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A TWIST OF HISTORY 
Two views of William Manchester's 'The Death of a President' 

By Alistair Cooke 
The harrowing, and successful, busi-

ness of reliving the Dallas nightmare has 
involved Mr. Manchester, his publishers, 
the Kennedys, a clutch of onlooking poli-
ticians, and the world's press in such a 
din of recrimination, theories of history, 
accusations of lying and bad taste that the 
finished book is in danger of being con-
sidered as simply the last cannonade of a 
wounded author. 

The dispute is already more famous 
than the book, a conclusion that will be 
agreeable to nobody but the amateur Mc-
Luhans, who will be eager to point out 
that if the medium is the message, the 
dispute is the book. For millions who 
will never read it, so it will remain: a 
reaction against the first beautiful friend-
ship with the Kennedys, a headlong reve-
lation of State secrets that the contending 
factions of the Democrats would like to 
see suppressed, a disguised political 
pamphlet debunking Bobby Kennedy's 
claims on the Presidency, an "exposure" 
of LBJ, a bigger MaeBird, and many 
other absurdities, any and all of which 
can be deduced by anybody sniffing 
around for malign motives. 

The reviewer is no Justice Holmes, 
either. He is no more capable of "an 
open mind"- than any other reader. He 
too has been bat- (Conlinped on pope 2) 

THE DEAN OF A PRESIDENT: PleeernIse 26-Novem-
ber 25, 1963 By WEIMAR Manchester. Harper & Row. 
710 pe. 110. 

By Gore Vidal 
At any given moment only a handful 

of people are known to almost everyone 
in the world. Mr. and Mrs. Richard 
Burton, the Kennedys . .. and the list is 
already near its end. There are of course 
those who enjoy reading about the late 
Sir Winston Churchill and the never-late 
General dc Gaulle, but their fans are 
relatively few. Interest is Lyndon John-
son the man (as opposed to the warrior) 
is alarmingly slight In fact, of the 
world's chiefs-of-state, only the enigmat-
ic Mao Tse-tung can be said to intrigue 
the masses. There is something perverse-
ly gratifying in the fact that in an age of 
intense gossip and global publicity so few 
people are known to both the alert 
Malaysian and the average American. 
Things were different of course in the 
small world of Europe's dark ages. Nu-
merous heroes were much sung while 
everyone knew the Bible. As a result, 
painters had a subject, scholars had some-
thing to argue about, poets had a point 
of departure. But the idea of Christen-
dom died in Darwin's study and now per-
haps the only thing that we may all be 
said to hold in common is Bobby and 
Teddy and Jackie, and the memory of the 
dead President. Is it enough? 

Mr. William Manchester thinks so, 
and his testament, The Death of a Presi-
drn.f, is very much a work of love, even 
passion. As we learned in the course of his 

;'notorious agony (Continued on page 2) 



Gore Vidal 
'Confirm :4 frets pige• It last year. the sun set for him 

When 
and 

 Kennedy died. Happily, the sun has since 
risen aml Mr. Manchester can now take satisfaction in 
knowing that he. too, is pan of history, a permanent 
footnote to an Administration which is beginning to 
look as if it may itself lie simply a glamorous footnote 
to that voluminous text The Age of Johnson. But 
whether or inn Camelot will continue to exert its spell 
taint perhaps. like Brigadnon, rematerializel. Mr. Man-
chester has written a book hard to resist reading, even 
though one knows in ads-ante everything that is going 
to happen. Breakfast in Fort Worth. Flight to Dana,. 

Gnvernor Connally. The roses. The sun. The friendly 

crowds. The Governor', wife: "Well. you can't say 

Dallas doesn't love you, Mr. President" And then one 
hope, that for once the story will he different—the car 

swerves, the bullets miss, and the .splendid progress 

continues. But each time, like a recurrent nightmare. 

the handsome head is shattered. It is probably the 

only story that everyone in the world knows by heart. 

