to the shadows of the un-
derpass were, despite the lack of his-
torical markers, perhaps the most
heavily visited tourist spots in town.

Since county officials bought the
depository in 1977 and turned it into
an administration building, they have
kept a guest book in the first-floor
lobby. The thousands of names in
that book, and the outpouring of emo-
tional comments about Kennedy that

zona at Pearl Harbor, Gettysburg in
Pennsylvania, the Vietnam memori-
al—there are other tragic sites in the
annals of our history. The audiences
keep coming, and in part, they come
to let go of a memory.”

Hunt said the museum on Elm
Street in downtown Dallas-will be
nonviolent. A segment of thé famous
Abraham Zapruder film of the Kenne-
dy motorcade will be shown, but it
will not include the frames in which
Kennedy is hit by bullets. The south-
east corner window, where the assas-
sin is thought to have crouched, will
be recreated to include boxes similar
to those he might have leaned.on, but
his rifle will not be there, nqr, any of
the spent cartridges, and the window
will not be accessible to visitors. Al-
though the location of the exhibit in
effect endorses the official findings
that Oswald killed Kennedy, other
theories on the assassination | wﬂ] be
included in the displays.

"Welaylta]loutandlettﬁe
draw conclusions,” Hunt said’ "’I‘he
chalienge here is to be faﬁ‘, ‘tnbi-

Dne of her hopes for the nmseum,
Hunt said, was that it would have a
cathartic effect on visitors somewhat
like the Vietnam Veterans Memorial
in Washington. Pennebaker and Nels
Paine, one of his psychology stu-
dents, registered feelings of that-sort
recently in an experiment that they
conducted with 25 people whe were
taken up to the sixth floor and asked
to look out several windows includ-
ing, finally, the southeast window.
The people were hooked up to a de-
vice that measured nervousness—
which increased markedly when they
looked out from the rifleman’ s. wm-
dow.

Afterward, they were askqd to
“briefly describe your thoughts and
feelings as you looked out the.Win-
dow from where Oswald shot Kenne-
dy.” Their responses, identified here
by the hometown of each respondent,



reveal the many powerful meaitings
of this day, in this city and acrosyg the
country and around the world:
= Toronto: “He didn’t doit.”
= Houston: “1 thought about how he
had a clear view to shoot President
Kennedy.” i
(] BelEast: “Nervous, sad and a Jjttle

= San Francisco: “Sadness. How can
this happen? What went througfi'this
man'’s mind? We are a country full of
extreme violence—will we ever
change?” :

u London: “I still feel greaf anger
and suspicion regarding the, killings -
of both J.F. Kennedy and Oswald.
There are so many unanswered
questions. I feel America has a great
burden of shame to carry still.” -

m Appleton, Wis.: “I was somewhat
nervous—the whole incident u:] Jlike
a blurry nightmare after all t
years, I am grateful to have had:the
chance to see this because I prba-
bly will never get to see this again. I
don’t like to travel much. Ifunir-
stand some of the area right around
this spot has changed since the as-
sassination.” '

m Fort Worth: “Every other window
had an unearthy, hollow gray stark-
ness—but there was greenery and
life outside that window [Oswald's].
Somehow, I always look for a bright-
er future. I'm a perpetual optimist.
Standing there was strange.”

w Austin, Tex.: “I thought the assas-
sination was tragic, senseless, I'also
thought that the shots were ot that
difficult with a slow-moving™y X
Some vague uneasiness and sadress
that is hard to define.” = e

w East Prairie, Mo.: “Seems impossi-
ble that it actually happened. Totally
irrational action that changed the fu-
ture of our country.”



