
By Patric...a Williams 
By Richard 
Reeves, author 
of President 
Kennedy: Pro-
file of Power. 

JFK: The man vs. 
30 years later, the public embraces conspiracy theories 
and tunes in on all the latest gossip about his sex life. 
Why? His time in office offers a far better story. 

Thirty years after the assas-
sination of John F. Kennedy, 
many Americans seem per-
suaded that he was a sex mani-
ac chasing Marilyn Monroe 
around the Oval Office. FBI Di-
rector J. Edgar Hoover, in net 
stocking and high heels, was 
watching from the Rose Gar-
den. Across the street from the 
White House, conspirators on a 
park bench were plotting his 
death to keep up the sales of 
helicopters for use in Vietnam 

That is the story of JFK as 
told in a thousand books and 
close to a hundred Alms, but it 

is not the 
real story. 
The real sto-
ry is better. 
The 35th 
president 
was at the 
center of the 
action dur-
ing the years 
the world 
held 	its 
breath. The 
United 
States and 
the Soviet 
Union 

threatened each other with nu-
clear weapons, and Negroes 
(the acceptable term then) 
threatened civil war at home if 
they did not get the same rights 
as other Americans. 

This is what really happened 
between the election of JFK on 
Nov. 8, 1960, and his assassina-
tion on Nov. 22, 1963: 
► His first official act was 

the reappointment of Hoover, 
then the most admired man in 
America. He put together what 
amounted to a bipartisan ad-
ministration with Republicans 
as secretaries of Treasury and 
Defense, national security ad-
viser and director of central in-
telligence. 
► With the CIA collecting 

briefing papers after meetings 
with him, Kennedy presided 
over a disastrous U.S.-backed 
exile invasion of Cuba at a  

place called the Bay of Pigs. 
He refused to use U.S. troops or 
planes to save the 1,500 invad-
ers-and almost everyone was 
captured or killed. 
► Never a strong civil rights 

supporter, he learned of Negro 
freedom riders testing new 
laws prohibiting racial dis-
crimination in interstate travel 
only when they were attacked 
in Alabama. His first reaction 
was telling his civil rights assis-
tant, "Get your goddamned 
friends off those buses." 
► Embarrassed and fright-

ened by Soviet space successes, 
he pledged that an American 
would be on the moon before 
1970 — and created a program 
to make that happen. 
► Believing he would always 

prevail one-on-one, JFK met 
with Soviet Premier Nikita 
Khrushchev at Vienna. lin 
mune to Kennedy's charm, thi 
Russian out-talked and out-me 
neuvered him. Kennedy re-
sponded with a massive mil-
itary buildup and 
determination to prove 
his toughness by pre-
vailing in Vietnam. 
► He secretly en- 

couraged the Sovi-
ets to solve their 
problems with refugees 
fleeing communist rule by 
putting up a wall in Berlin. It 
worked — the chances of nu-
clear war in Europe declined 
gradually during his 1,039 
days. 
► He cut income tax rates as 

the growth rate of the U.S. 
economy rose from 2.5% to 
more than 6%. 
► He used federal marshals 

to force the integration of the 
universities of Alabama and 
Mississippi — risking his re-
election, he thought. 
► When Khrushchev put 

missiles in Cuba threatening 
the USA in the way U.S. forces 
surrounded the Soviet Union, 
JFK hung tough. U.S. ships and 
airplanes blockaded the island, 
threatening Khrushchev until  

the Russian 
backed down and 
took out his weapons. 
► Within 48 hours, on 

June 10-11, 1963, JFK gave the 
speech of his life, laying out 
proposals to end the Cold War, 
sent the national guard to con-
front Gov. George Wallace at 
the University of Alabama, 
learned that the first monk had 
burned himself to death in Sai-
gon and went on national tele-
vision to declare that he con-
sidered civil rights a moral 
issue — and said for the first 
time that the federal govern-
ment would stand with the 
black minority against the 
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the myth 

white majority. 
► He negotiated the Nuclear 

Test Ban Treaty with Khru-
shchev, the world's first nucle-
ar arms agreement. 
► During the great March on 

Washington for civil rights, he 
signed off on the overthrow of 
the U.S.-backed government of 
South Vietnam. President Ngo 
Dinh Diem was qcsassinated in 

tb 4:, 

the coup d'etat on 
Nov. 1, 1963 — and 
South Vietnam was 

turned over to military 
governments financed by 

and answerable to the USA. 
All of that happened in less 

than three years — and so did 
the founding of the Peace 
Corps and the inspiring of mil-
lions of Americans ready and 
willing to ask not what their 
country could do for them but 
what they could do for their 
country. 

