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Camelot neurosis 
The cure is in knowing the man, not the myth 

Hy Nigel Hamilton 

ecently I have 
heard certain 
voices in the 
press criticizing 
ABC's decision 
to air the mini-
series of my 
book on the 
30th anniversa-
ry of President 
Kennedy's 

death - as though, on that occasion, 
we should only watch, for the thou-
sandth time, the Zapruder film of 
JFK's head being blown away, or 
watch the hundredth coy, saccha-
rine documentary covering up his 
true life. 

I reject this view, indeed I feel 
the morbid attention paid to Kenne-
dy's assassination has become a 
veritable national neurosis - as if, 
somehow, we cannot let go, cannot 
come to terms with our shame and 
our impotence to completely "solve" 
the crime. And the reason we are so 
reluctant to let go is that we have 
spent the last 30 years fabricating a 
childish, wholly illusory myth about 
Kennedy's life - spurred by Jacque-
line Kennedy in her period of trau-
ma in November 1963, but which we 
have constantly and 	embel- 
lished in the years since. 

I don't think Jackie Kennedy 
thought for a second that her noble, 
exquisite farewell to her murdered 
husband, or her whimsical subse-
quent notion of "Camelot" would 
last for more than three weeks in 
the American consciousness, How-
ever, to everyone's astonishment, it 

KENNEDY, Page 77 

Nigel Hamilton, a fellow of the John 
W. McCormack Institute at the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts at Boston, 
is the author of "JFK: Reckless 
Youth," published hid year and re-
leased this month in paperback by 
Random Nouse. 
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WHERE 
WE 

WERE 
A dozen people. A dozen 

memories. Twelve 
Bostonians recall and 

revisit the places where 
they heard the news that 
the president had been 

shot. 

PHOTOGRAPHS AND TEXT BY JOHN TLUMACKI 
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S
he w

as 6 years old, a first grader at S
t. G

regory's E
lem

entary 
School in D

orchester, w
hen the new

s cam
e. "I rem

em
ber sitting in 

that section of the classroom
, and som

eone cam
e and knocked on 

the door and told us to turn on the T
V

," says Spencer, now
 the m

oth-
er of three St. G

regory's pupils. "A
ll the teachers and nuns w

ent to 
the corridor and w

ere crying. T
he nuns w

ere usually so stoic, and 
they w

ere crying. A
n announcem

ent w
as m

ade in the office for us to 
pray for the president. T

hen it w
as like a neighborhood ordeal w

hen 
I w

ent hom
e. W

e couldn't play outside. M
y parents didn't w

ant us to 
play as loud as usual, but to keep quiet." 
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"I w

as at the m
useum

 doing routine things and w
as on the w

ay to 
the H

arvard U
niversity P

ress to oversee the proofs of m
y book," 

says V
erm

eule, w
ho w

as 38 and curator of classical art at the M
use-

um
 of F

ine A
rts, a position he still holds. "M

y head w
as filled w

ith 
the book. I realized som

ething w
as radically w

rong. T
he phone lines 

w
ere all jam

m
ed up. T

he w
ord of K

ennedy's death traveled like elec-
tricity around the U

niversity P
ress. W

e w
eren't conditioned in A

m
er-

ica to having our president assassinated. O
ne alw

ays thought w
e 

w
ere im

m
une to this in politics, and suddenly, bangi, the w

orld 
changed forever. Just like the band of conspirators that killed Julius 
C

aesar changed the M
editerranean culture forever. W

e w
ent to S

t. 
P

eter's C
hurch in C

am
bridge that night and sat and m

editated." 
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"I had just m

et w
ith the cardinal and pulled up to the C

athedral in a 
V

W
 van, and som

eone cam
e by and said the president w

as just shot. 
B

oth doors to the chapel w
ere open, and a m

an in an apron w
ent In. 

I think he w
as a butcher from

 across the street," says F
ather 

O
'B

rien, retired now
 but then 38 and assigned to the C

athedral of 
the H

oly C
ross, w

here he directed its S
panish center. "I realized the 

terror of this event, as people began to file into the chapel to pray." 
H

e joined them
 In prayer. 
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,"I w
as raking leaves in front of m

y yard, and som
eone passed by 

and said, 'T
hey shot K

ennedy.' I stopped raking and w
ent inside and 

turned on the T
V

," D
aniels recalls from

 the sam
e house in R

oxbury 
to w

hich she had m
oved a m

onth before the assassination, at age 43. 
"I didn't even know

 w
ho the person w

as that told m
e. I w

as very sad-
dened. It had a big affect on m

e." D
aniels, a C

ity Y
ear com

m
unity 

w
orker, has a sm

all sculpture of K
ennedy in her stairw

ell. 



