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JOHN F. KENNEDY--10 YEARS LATER: A PERSONAL EVALUATION
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LORRAINE N. OSTERGREN

A fourteen-yesar 0ld high school freshmen herdly expects to
heve enything unususl or disruptive occur 2t an ultre-conservetive
school such at Portlend Sr. High School in Portlend, Connecticut.
Each dey is similer to every other dey; the only thing worth noting
Monday through Fridey during the school year is the 2:30 dismissal
bell. But this student would heave thenkfully welcomed thsat same-
ness, even dullness, hed she known shead of time whet November 22
held in store, Sitting in an art cless, struggling with & project
thet showed zero ability, I hed no ides that the industriel arts
class next door hed just finished repeiring o dusty old redio. And
I hod less of an ider thet the first words the boys end their
teacher would hear would be the jumbled, frentic words of & news-
men seying something sbout the President being shot.

But those things happened. The industrial arts teacher re-
ported the news to my art cless, left the room, then returned to
signal a thumbs-down verdict: the President had sustained & bullet
to the brain; there existed little ceuse for hope. I remember
thinking that maybe everybody wos wrong. Meybe Kennedy hed only
been slightly wounded, shot in the shoulder perhaps. After all,
that's the way it wes on television-—-the hero often shot, but never
seriously. What happened next is still (somewhat surprisingly) too
personal and peinful to include in & college essey. Those events
belong to me personally, and I will not reveal them for strengers
to exemine, Perheops it is still too soon for that. Suffice it to
sey that I could not hoave felt more grieved end inconsolable then

if my best friend head died. Worse still was the overpowering need
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to stey "cheined" to the television in the deys that followed. The

funcrel services were incredibly peinful to watch, yet I literelly
could not turn ewey from them, Why thet wes so is o still unen-
swered question,

Ten yeers leter I find it is possible to feel less subjective

about Kennedy 25 2 president. Evelueting his edministretion, one

finds contredictions., His edministretion brought much promise end
much denger. His administrotion brought politicel skill snd feilure
The Bey of Pigs, the Kennedy/Khruschev Vienns conference, end the
Cuben missle crisis are cited os Kennedy's mejor downfells, T .will
leave it to the historions end politicel scientists to wrestle with
thet problem, For me it is enough to reelize thet the United States
come miserably end terrifyingly close to nuclesr wer. (I cen re-
member my junior-high school science teacher seying thet #1ll would
die soon &t the honds of the Russiens ond Kennedy.) Then there is
Kennedy's Asien policy. Regerdless of how historiens end politicel
scientists evoluote it, one must remember thet Kennedy expressed
the strong belief thet to withdrew U,S. forces from Asia would con-
stitute o grove misteke. And regerdless of speculntion 28 to whet
Kennedy would heve done regerding Vietnem hed he lived, one must
pcknowledge thet Kennedy's policy widened the U.S. role in Vietnem.
It is, then, almost simple to criticize Kennedy's politicel
weaknesses. Simple until one remembers thet with four words one
men endeared himself to thousands and trensmitted real hope to &
stricken nation., When Kennedy told & West Berlin crowd "I am @
Berliner™, I believe many Americans felt almost es touched and
hopeful 2g the Berliners who cheered him. And onec must remember
too that Khruschev, that Eastern dictetor who never could convinc-
ingly fill the tyrent’s role, eventually ceme to respect the young

UsS, President.
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Most clear is the fact that the line between objectivity and

subjectivity remeins very narrow when rethinking Kennedy's in-
fluence, Why wes he so specisl to so meny? Why wes he so special
to me? When Kennedy cempeigned for the presidency, I wes an eleven-
yeer old sixth-grader., A cleass project required o cendidetes scrop-
book. Well, moybe beceuse the Kennedy/Nixon cempeign wes the first
of which I wes truly ewere, I tockled thet project with totel joy
and enthusissm. Maybe beceuse I was on eleven-yeer old girl who
epprecieted o hendsome foce, Kennedy's picture section fer out-
weighed Nixon's, And meybe the foct thet I was Cetholic end, even
&t thet young cge, strongly ewere of enti-Cotholic prejudice in my
WASP hometown elso influenced my feelings.

But that wes thirteen yeers ogo; the sssessinstion, 10 yeers
©go. Now comes the time to ask, how would I resct to Kennedy todey?
Pleying hypotheticel question ond onswer gemes is hormless enough;
let me indulge myself here. If Kennedy wes to be & 1976 presiden-
tiel cendidete, would I vote for him? Probebly not. The reason
is simples I have chenged, I om 24 now, not eleven., I'm no
longer Catholic, I'm sctive in the women's rights movement.
Working for on orgenizetion such os Zero Populetion Growth or
Plenned Perenthood is on increesingly ettroctive possibility. This
lest point moy not eppeear relevent but Kennedy wes Cotholic, &
devout Catholic, I would heve to ask myself: How would he react
to nationwide ebortion lew liberelizeation? Would he help hinder
such legisletion? This mey be o smell, even insignificent point
to some; it is on extremely vitel point to me. A presidentisl
version of Thomes Meskill would be intolereble considering my
feelings regerding obortion aend women's rights. I would hove to
osk myself the question o2bove and base & voting decision on my own

enswers, Finelly, I've choenged in that I no longer easily prectice
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the kind of hero-worship thet I undoubtedly felt 28 on eleven-yeer

old.

Thet I would not vote for Kemnedy todey only reflects my own
subjectivity; it in no wey reflects o disrespect for Kennedy the
men.... When Kennedy wes shot, I grieved meinly becouse en eppeeling
‘and hope-inspiring men hed been brutelly murdered, not so much
because the United Stotes had. lost o president. (Besides, 2ll
Americen children et thet time knew ossessinetions only heppened
win foreign countries or so meny yesrs sgo in Americea,) Wetching
documenteries on Kennedy brings: back -the -horror eand often’ the tears,
But more -epporent now is the sterk realizetion that Kennedy never
hed "a° chemce to prove himself cepeble of presidentisl responsi-- -
bilities; he wes senselessly denied thot chence., It is illogicel
to glorify Kennedy as & resction to o brutel sssassinetion; it.is

equelly callous to. condemn him, knowing he cennot offer e defense.