Therefore it is, in the truest tense, legend, and like all 

Gore rition nett ,  novel. Washington, D. C., 0 71 be 
radlithrd next m...nth. 

kgaids it can bear much repetition and reinterpreta-
tion. In classical times. every Greek playgoer Salm 
that sooner or later Electra would recognize Orestes, 
but the manner of recogreitini varies significantly from 
teller to teller. 

Mr. Manchester's final telling of the death of Ken. 
nedy is most moving; it is also less controversial than 
one hail been led CO believe by those who read the 
original ....script and found the portrait of President 
Johnson unflattering. According to the current text, 
Johnson seems it bit inadequate but hardly villainous. 
The Keriutlys. mm the other hand, blaze with lights, 
the author's love apparent on every page. That love. 
however. did his writing little service, for the prose 
of the hook is non good—the result, no doubt, of the 
strain under which the author was compelled to work. 
Certainly the style shows none of the ease which 
marked his first book on Kennedy, nor is there any 
trace of that elegance with which he once portrayed 
H. L Myriam. Yet the crowded, overwritten nar-
rative holds. Mr. Manchester is too haughty in 
his dismissal of the plot-theory, and altogether too 

confident in analyzing Orevald's character ("in fact, 
he was going mad"1. Nevertheless, if the best the 

detractors of the book can come up with is a photo-

graph proving that, contrary to what Mr. Manchester 

has written, a number of Kennedy courtiers did indeed 

attend the swearing-in of the new President, then it 
is safe to assume that he has apparently accomplished  

what he set oil 	describe amorately what time 
relied. at Dallas, and immediately after. 

Apparently. For there is a certain mystera- ahem th, 
origins of the hook. It is known that the 
Kennedy% approached Mr. Manchester and asked him 
to write the "official" version of the assassination. Rut 
m this age of imagc-making, politicians are never 
simply nuitivated. Whatever the moment's purpose, 
everything must scree it. Certainly nothing must get 
oat of hand, as the Kennedy% know better than anyouv, 
for they were Wang Oiler before by a writer. Prepar-
ing for 1960, they gave Professor fames MacGregor 
Borns a free hand to "smite what, in effect, was to be 
a campaign biography of John Kennedy. The result 
was ; work of some candor which still remains the 
best analysis of the .I5th President's character. But 
the candor which gave the book its distinction did not 
at all please its subject or his family. References to 
Joe Kennedy's exuberant anti-Semitic mohursta com-
bined with a shrewd analysis of John Kennedy's am-
bivalent attitude toward McCarthy caused irritation. 
Therefore the next writer mod be tractable. 

The starry-eyed Mr. Manchester seemed made to 
order. He was willing to Swear loyalty. :dote impor-
tant, he was willing to sign agreements. With some 
confidence, Lancelot and Guinevere confided him the 
task of celebrating the fallen hero. The comedy began. 
Right off, there was the matter of President Johnson. 
Whatever Mr. :tlarschestria original feelings idiom 

Johnson, he ',mild not have spent all throe hours corn- 

Alistair Cooke 
(Confirmed front page 1J tend by the charges and 
courocr-charges and it would be coy, at this stage, 
to pretend to no opinions about the plaintiffs and the 
defendants in the eases of Kennedy vs. Manchester 
and Harper & Row, Look vs. Stern, not to mention 
such snlisithary foods as never Made the docket 
Manchester vs. (sods, in, Manchester vs. Schlesinger. 
Manchester vs. Salinger. Manchester vs. Randolph 
Churchill. 

So I think it a good idea for a reviewer to express, 
if only as a purge before the feast of Manchester, 
his men feelings and provisional conclusions about the 
dispute. It seems to me that Manchester's original 
motive was plainly honorable. He wanted to write a 
thorough amount of the murder of a President for 
whom he had immense though, on the evidence of his 
earlier Portrait of a Prier/dad. dangerously unalloyed 
admiration. I say "dangerously" because it umukl 
trialre him more vulnerable to the emotional persuasions 
of the family and to the conscious or semi-oatucious 
political pressures of the family's court. We do not 
need to hold any murky preconceptions about the 
Kennedys to appreciate the kind of fix he would rind 
himself in if he appeared to them to trespass on in-
timacies or embarr,sonents that he felt essential, to 
the beineary of the narrative. At the start, Manchester 

