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A Thousand Days and 30 Years

From Man to Martyr to Myth

The Charm
And the Power:

By TOM WICKER

HIRTY years afier John Fitzgerald Kennedy's

murder in Dallas on Nov. 22, 1981, Americans con-

tinue to hold the 35th President in improbably high

regard — not just &s & man of star quality, whose
life was cut short in &« moment whose origins are siill debat-
ed, bul a national leader ranked In some polls with or
above Abraham Lincaln and Franklin D, Roosevelt.

Yet John Kennedy's "“Thousand Days’ in the Presiden-
cy were marked less by historic achievements than by con-
tinual crises ~ the Bay of Pigs flasco; Berlin; the world’s
first nuclear confrontation; the beginnings nhht war in
Vietnam; the hesied collistons of white author ity and black
eivil mhll demonsirators in the Southern states. Nor were
Kennedy's responses always sure.

In his last months in office, for example, he concluded
e first nuclear test-ban treaty with the Soviet Union. But
fm his early months he had ordered a massive military
bulldup that contributed heavily to the Soviet-American
armas race. He was reluciant to expend palitical capital en
behaif of black d ntors, whose made
him impatient, and was forced mostly by events into his
clashes with Southern recalcitrants like Governors George
Wallace of Alabama and Ross Barnett of Mississippi.

Theoverall record of his Presidency, though in many
Tespects & hardly for K y's high
sianding three decades loter — a standing all the more un-
likely because the years since his death have seen continu-
Ing assaults on his personal and political reputations.

His dallinnces with wornen before and during his White
House years have become public knowledge. Books iike “A
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Question of Character: A Life of John F. Kennedy™ by
Thomas C. Reeves and Nigel Hamilton's " J.F.K.: Rackiess
Youth' have plclured.tum asprivileged, pampered, often
Irr ly answered
d'l-r;u plrlm ‘that he and hllbrn!hrﬂ»‘\.lw Gmnl
Robe:
Fidel Cnnm.‘hn auumr Richard Resves makes It l:lelrm
“President Kennedy: Profile in Power" that Kennedy con-
sistently deceived the public about his health, enduring al-
most constant pain and sometimes resorting to "feel good™
during his and P

Changes In Atmosphere

“The nation's political and social atmospheres, more-
over, have changed grestly since John Kennedy's lime. The
election of Ronald Reagan in 1980 signaled a national em-
brace of conservatism after decades of the New Deal liber-
slism that was believed to
(his party, save its Southerners, was further (o the left
than he wanted to be). And the growth of the urban under-
class, with the rising incidence of urban crime, has chilled
attitudes toward black Americans, with whose improved
status the 35th President Is indelibly linked.

All this, or less, would have dulled the public's regard
for any other former President. How has John F. Kennady,
whlle not unclly a :-ndldll! for Mount Rushmore, pn-

lipse? The most
son, unduuhll:dly.h the almost mythic manner af his dcllh

The hero cut down at the height of his [(

Kennedy was in something of a political slump in the fall of

Conlinued on page 3




In Death, ].F.K. Continues to Loom Larger Than Life
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whao lived through those long days.
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1083) Is a staple of legend-making. And when such &
fate befalls a figure of youth and beauty, the legend
becomes even more of & romantic drama — height-
ened, In K dy's case, by the dane fact

that few Americans In 1963 had witnessed, even
imagined, the murder of & President.

By then, in fact, the Presidency was an office ex-
nlted almost beyond mortality — by the personality
and prominence of Franklin -«.ﬁlﬂqnz In Depres-
sion and war; by Truman's and Elsenhower's cold
war leadership of the so-called free world, and by
the President’s command of nuclear weapons.

