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The Presidency of John Kennedy is no more then a dreem to me.
Most of whet I remember about him is very blurred snd probably
comes from books and old megezines which I read in greest volume
after he dieds I wes unewere of him during his administretion,
although after the killing in Delles I tried herd to remember whet
the Kennedy yeers were like end ceme up with o few scattered
memories: our second grede cless voting for him in our own "roise-
your-hend" election, o TV news conference where he smiled o greet
deel, @ newspeper picture of him kneeling ot the greve of his dead
son.

The essessinotion itself wes different. Like most people 1
cen remember very well the events thet took place that doy. I wes
in fifth grede end our cless wes in the middle of some srithmetic
problems, frections, I thinke I heted them passionetely, so, when
Mr. Cahill, one of the eighth grede tesachers ot our school walked
into the room without knocking, I wes gled end weotched him whisper
something to our teacher, She said, "Oh, no," out loud ond the
cless looked up ot her expectently. She shook her heod 2nd Mr,.
Cehill went out. We asked her to tell us, but she told us to go
back to work. Mr, Cehill returned o minute leter and confirmed
whot he told her before and she #gein protested with en "oh, no,"
8t which he enswered, "oh, yes, look out the window." Our row was
near the window; we looked out snd sew nothing. Then one of the
boys seid, “"They're toking down the fleg," ond our teacher burst

into tesrs. President Kennedy wes shot #nd dead in Texeos.
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The loudspeaker ceme on and the principel asked us to say a prayer,

My sister and I found each other ofter dismissal and welked
out in a8 daze. Most of the teachers we passed were crying, our
principal had red eyes and other kids were crying too. We knew we
should feel some shock, but we started to welk home without much
feeling, es we quietly told each other how our respective home
rooms leerned of the news., A neighbor picked us up and between
gobs in her kleenex informed us that Vice-President Johnson hed
~ been shot too. She let us off down the rosd from our house. Walking
up, we met some kids who told us thet Johnson had hed & heort attack
Later of course, we discovered that both stories were untrue. I
decided I hoated both Johnson end Texas: Johnson just for being
alive, and Texas because he ceme from there. It must be an ewful
plece to heve people living there who would shoot President Kennedy.

After the cssessination, I begen to buy all kinds of magazines,
books, pictures &nd even bubble gum cerds which told the story of
President Kennedy's life, his femily, his wer edventures, his sense
of humor. I begen to meafure everything by the assessineation yeers:
I wes born ten yeears before 1963, my brother two years after it.

He would never know © President Kennedy os I begen to believe 1
had. He would never know o time of security end confidence &nd
peece s 1 had, #nd I merrveled ot how he would even be 2ble to
live. It wos impossible: the world wesn't right ond wouldn't be
until President Kennedy wes back.

Looking beck now from the venlage point of the seventies,
historiens heve begun to discuss JFK #s & cold warrior willing to
‘risk nucleor woer with Russie, too esger to prove himself & tough
opponent to Krushchev.e He is criticized for his part in the Bay

of Pigs end for embroiling the United Stotes in Vietnom, Hig
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Inaugural Address helped form America's imege 2s policeman of the

world. Some say his term was too short to do much, but that what
he did do wes not good.

The criticism might be justified., It is difficult for me to
be objective: the whole idea of Kennedy, the early sixties and his
administration is an emotion-packed topic that evokes thoughts of
idealism in politics, the good men cen do for his fellow man, the
Peace Corps, humor, vitelity, vigor, a new start, youth. Separating
Kennedy the man from Kennedy the office holder, the mertyr from
the policy meker, the hero from the administrator is difficult be-
couse of the illusions, the myth, the legend that surrounds the
reality.

Contrast JFK and his presidency to those men immedistely pre-
ceding and following him., Dwight Eisenhower's terms in office
spanned the fifties, seemingly & lax, even dull, inactive time
cherscterized by & good neatured grin and & golf beg. Lyndon Johnson,
& big men with good intentions, elected by one of the greatest
lendslides in history, found his wer policy opposed first by the
youth in Ameriea, and later the grester populece, end wolunterily
left office after one term. Another greet winner by e wide margin
in 1972, Richard Nixon beceme the greet deceiver, with no @pperent
good intentions for enyone but himself, e#nd he too has met his
Waterloo.

