The Art of Biography:
The Fitzgeralds and the
Kennedys

by Doris Kearns Goodwin

years ago, [ began a pro-
hat I anticipated would

take three years to complete.

Committed to recapturing the
tale of the Kennedy family
from the days of immigration
tor the first Catholic president,
I immersed myself in the lives
of three generations of the
Fitzgeralds and the Kennedys.

Writing about these great
tamilies, beginning with the
baptism in 1863 of Rose
Kennedy's father, John Francis
Fitzgerald “Honey Fite,” and
ending with John Kennedy's
presidential inauguration in
1961, has been a lesson in
crafting a book.

It was after completing two
vears of research; of standing
at the corner of Park and Bea-
con Strects where “'Honey
Fitz'” was a newsboy and

where he saw the stately life of
Beacon Hill for the first
time—an experience that fired
his imagination all his life, of
pouring through old cxams at
Boston Latin School and read-
ing dozens of old papers; that 1
learned there were hundreds of
cartons of Joseph and Rose
Kennedy's papers in a back
room at the Kennedy Library.
For years these papers had
been stored in the Kennedy
offices in New York and the
attic of the Kennedy home in
Hyannis Port before being
transferred to the Library for
safekeeping.

In the fall of 1979 [ was per-
mitted 1o use the secemingly
endless collection of papers
and memorabilia. The first day
inside I realized they were a
biographer's dream, Both Rose
and Joseph Kennedy had saved
everything from their school
report cards to ticket stubs to
thousands of letters they wrote
their children.

None of these papers had
been processed. It was proba-
bly another two years before |
came up from under, but |
emerged with my own feel of
the two pivotal characters of
Joe and Rose Kennedy that
muade all the difference in my
subsequent interviews.

For example, | had inter-
viewed Rose Kennedy earlier
but had wuched only that
layer of memory on the sur-
face. Now | could bring pic-
tures from scrapbooks and
letters written by her Slowly a
new layer of memory opened
up. I felt that rather than tak-
ing something away by inter-
viewing her I was giving her
the fruits of my research. |
returned the past to her and
she opened up abour it,
remembering in vivid details
things and feelings she
wouldn't have thought of or

remembered before.

Through understanding the
forces at work within the first
generations of the Kennedys
and the Fitzgeralds, 1 have
tricd o present a more com-
plex portrait of JFK than we
have had before. Just think of
all the strains pouring into this
one young man. His immigrant
roots, the appreciation of the
symbols and pageantry of his
Church, the old ideal of the
merchant princes and the
aristocratic families of Boston,
the appreciation of organiza-
tional skills and the political
machine, and perhaps most
important of all, a sobering
understanding of the arbitrari-
ness of life and death.

To be a historian is to place
the facts in context, to dis-
cover what things mean, o lay
before the reader vour recon-
struction of time, place and
mood, to empathize even
when you disagree, You read
all the relevant material, syn-
thesize all the information,
speak to all the people you can
and then write it all down,
hoping to shape the story in
such a way that a magic trans-
formation takes place in which
the past is once again, for a
fleeting moment, brought to
life.
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