That is the real story of John 
F. Kennedy — and it is better 
than the fiction. 
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OPINIONLINE  
W

hat people are saying about the 30th anniversary of John F
.  

K
ennedy's assassination 

K
ennedy: A

bove 
all, a politician 
D

A
V

ID
 B

R
O

D
E

R
, sy

n
d
icated

 co
lu

m
n
ist "F

o
r th

e 
dw

indling band of journalists w
ho covered P

resi-
dent K

ennedy, it is hard to accept that his brief ten-
ure is as distant from

 the C
linton presidency as L

in-
coln's w

as from
 C

leveland's.... F
or a country w

hich 
now

 loves to despise politicians as m
uch as it once 

loved John K
ennedy, it is a hard thing to be told that 

he w
as nothing if not a politician. B

ut it is the truth. 
P

olitical calculus w
as K

ennedy's great skill —
 and 

delight. P
erhaps if A

m
ericans can accept that his-

to
rical reality

 ab
o
u
t th

eir fav
o
rite m

o
d
ern

 p
resi-

dent, w
e could learn to appreciate that sam

e quality 
in our current generation of leaders.... W

e show
 his 

m
em

ory greater respect by confronting him
 as he 

w
as, not as w

e w
ould w

ish him
 to have been." 

D
E

B
O

R
A

H
 M

A
T

H
IS

, G
annett N

ew
s S

ervice col-
um

nist: "I don't m
erely rem

em
ber It. I rem

em
ber 

ev
ery

th
in

g
 ab

o
u
t It E

v
ery

 d
etail, it seem

s, o
f th

e 
d
ay

 Jo
h
n
 F

. K
en

n
ed

y
 d

ied
. M

in
u
tia. T

riv
ia. L

ik
e 

tones of voices and facial expressions, w
here so-and-

so w
as standing w

hen the new
s cam

e, and how
 the 

air fell. It's as if those pieces of tim
e froze and fossil-

ized. T
hree decades hence, the m

em
ory is perfectly 

p
reserv

ed
. ... W

e h
av

e su
rv

iv
ed

, m
o
re o

r less. 
S

om
e, m

ore easily than others. W
e got better. A

nd 
w

orse. W
e finally got som

e things right. A
nd fouled 

others up. G
ood. B

ad. S
o-so. C

hange, change. A
ll has 

changed. E
xcept the fam

ous old question, still w
ait-

ing to be answ
ered. T

he question —
 refreshed: W

hat 
do w

e do now
?" 

R
O

C
K

L
A

N
D

 (N
.Y

.) JO
U

R
N

A
L

-N
E

W
S

 in an edito-
rial: "F

or all the revisionist history about JF
K

, the 
m

an and the president, for all the light of reality that 
continues to detail ever m

ore brightly this m
ost hu-

m
an

 o
f m

en
, th

e fact is th
e K

en
n

ed
y

 tim
e w

as a 
brief m

om
ent in C

am
elot and it continues to inspire 

as w
ell as h

au
n
t u

s. ... H
is v

isio
n
 th

at th
is n

atio
n
 

ought not to sit on its laurels and to enjoy the status 

q
u
o
, b

u
t to

 b
e a lead

er in
 th

e w
o
rld

, to
 sh

are o
u
r 

technology and bounty and to better conditions at 
hom

e for those m
any m

inorities and others long dis-
enfranchised did not die in T

exas.... T
he personal 

w
eaknesses of JF

K
 or R

obert K
ennedy or T

ed K
en-

nedy or the various K
ennedy clan m

em
bers should 

not be at Issue in the 3C
-year retrospective of the late 

president. H
is legacy is w

hat counts m
ost." 

E
L

L
E

N
 G

O
O

D
M

A
N

, syndicated colum
nist: "T

hose 
of us raised in the am

niotic fluid of the 1950s had 
been sheltered fr.im

 the know
ledge of how

 vulnera-
ble a country, a leader —

 a person —
 is to chance, 

m
ad

n
ess, b

u
llets. ... It is n

o
 accid

en
t th

at w
e still 

com
m

em
orate JF

K
's deathday and not his birthday. 

A
fter all, it w

asn
't th

is co
m

p
lex

 an
d
 ch

arm
in

g
, 

youthful and flaw
ed m

an, but his assassination, that 
exploded the safety of our A

m
erican shelter.... T

he 
generation that had been shocked by JF

K
's death, 

w
as horrified and num

bed by the deaths of B
obby 

K
en

n
ed

y
 an

d
 M

arlin
 L

u
-

th
er K

in
g
. W

e w
ere h

ard
-

ened on the w
ay from

 D
al-

las to
 W

aterg
ate to

 iran
- 

c
o
n
tra

. 	
C

o
n
sp

ira
c
ie

s 
b
ecam

e easier to
 b

eliev
e 

an
d

 g
o

v
ern

m
en

t h
ard

er to
 

believe and O
liver S

tone's 
JF

K
 to

o
 easy

 to
 b

eliev
e.... 