Ageinst these men, John Kennedy hed o style; grece, vitalitys
o golden boy with personelity which ceme ecross on the television
sets, He seemed to stend out s o new kind of politician—-no
wheeler-dealer he, with ciger clenched between teeth, meking deels
in o smoke-filled backroom for votes. Kennedy gove the illusion

of being obove dirty politics, &nd through television, appecled
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to what mony people wented to see, hear ond believe obout politics,

politiciens e&nd the Americen wey of life.

When I think of Kennedy now, I think of his drive for excel-
lence, his ideas of ambition 2nd competition, his striving to be
the best. Not just for him personslly, but for his staff, young,
vigorous men like him, snd for the nation es & whole. Kennedy
raised hope that Americe could be o gisnt among netions, strong
and benevolent, firm end just, supportive to her friends., Kennedy
mede us believe that politics could be ideslisticelly motiveted,
and theat the U.S. was the greatest nation of the world. We be-
lieved him beceuse we wanted to believe him, end in doing so, over-
extended our reach in foreign affairs, lesding to & big shock &nd
disillusionment when we foiled in Vietnem. By giving us illusions,
0llowing us to hope, filling us with images of things that were
not but could be, Kenmnedy left us & legecy of despeir, futility
end disillusionment.

He, the imoge of super-~lesder was destroyed end the imege of
super—-Americe he helped to create wes destroyed too. Not exactly
by the men who followed him, but by the men who followed his pol-
icies, who odvoceted whet he seemed to advocete. If he hodn't
died, would we be &s confused end misdirected s we sre now? Per-
heaps he would have pulled beck in Vietnem insteed of getting mired
there o8 Johnson did. Perhops we misinterpreted his idesls end
policies: things needn't hove gone so bedly. Meybe it took =@
Kennedy to succeed in Kennedy inspired dreems. Probebly not, the
record seems to point the other way., One of the tragedies of the

Kennedy killing is thot we will never know.
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In December 1969, journslist Richard Rovere, bold enough to
venture into the recent past, & thicket avoided by historiens,
looked back at the expiring decade. He pictured the 1960's as &
grim period of imperialistic greed, racism, violence, vulgarity,
hidden poor and aliensated youthe The contempt for the democratic
process shown by oll segments of society in the prewious ten years
convinced Rovere "that we mey never achieve the ciivility’ end the
stability thot mokes o society tolereble." The title of his New

York Times Megezine erticle ( December 14, 1969 ), "This Slum of

& Decade" contrests sherply with the hopefulness thet underley,
Jdohn F. Kennedy's inesugurel chellenge "esk not whet your country,
cen do for you; ask whet you cen do for your country." While
reerlists might temper both the pessimism of Rovere end the image
building of Kennedy, few will disagree thet the optimism of 1960
hed soured long before 1973.

Americe's fall from grace must be pleced ageinst the backdrop
of the brief Kennedy pwesidency. The herd side of his one thousond
days in office, meesured in legisletion ond treeties, wos morked
by continuity with the Eisenhower pest. A confirmed cold werrior,
Kennedy jolted recklessly from the Bey of Pigs, through the Berlin
crisis, into escealation in Vietnem, sand finally to the brink of
nucleer wer over the Russisn missiles in Cube., Only in his lest
yeer did Kennedy adopt 2 policy of restreint with the opening of
the hot line with Moscow and the signing of the nuclesr test bon
treaty. At home his track record wes equelly dreb. Wery of the

clout of Southern Democrats he did not chempion Negro rights: until
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forced to by events, When he sctied he did so decisively by order-

ing troops to assist James Meridith become & student at the Univer—
sity of Mississippi, and, a few months later in May 1963, to con-
trol the police in Birminghem, Alabema, Until Kennedy reluctsntly
aceepted the need for a tax reduction to stimulate & faltering
economy in 1962, New Frontier economics was comfortebly orthodox.