C
H

A
R

L
IE

 Z
U

C
C

O
 

"I rem
em

ber I w
as w

iping the w
alls in the barber shop just before 

lunch. It w
as a Friday," says Z

ucco w
ho, then 25, had just opened a 

barber shop, C
harlie's, in E

ast R
oston. "O

n the radio, I heard that 
K

ennedy w
as shot and at first I thought It w

as a joke. I just couldn't 
believe it." U

pon hearing K
ennedy had died, "I closed up the shop. T

 
couldn't w

ork for the rest of the day. It took m
e a long tim

e to over-
com

e it." 
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H

illiard, then 41 and a teachers aide for handicapped children, w
as 

cleaning her D
orchester hom

e, expecting fam
ily from

 M
aine. "I had 

the radio on and rem
em

ber just w
anting to say to m

yself that this 
can't be." H

illiard, blind since the age of 2, tried to visualize the m
o-

torcade scene as she listened to the broadcast. "It w
as a shock to ev-

erybody. I felt so bad for the children. Shootings of anybody w
ere not 

com
m

on." 
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"I w

as on the fourth floor of the E
vans B

uilding in a patient's room
; I 

believe R
oom

 410," recalls M
elby, w

ho w
as 35 and chief of endocri-

nology at M
assachusetts M

em
orial H

ospital, now
 the B

oston U
niver-

sity M
edical C

enter H
ospital. "C

hit of the corner of m
y eye, I saw

 
W

alter C
ronkite on the T

V
 set. I heard that the president w

as shot, 
and asked the patient if she m

inded m
e turning up the T

V
. I stood 

there utterly stunned. T
he patient kept on talking about her condi-

tion. I finished w
ith her and w

alked out of the room
, dow

n the stairs 
to the parking lot and drove to S

t. E
lizabeth's C

hurch in M
ilton. 

T
here I sat and m

editated." M
elby now

 is the hospital's chief of en-
docrinology-hypertension. 
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A
fter teaching his language class, professor D

i, then 33, w
ent to his 

office at the U
niversity of C

hina in K
un M

ing to listen, as he did ev-
ery day, to V

oice of A
m

erica. "I w
as shocked to hear of K

ennedy's 
assassination," says D

i, w
ho cam

e to the U
nited S

tates in 1985 and 
lives and teaches in C

hinatow
n. D

i rarely discussed w
hat he heard 

about the S
tates; he w

ould occasionally com
e across U

S
 m

agazines 
w

ith articles about and photographs of K
ennedy. "P

eople didn't talk 

to each other. I w
ent hom

e and told m
y w

ife there's very bad new
s. 

... M
y second son w

as born on N
ov. 28, 1983, so this event is alw

ays 
on m

y m
ind,' D

i says. T
here w

as only a brief account of the assassi-
nation In the C

hinese new
spapers. "I listened to the radio w

hen he 
becam

e president and heard his inaugural speech. I think he w
as a 

h
e
ro

." 
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I 
Lt. G

ov, B
ellotti, 40, w

as acting governor for E
ndicott P

eabody and 
w

as at the S
tate H

ouse that F
riday, w

orking
  on legislation, "S

om
e-

one called m
e on the phone and said the president w

as shot. A
t first, 

I didn't believe that. I w
as asked to prepare a speech, and in m

inutes 
it w

as done. I read it on the front steps of the S
tate H

ouse," R
etinal, 

now
 retired from

 practicing law
, m

eans, "I just thou
ght he could 

change the w
orld. T

here w
as an aura about him

, P
eople cried that 

never cried before." 
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Johnson, then 32 and a w

orker at a hose m
anufacturer, w

as w
atch-

ing T
V

 at a form
er girlfriend's house w

hen the bulletin cam
e on. "I 

felt num
b. M

y girlfriend started crying. It seem
ed like a pall w

as in 
the air. T

o m
e, it got cloudy, a day you could practically sm

ell death 
In the air," he says, retired now

 and sitting in the com
m

unity garden 
across from

 his R
oxbury hom

e, "P
eople had hopes. T

hey could see 
him

 leading
  them

 Into a prom
ised land. I cried." 
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"I

 w
as

 s
it

ti
ng

 in
 th

e 
fi
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t v

io
li

n 
se

ct
io

n,
" 

D
ic

ks
on

, w
ho

 w
as

 5
5,

 r
e-

ca
ll

s 
of

 th
e 

us
ua

l F
ri

da
y 

af
te

rn
oo

n 
B

os
to

n 
S

ym
ph

on
y 

O
rc

he
st

ra
 p

er
-

fo
rm

an
ce

. "
B

ac
ks

ta
ge

, t
he

re
 w

er
e 

ru
m

or
s 

th
at

 J
F

K
 w
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 s

ho
t. 