An the inheritor of that exalied place, John F.
Kennedy became something like  young American
emperor: it could hardly be Imagined by # lascinat
ed public that he or any President was vulnerable
foa human hand. But he was — a nearty unbe-
lievabie [act that spawned dozens of conspiracy
theories for a people unable to accept the idea that
 deed so momentous did not have equally momen-
tous origine,

The in Dalias, , marked
the real arrival of television, history’s mightiest
conveyor of unforgetlable images and moments.
Only that autumn, the two major networks,
stiil relatively primitive, had inaugurated 30-
minute evening news broadcasts (with John Ken-
nedy the guest star on each program). But from the
moment the shots rang out in Dealey Plaza through
the funeral services three days later, the networks
stayed continuously on the air, steadily fo-
cusad on the searing drama — bringing the nation
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ﬂﬁ-ﬁo}nggpuﬂuﬁ_f@ﬁﬂi%gﬂl procession were images of

together, as perhapa never before, in its time of
b h L

Martin Luther King fell before other assassins,

shock and grief. T . R of
that weekend on the memories of most Americans
then living, became the national nervous system.
Kennedy, then in his third year of office, was be-
lieved by many to be growing in stature, moving to-
ward a higher statesmanship, an impression since
cultivaled in the numerous memoirs of his ns-
sociates. The limited test-ban (reaty, concluded

It is the man and his
myth, not his record, that
resist memory’s eraser.

only weeks before the fata) shots were fired,

+ seemed ample evidence. So more than a few Ameri-
1y, that a Presi-

leve toduy, some p )
dent growing in office would not have taken the na-
tion so deeply into Vietnam as his successor did.

Nor does Vietnam provide the only such wishiul

idea. Even if Nov. 22, 1063, is taken anly as p bench-
mark in time and what lollowed a coincidence, it
'was not fong thereafter that things began o
go wrong for Americans. The nation's youth began
todrop out and turn an, the war in Vietnam became
un endless night mare, cities burned in the “long hot
summers” of black revolt, Robert Kennedy and
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world P y trickled away, crime
turned citles inta huddles of fear, Walergate de-
stroyed a President and falth In Presidents, hos-
tages and burning helicopiers in lran shattered illu-
sions of American might.

Ironically, ail that enhanced the Kennedy legend.
Many Americans believed, on faith rather than evi-
dence, that If John Kennedy had not been cut down
as he was coming into his prime, If Bobby Ken-
nedy had been there to foliow him, these disasters
could somehow have been avoided. The worse
things seemed to become, the more such Ameri-
cans missed something they identified with the
Kennedy brothers, if in bellefl rather than fact.

John Kennedy had declared in his inaugural ad-
dress that *“a new generation of Americans, barn In
this century™ had come to power with him. Afler
the stolid years of the 50's and the Eisenhower Ad-
minisiration, ihe change neemed welcome to that
“neew generation” ; and a third of a century
Inter, in a time of political revulsion, many graying
aldsters still mourn a lost leader and the idea of &
new age that never came. They will never know if i
ever would have.

His most dedicated opponents, moreover, con-
ceded that Kennedy was an engaging man — not
the least of his political assets. His Presidential
news conferences were the first 1o be lelevised live
and regularly, and for millions of viewers they es-
tablished — often by the alchemy of “nows man-

Il ~ his articuk his wit, his
sophistication, his apparent mastery of the details
of government and diplomacy. No President ever
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had had th o in action that gave
him, and 10 Americans he became more familiar
und recognizable, as have all Presidents since, than
the local mayor or Congressman.

Finally, as idolsters often oversinte, detractors
frequently underrate the Kennedy record in office.
It was by no means negligible. He broke, for In-
stance, the centuries-old taboo against a Roman
Catholic President, exposing-other taboos to the
light of reason. He became the first Presi-
dent to call the struggle of American blacks for full
equality ““a moral issue'" — brave words at the
time, earning him a special place in the respect and
affection of black Americans,

And though Kennedy’s cold warrior inaugural ad-
dress is more widely quoted, his most mesmorable
words came In Lhe lnst months of his life, in his
speech on June 10, 1063, a1 American University. He
called on the nation, in what was then & risky and
challenging change from years of hostility, to re-ex-
nmine its-attitude toward the Soviet Union,

“In the final analysis,” he declared, “our most
hasic commeon link is that we pil inhabit this small
planei. We all bresthe the snme air, We sll cherish
our children's fulure. And we are all mortal

Sowe all are, as was John Fltzgerald Kennedy,
Despite the imperial trappings of the Presidency
and his own glitlering aura, he kngw that well
enough. But in the soul-shaking yenrs since his
death, as between disillusionment and legond,
Americans have chosen legend — s i (o
hald in memaory their own sense of themselves and
their couniry as they most wished them to be, as
they used to believe they were, ,
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