Yet to judge the Kennedy presidency in strictly quentitatiwe
terms is inadequate., It is 8lso necessary to recognize the mys-—
tigue surrounding the Hearverd eristocrat, Hendsome, sophisticated,
zestful, Kennedy exuded confidence that Americe was able to control
its destiny. The inheritor of a liberel tredition with roots deep
in New Deal s0il, he brought into government intellectuals who
shared his belief thet rational thought, scientific method, tech-
nology, educetion, and economic growth could s#meliorate sociel ills,.
The Pence Corps, federnl support for the arts, defisnce ¢of Roger
Blough of United Stetes Steel were more importeant as spirituel
berometers then es precticel accomplishments. Kennedy the symbol
was larger then Kennedy the fact.,

Martyrdom added a potent dimension to the Kennedy image, and
gave Lyndon Johnson, an accomplished legislative tacticsn, the
opportunity to weld substence to slogens. Between 1963 and 1965
major laws were pessed in the areas of civil rights, education,
health, and urben problems. A Southern President guided the first
Civil Rights Act in almost 100 years through Congress. A rursl
President declared wer on poverty in city ghettos. Medicere, ex-
tending health care to the aged, wes enected over the objection of
the Americen Medicel Association and other vested interests. dob
Corps, VISTA, Model Cities beceme hallmerks of the Greet Society.

In foreign affeirs LBJ moved just es deftly. Armed with o carte
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blanche from Congress in the Gulf of Tonkin Resolution Johnson

hunted victory in Vietnem by ordering the bombing of the North in
Februery 1965, and, six months later, sending American ground
troops into combat,

By 1967 the liberal consensus begen to come apert, the victim
of one glaring failure and some limited successes. The Tet offen~
sive in January 1968 proved to meny theat the United States could
not win in Vietnem. Democretic Senstors like McCarthy, Fulbright,
and McGovern demended a reesppreisal of our Asien policy. Intellec-
tuels like Willism Sloane Coffin presided over draft cerd burning
ceremonies on college cempuses. The meagsive sociel legisletion of
the Great Society heightened awereness and stimulated expectoations
of minority groups. In the letter helf of the decede summer riots
in mejor cities, and the growing eppeel of Black Power spokesmen
testified to the continuing gep between the ideal of equelity and
the reslity of second class citizenship. Culturel minorities
borrowed the rhetoric end teactics of the civil rights movement to
press demands for greater sharing of power. Liberated womert
challenged traditionel sex roles. Students for o Democretic
Society (SDS) riled compuses from Berkeley to Morningside Heightse
Fraogmentation of society into hostile units reached penic propor-
tions in the summer of 1968, The murder of Mertin Luther King im:
April end Robert Kennedy in June, followed by whet Connecticut
Senotor Abe Ribicoff termed the "Gestoapo tectics" of the Chicago
police ot the Democrotic Notionel Convention which sent shivers
up the national spine.

Steadily the netionel mood shifted, A beleguered middle
class resentful of pushy minorities, burdened by texes, appalled

by "elternetive" life styles which incorporeted drugs, rock, and
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sexuel permissiveness,lesshed bocke Richard Nixon end George

Wellece, opperling to this feear, were rewarded ot the polls in
1968, Nixon in the White House set out to reassert old-feshioned
velues., The Supreme Court wes sheped in & more conservetive imege.
Black Penthers were brought to triesl while Ohio Nationsl Guardsmen
were not. As part of A Southern strategy civil rights were soft-
pedoleds The wer on poverty was terminated, and wes replaced by
whet Gery Wills called o "wer on the OEO, busing, end welfere,"
Withdrawal from Vietneam and detente with Chine were arranged with-
out admitting defeat or a chenge in policy.

The notion thet history repeats itself is a populer one.
Economists have long argued over the 20 year boom-bust cycle.
Arthur Schlesinger Sr., thirty years ago, wrote that Americen
history 2lternated between liberal and conservetive eres., In &
recent book on the Presidency his son, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., re-
merked thet corruption returned to Americen government every 50
years, This brief glence 2t whet hoppened to the United Stetes
since Kennedy suggests the possibility of enother cyclicel pattern,
this time & psycholgicel one. Could it be thet the noational temper
alternates between confidence e#nd spprehension? If the hope-feor
cycle does have & basis in fact, other intriguing questions occur.
Whet are the duretions of the swings? Where are we now? going

down? in the trough? or on the way up?