was walking into the maze that confronts all authors 

of family-commissioned hooka. which Mark Schorer 

magetifieently navigated in his biography of Sinclair 

Lewis. from which Harold NicoIson emerged with a 
!ironed conscience and a "soft and flabby' biography 
of Dwight Morrow after he had trimmed it to 

placate the sensibilities of the 'Morrows and the House 
of Morgan. Commissioned books are always delicate 

properties; not one in a hundred comes off, became 

a good writer is wally unable to satisfy his dual 
obligation to write the truth as he sees it arid also 

Alistair Cooke is chief .4atericon correspondent for 
Thc Guardian of England. 
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to to write only the truth that might not hut his em-
ployer. 

If rumor is correct. Theodore White and Walter 
Lord were offered the commissioo and -Miley tarried 
it down. Mr. Manchester could say, and I believe 
has aid, that no one could possibly attempt a full 
amount of the assassination and the events surround- 
ing it unless he had access to the 	'que recullectoms 
of Mrs. Kennedy and the Kennedy entourage, All the 
rest is legwork, and Mr, Manchester is a marathon 
legman. The Kennedy reminiscences Were too precious 
to resist, and Mr_ Manchester's more splenetic critics 
should ask themselves if they would have foregone 
the priceless opportunity he W. offered, an any other 
ground than that of high principle. 

.Atany rate, he seized it, and what was required 
from him now was not the reporter's skill, which he 
has in abundance, or a sympathetic ear, which his 
earlier book amply proved, ben great tact and a narra-
tive organizing gift at least the equal of that of 
Theodore White in digesting and dramatising a simi-
lar wild mess of experience. But Mr. White's book 
was his own, and Mr. Manchester was—for all the 
memorandum of agreement and the protestations of 
minimal censorship—an employee. He was employed 
to write the Authorized Version and he found, at 
sonic point, that he had a Guar With the Wind in 
his future. Whatever that point was lit appears to be 
more or less agreed that it sal Mrs. Kennedy's shock 
at the price of the magazine serialization) it released 
Manchester not from los prior Kennedy compact but 
from his sense of dependence on the Kennedy's. When 
all the raw material was in, which he couldn't have 
pthered without them, he saw- himself a free man, 
and pretty non a famous one. It is an linen plot, 
with no heroes and no villains: only * cast of en-
thusiasts suddenly awash in an ocean of dinllusion 
and mural suspicion, drowning each other in the 
certain conviction that Truth was their only course. 

When the controversy has faded, there will lie the 
book. It is here and it asks to be judged. The catch is 
that a reviewer so dose to the event is caught up in 
the hook's vortex, in a swirl of detail and gossip and 
hysteria that leaves you gasping for some lifeline to 
hold on to, when the author himself has scorned a 
lifeline, a plot a judgment, and hurled the thing at  

you as a mass of undifferentiated experience, a hap-
pening. 

Mr. Manchester's method is what you might call 
non-selective documentary, an assembly-line of in. 
finite ingredients whose monotonous inurement io 
teased, fur the sake of suspense. by stoppings and 
startinga and flashbaaks. If it were a novel it might 
suggest a brave pastiche of Jules Romanis' ilea of 
Good Weal, which was meant to "fix," in 27 volumes. 
the world of pre-war and wartime Paris once for all 
as a Balzacian family album. It is a perilous method 
in the hands of someone who, unlike Balzac or 
Dickens, cannot handle the bulk, proportion the detail 
into a dramatic narrative and, most of ail, give the 
enormous cast of contemporary characters a separate 
life of their own. 

Romaine' work is pretty nearly iorgotten already 
because, l believe, the reader is ultimately choked 
or fatigued by the mass of undigested detail and in-
cident. and the contemporaries are forgotten. 