A
ft

er
 

w
e 

pl
ay

ed
 H

an
de

l, 
th

e 
li

br
ar

ia
n 

ca
m

e 
ou

t a
nd

 h
an

de
d 

ou
t B

ee
th

o-
ve

n'
s 

'E
ro

ic
a'

 f
un

er
al

 m
ar

ch
. T

hi
s 

w
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 a
lw

ay
s 

a 
si

gn
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at
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ha
d 
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. S
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le
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ft

 th
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ha
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 H
en
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 tr
us

te
es

, t
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ce
. W

e 
ag
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ed

 to
 c

on
ti

nu
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" 
A

s 
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uc

to
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E
ri

ch
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ei
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K
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 d

ea
th
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he

 a
ud
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 s

to
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 u
p 

an
d 

bo
w

ed
 th

ei
r 

he
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ut

 th
e 

m
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en

t. 
"I

t 
w
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 o
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f 
th

e 
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t m
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en
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w
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le

 li
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ks
ta

ge
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 c
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Kennedy 
Continued from Page 7r, 
took runt, nourished by emotions of 
Jess and guilt, until It began to re-
nerahte Pluto's scary Of the lost civil-
IzatIon of Atiantirc 

• My feeling Is, this neurosis will 
(indium, fanned each autumn by 
6tIvo offerings at Arlington and by 
,uffied drums on televiaion; it will 

ontinuti until, collectively, we wake 
lip and begin to FlAkouNelves who It 

%vim valid killed that day 

I know the man I mourn. 
I was In Cambridge, England, 

going to dinner when I heard the 
news that 'in( hod been allot.; then 
that he was, certainly, dead. 	• 

1 wan 19, Wirl had spent the sum- 
air as a trainee reputor atthe 
itahington Post, in the course of 

Muhl had mot. Robert F. 'Kennedy • 
tal many senior momberti or tho 
inntldy administration — who 

hin't seem much older than I was, 
ough a lot smarter. I'd returned 	" 
Cambridge humbled, in fact, real-
ng that the center of the universe 

not Cambridge after all — do-
lie Newton's famous apple and • 
utherferiirs splitting of the atom. 

Washington in the summer of 
963 remains the merit haunting and - • 
Writ,  Inernery of my life — and the 
Mon why, a quarter of a century 

Ater, I embarked on a new biogru-
,phy of the :35th president. 

I Was, frankly, astonished that 
one had written a true biography 

fore. Reeks, yea. Accounts of 
K'a presidency, yes. And works 

about the amatasination — oh, the 
Shelves groaned under the weight of 
an much tortured, fevered Invon-
tion, counter-invention and counter-
counter invention, Why. I won-
dered, could we not simply accept 
JFK'a death, however tragic, hew-

er mysterious the tangled threads 
conspiracy? Why couldn't we 

start, at least, mossomnsmi 
by looking at 
JFK's life, at 



orthodont!- and vice, of 
ally perfect , 	high Idealism.  smile? 

wiia 	and callous 
horn here in 	low behavior. Beaton In 1917, 
six weeks after 	7-7--  
America's entry into World War L 
He inherited a wit, an intelligenco 
and a love of history from his 
grandfather, atter whom he w 
named: John Fitzgerald, He ou 
never to have been in uniform to 
World War IT, ought never to have 
served In the Oval Office, given his 
catastrophic 10-health. Yet It la 
not to follow his extraordinary 
story without compassion for 0 
frail victim of Addison's disease 
whose life was a constant series of 
battles: with the Grim Reaper; with 
his ice-cold mother, fleeing the re• 
ality of her hopeless marriage; with 
his loving, Pile tailing, isolationist 
and appeasement. minded father, 
who corrupted his'youth and bought 
his brilliant but ailing son's way into • . 
Democratic polities by buying out 
James Michael Curley: 

. . . 
The real ,TFK was such a pare- 

dox, such a mix of virtue and vice, of 
high idealism and Callous low behav-
ior; a lover of history, of interna-
tional politics and of women. To un-
derstand the paradox of his charac-
ter, we have to start telling the 
truth about his life and to make 

..•. that truth accessible to scholars. 
Only by being honest about HIV: 

zbaekgreandand upbringing will we 
everficduetice to his great achieve- 

- Mentin escaping the evil shadows 
- of his father to become the sten,  
• dard-bearer of liberal democracy In 

the early 110s; a patriot who was not 
afraid to recognize the United 
States' interventionist destiny as 
the loader of the free world. Mori.: 

„ 'ever, only by telling the truth about 
hie physical frailty –involving on 
of the great stories of modern 

• :American medicine–will we el, 
Understand the extent of his eci 
aim. 

Ftacgwl agaimq 4 are the le- 

The real JFK 
was a paradox, 

M.MILO AILS CNA. .1 that wonder- 	a 11UA U1 V11-1UU 
was, behind 



..:((lijM of Kennedy weraliipei's, of 
gray-haired flame-keeper6 and paid 
tpktIlologiiers. If they prevail, not 

rrc the outlook bleak for the 
ittragit.of history' in the. United 

,...411tatoo, it is a recipe for endless till.- 
•.ttiewriting and filming of Kenne, 
'0,y'*a88assination. When will we fi-

_:"tlally overcome our molleetive nouro-
truly believe we Will only ever 

• Oeroe to terma with JFK's loss when 
ve ahow-Ourselves willing to know 

'_.whorn wo have log, 