W
e are fo

rced
 to

 accep
t 

chaos as easily as conspira-
cy now

. W
e understand that 

m
a
d

n
e
ss is a

s m
u

c
h

 a
 

threat as any rational plot" 
R

O
N

 JA
V

E
R

S
, 

S
yracuse 

U
niversity journalism

 teacher, w
riting in The P

hila-
delphia Inquirer: "T

hat w
as K

ennedy's secret. H
e 

w
asn

't g
iv

in
g
 an

y
th

in
g
 aw

ay
, h

e w
as ask

in
g
 fo

r 
som

ething. H
e w

asn't prom
ising H

e w
as challeng-

ing. H
e w

asn't saying that anybody w
as entitled to 

anything. O
nly that everything w

as out there and 
that if w

e w
ere brave enough and strong enough and 

tenacious enough, w
e m

ight have it. A
nd if w

e w
ere 

w
ise enough and com

passionate enough, w
e m

ight 
w

illingly share it." 

E
R

IC
 Z

O
R

N
, colum

nist, C
hicago Tribune: "O

n the 
last lan

d
m

ark
 an

n
iv

ersary
 (o

f JF
K

's d
eath

), th
e 

25th, m
ost A

m
ericans, statistically, w

ere old enough 
to have a story to tell about N

ov. 22, 1963. O
n this 

lan
d
m

ark
 an

n
iv

ersary
, th

ey
 aren

't. 	
M

ore than 
half the population now

 has no real m
em

ory of that 
day. T

he question 'W
here w

ere you ...?' has gone 
from

 interesting conversational gam
bit in the 1960s 

B
y E

d S
tain, R

ocky M
ountain N

ew
s. N

ew
spaper E

nterprise A
ssn. 

and '70s to cliche in the '80s to sign of dreary, self-
indulgent m

iddle age in the '90s.... O
uch. O

ur vital 
anecdotes becam

e irrelevant nostalgia and no one 
told us. F

rom
 now

 on, w
e w

ill trot them
 out only at 

the risk of sounding like tiresom
e relics." 

M
IC

H
A

E
L

 O
L

E
S

K
E

R
, colum

nist, T
he Sun, B

alti-
m

o
re: "T

h
e m

an
 w

e th
o

u
g

h
t w

e k
n

ew
 b

ack
 th

en
 

turned out to be som
ebody else, but w

e rem
em

ber 
h

o
w

 it w
as in

 o
u

r o
w

n
 h

earts w
h

en
 w

e h
eard

 th
e 

terrible new
s, and this is the thing that still stirs us 

each N
ov. 22. K

ennedy w
as the last fling an entire 

generation had w
ith grand illusions. In him

, w
e saw

 
the face w

e w
anted to see in our ow

n m
irrors." 

T
O

M
 W

IC
K

E
R

, w
riting in T

he N
ew

 Y
ork Tim

es: 
"T

h
e o

v
erall reco

rd
 o

f h
is p

resid
en

cy
, th

o
u
g
h
 in

 
m

any respects adm
irable, hardly accounts for K

en-
nedy's high standing three decades later —

 a stand-
ing all the m

ore unlikely because the years since his 
death have seen continuing assaults on his personal 
and political reputations.... H

ow
 has John F

. K
en-

nedy, w
hile not exactly a candidate for M

ount R
ush-

m
ore, prevailed over predictable eclipse? T

he m
ost 

im
portant reason, undoubtedly, is the alm

ost m
ythic 

m
anner of his death." 

M
IC

H
A

E
L

 B
E

S
C

H
L

O
S

S
, au

th
o
r, in

 
N

ew
sw

eek: 
"T

he effect (of hiding inform
ation during investiga-

tions after JF
K

's death) w
as to purchase short-term

 
political calm

 at the price of 30 years of doubt, not 
only about John K

ennedy's m
urder but about the in-

tegrity and ultim
ate purposes of A

m
erican govern- 

m
ent. 	

T
h

irty
 y

ears later, it w
e can

 w
rin

g
 an

y
 

m
oral out of John K

ennedy's m
urder, it is that, in 

the long reach of A
m

erican history, the rew
ards of 

full disclosure tow
er over Its im

m
ediate perils." 