Mr. Manchester's book is not a novel. bat he shares 
Romains' assets and liabilities. fie is quoting hun-
dreds of known and unknown living persons on private 
occasions and, for the time being, the stuff is very 
titillating (How much did the Oswaldo sexual troubles 
trigger the assassination? Is de Gaulle really such an 
egomaniac? Fancy Galbraith, Harriman, O'Donnell 
et aL saying that"). If ii were a novel. we should take 
his word for it and regret merely that so many indis-
tinguishable midgets impede the movement of the 
principals and postpone the deepening of the char-
acters and their relationships. As it is, the whole 
thing bristles with doubts and alarms. How does he 
know that Marina Oswald and Rath Paine held these 
particular intimate conversations, that Godfrey Mc-
Hugh felt as he did, that -Lieutenant Lee's sword 
shimmered 	in the flickering torchlight'? It is the 
same embarrassment that plagues those fictional hi. 
ographim of Napoleon, Alexander Graham Bell, Teddy 
Roosevelt, Victor Hugo ("He was feeling irritable on 
that April morning, ate alone, gobbled his eggs and 
continually tugged at his mustache over the thought 
of this secret loarayal" I. This moo be called the "Vass 
You Dere. Sharlie?" school of biography; and Mr. 
Manchester's work is a mammoth contribution to it. 

The trouble—and the triumph—is that there arc 
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muning with members of the exiled court and not 
sense that they felt it was a disaster for the country 
to have that vulgar, inept boor in Jack's place. The 
Kennedy. have always been particularly cruel about 
Johnson. and their personal disdain is reflected and 
magnified he those around them, particularly their 
literary apologists of whom hlr. hlanehester was now 
one. When at last he submitted his work to the family, 
they proved coo great and trio sensitive to read it for 
themselves. Instead friends were chosen to pass on 
the contents of the book The friends found the anti-
Johnson tone dangerous in the political context of the 
moment. They said so, and Mr. Manchester obediently 
made changes., the chief being the excision of a rustic 
scene in which blood-lusting Lyndon forces squeamish 
Jack to shoal a deer who, apparently. resembled Bamhi. 
But Mr. Manchester's true ordeal did tun begin until 
Mr. Richard Goodwin, a former aide to President 
Johnson, read the manuscript and found fault. He 
alarmed Mrs. Kennedy with tales of how what she 
hod said looked in cold print. Asa result, she threat-
ened to sue if large cuts were not made The rest is 
history. Some cuts were made. Some were not. At 
last the publishers grew weary: the text could not be 
further altered. To their amazement, Mrs. Kennedy 
brought suit against them. Meanwhile, in communicat-
ing her displeasure to Mr. Manchester. she reminded 
hire that so secure was she in the pantheon of Amer-
ican heroines, no one could hope to cruse her and 
surelve--"unless I run off with Eddie Fisher." she 

added drolly. Needless to say, Mrs. Kennedy had her 
way. as the world knows_ 

It is now reasonable to esthete that Mr. hlanchester 
is not the same man he was before he got involved 
with the Kennedy.. But though one's sympathy 
is with him, one must examine the matter from the 
Kennedy point of view. They are playing a great and 
dangerous game: they want the Presidency of the 
United State, and they will do quite a lot to regain it. 
fly reflecting accurately their view of Johnson, 11r. 
Manchester placed in jeopardy their immediate polit-
ical future. Bat Shanty, they do net wane, in 1967, to 
split fatally the Democratic Party. Unhappily for 
them, Mr. Manchester's sense of history did not ac-
commodate this necessary fact. Nevertheless, since he 
Was. in their eyes, a "hired" writer, he must tell the 
story their way or not at all. As it turned out. he did 
pretty much what they wanted him to do. But in the 
process of publicly strong-arming Mr. Manchester 
and the various publishers involved, the Kennedy. gave 
some substance to those "vicious" rumors sin often 
resorted to by polemicists) that they are ruthless and 
perhaps not very lovable after all As a 'result, Mr. 
Manchester's contribution to history may prove not to 
be the writing of this book so much as being the un-
witting agent who allowed the innocent millions an 
unexpected glimpse of a preternaturally amhitious 
family furiously at work manipulating history in order 
that they might rise. 

It was inevitable thnt sooner or later popular cilia- 

ion would go against this remarkable family. In nature 
there is no action withont reaction, no raising up 
without a throwing down. It does not take a parties. 
tarty astute political observer to detect the public's 
change of mood toward the Kennedy,. Overt ambition 
has always caused unease in the Republic, while exces-
sive busyness makes for fatigue. Since our electorate 
is easily alarmed—and as easily bored—political ascent 
has always been hazardous, and the way strewn with 
discarded idols. 

Mrs. Kennedy, in particular, is a victim of the 
public's fickleness. Undeserving of their love, she is 
equally undeserving of their dislike. But then it is a 
most terrible thing to lire out a legend, and one won-
ders to what extent the Kennedy, themselves wider-
stand just what was. set in motion for them by their 
father's will that they be great. Theirs is indeed the 
story of our time and, if nothing else, the noisy quar-
rel with Mr Manchester made vivid for everyone not 
only their arrogance lout their poignancy. They are 
unique in our history, and the day they leave the public 
scene will be a sad one, for not only will we have 
lost a family as much our own as it is theirs, we shalt 
have also lost one of the first shy hints since Christi-
anity's decline that there may indeed lir such a thing 
as fate, and that tragedy is not merely a literary form 
of little relevance in the age of common men tom 
continuing fact of the human condition. requiring 
that this over-reacher be struck down and in his fall. 
we, the chorus, experience awe, and some pity. 	as 

enough episodes so eerily and circumstantially re-
ported (imagined?) that, all later witnesses to the 
contrary, this will remain the account that stays in 
the mind, a legend as tough so reline or replace as 
that of Mrs. Kennedy and Camelot. 

As an attempt at a first-rate piece of journalism, 
the book of fers no insight that goes beneath the mr-
face of the events, the participants, and their reported 
dialogue. You are left to draw conclusions which may 
well net counter to Mr. Manchester's intentions: that 
Mrs. Kennedy is at first a pitiable and compelling 
figure and then a young harridan in a trance: that 
LBJ emerges with More sense and dignity than any-
body, on the plane ride back to Willhillg1011, and that 
the Kennedy team seems to have behaved naturally 
and atrociously..And so on. 

I do not know whether it is history or not, but I 
am certain it will be gargeoua—and highly disputed—
raw material for historians of the future. Before 
Manchester. history was thought of as an attempt to 
reach a judgment after events have had time to 
limner. To eritica who must now face an encyclo-
pedia of Winchelliana, Mr. Manchester will he seen 
to lack almost everything hitherto prescribed for con-
temporary historians: sustained political insight, re• 
sistance to cliche, the ability to sift significant trivia 
learn hearsay, the disinterested air of a judge hover-
ing aver a welter of testimony. Theodore White. it 
will he said, organised and mastered the intricacies 
of plot and character that marched towards a de-
nouement The Presidency. But Manchester's denoue-
ment comes early, it is the assassination itself; and 
all the rest is a kind of homicide squad's attempt 
—nonetheless fascinating—to keep tabs on the disin-
tegration of the plot and everybody in it. It is cone- 
quently a reporter's nightmare, recollected in a state 
of unflagging tension. 

That this was Mr. Manchester's aim is made clear 
by the end papers of the hook, nn which is printed 
a five-day chronology designed to help you keep 
your head when all about you are losing theirs- At 
9:13 on Thursday, Nov. 2Ist, we learn, "Caroline 
kisses her father goodbye." At 11,05, the President's 
plane fAF1) "leaves Athdrewa at 550 =tab." At 
2:110 p.m. "LBJ gets a haircut." 4:52 p.m. clocks the 
"Iasi hour of serenity for JFK. and JBK." At 9:55 
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p.m. -LHO (Oswald) checks his carbine oC2-,66)." 
The moment you start to ask if it is essential to 

know: that LBJ takes haircut,. and precisely when 
Caroline kissed her father, the hook would scent to 
fall apart. Bm what falls apart is the reader's toler-
ance of a kind of history that is not trying to judge 
between what is trivial and what is significant and his 
patience with a prose style that is similarly headlong: 
the die LI cast, disaster strike', glances fleet. people "go 
for the jugular," the Oswalds' quarrel is "a confronta-
tion," nights speed on, oak leaves lie "in sodden 
arabesques." a ntageritiece (Senator Mansfield's funeral 
oration) is "authentic.-  As a work of literature, the 
hook is a shaggy compendium of Ian Fleming narrative, 
news-mariine melodrama, Drew Pearson, imitation 
Dos Passes, airplane schedules, and the Ladies 1.10■11.. 

lemma/. 
But literature, I take it, is not Mr. Manchester's 

aim. He is deliberately shoveling at us a mountain of 
minutiae from which historians 50 or 100 years from 
now will trace the true plot, judge the characters 
fairly, be forever grateful to xn author as insatiable 
as Suctonius for fact and detail, consequence, incon-
sequence, time, place, smell, rumor, gossip. Suctonius 
was the first keyhole reporter and, according to Plu-
tarch, a scoundrel But the history of the later Caesars 
would be incomparably the poorer without him. We 
remember Tiberius fondness for having little hays 
net between his legs but cannot remember the system 
of necromancy by which he ruled the state. This 
seems to me to be the proper warning to people who 
will hanker to judge, and discredit, this book accord-
ing tic the standards by which they judge Macaulay 
Oster pronounced an appalling historian) or Namier 
or Acton or Brogan. 

But how, then, to judge it if not as literature or 
history but as a for more challenging bled form? The 
apotheoeis of Pop, perhaps? As a television docu-
mentary with all the bloopers left in? A riot caught by 
Telstar? It is closer to the transcript of a grand jury 
hearing in which every accusation, aspersion, quarrel. 
contradiction, he-said, she-raid, is reproduced like the 
playback of a bugged tape. 

The rationale, we hear on all sides, is very Like 
that of the ,rinetorn retire boys: the "people" have a 
right to knots, sow. rveryllnag that happened ariteren  

rverybody on the way from 'Washington to Dallas and 
back again. until poor Kennedy (who would have 
loathed the whole busineas—the prolonged nostalgia. 
and the martyrdom and the sentimentality of the 
eternal flame and the continuing dirge) Is finally put in 
his grave. It .,cords awfully modern and unflinching 
to demand this as yet another "right" of citizenship. 
It is also maudlin and half-baked: and to many people 
today, I honestly believe it will be no more useful than 
the compulsive picking of a scab. A grand jury rejects 
or brings in an indictment. A court asks for corrobora-
tion. But who shall decide, in the whirling reportage 
of these pages, that Harriman or General Clifton or 
Schlesinger and O'Donnell and the others said what 
is attributed to them, when no many of them have 
denied their dialogue? And ii hIrs. Kennedy's feelings 
are to be the only touchstone of discretion and charity 
in this chronicle, and if she really did say "There was 
Governor Connally squealing like a stock pig," then 
how about the feelings of the Governor and his wife, 
who still live? 

General George C. Marshall refused the gaudiest 
offers to have his memoirs published while he lived 
because he was resolved not to offend either the quick 
or the dead; neither the colleagues and allies who 
could no longer answer back. our the living sureivors 
(Mrs. Roosevelt, in particular) who might have been 
hurt by the revelation of disagreement, with President 
Roosevelt, whose decisions in some arguments might 
therefore have appeared to email a needless loss of 
lives. 

This is an old-fashioned scruple not much in evidence 
in this instant history. The General squared his scruple 
and the historical record by dictating his account and 
putting it under an embargo. "qr. Manchester believes 
the time is now. And whether he is right am wrong, 
and whether the Republic is to be convulsed with 
destructive doubts about its leaders, the Jet Age is 
on his side. Prudence, taste. the stability of the gov-
ernment, the better part of wisdom and all those other 
square attributes notwithstanding. the tape recorder is 
with it, man, and will carry tie along by the sheer avail-
ability of the instant image, the instant 'eland, the 
instant news. It is a best seller written for thy 
snooper's world that Marshall 11cLuhan calls the 
gland village." 	 JI 
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