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History in the First Person: Discussions
With Distinguished Americans

n the fall of 1991, the Library

lunched a new program,

“History in the First Person:
Discussions With Distinguished
Americans.” The program marks
the seventy-fifth anniversary of
John F, Kennedy's hirth and
the thirtieth anniversary of the
Kennedy administration. Financial
support is being provided by the
Lowell Instmure and an anonymous
donation tw the Kennedy Library
Foundation,

The series will bring o the Ken-
nedy Library men and women who
plaved significant roles in Ameri
can public affairs, as participants
or commoentators, during the vears
1961 w 1991, They will be people

uniquely qualified to discuss both
the history of the period and the
condition of our nation and the
world in the 1990s,

Each wvisit will include a break-
fast or luncheon meeting for ap-
proximately fifty people at which
the guest will speak for rwenty
minutes and answer questions for
an hour. Many guests will also speak
at larger public forums andior con-
ferences organized for studenis,
teachers, political, business, profes-
sional and labor leaders, and others.

The discussions will focus on
the contributions these distinguish-
ed men and women have made to
their country—how each has made
a difference—and on the way in

Dy Henry Kissinger addressing a gropp of civic and corporate leaders
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“The ignovance of ane voter in
a democracy impairs the security
af all.”

John F. Kennedy
Address, Vanderbilt University
May 18, 1963

which their perceptions of various
events, decisions and leaders have
evolved in the last thirty years,

The Library will publish a book
or collection of reports on the visits
and prepare material for classroom
use, The information gathered will
add o the documentation in the
archives of the Kennedy Library,
contribute to the Library's mission
of teaching about American politics
and recent history, and assist in
placing the major political develop-
ments of these decades inta his-
torical perspective.

The first guest in the serics was
Henry Kissinger and the second
James Farmer,

Dr. Kissinger spoke at a
luncheon at the Library

on October 31, 1991. The
following are excerpts from
his remarks:

“I recall with great pride and
wirmth my brief association with
the Kennedy Administration. It was
an extremely exciting period. [ had
the privilege of knowing both the
President and Robert Kennedy, and
whenever possible associated my-
self with their unigue combination
of progressive domestic policy and
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a firm foreign policy. Later on, our
paths diverged somewhat.”

“The first President | had ever
met was Harry Truman while 1 was
working in the Kennedy Admin
istration. | remember asking him
what he was most proud of — what
achievement he considered o be
the most significant. And he said
something very American: "We
defeared two enemies wlly, and
we brought them back into a com-
munity of nations. Only Americans
could have done that!

1 cannot imagine any other na
tion transferring technology the
way we did to enable Japan to
become a competitor of such
magnituce, Other nations might
have helped on relief, but it was
a very American thing o assume
that the stronger other nations
are, the beer it is for us”

“I think President Bush knows
more about foreign policy than
any other leader today in either
party. He is extraordinarily skillful

i
des:

in the tactical handling of issucs

as they arise, One problem every
President has s 10 make sure that
he is addressing the important as
well as urgent. The endency is for
the urgent to drive out the impor
tant, 1 would have o say in all fair-
ness that most statesmen probably
do not spend enough time reflec-
ting on where they are heading as
they do on handling contingencies.”

Mr. Farmer spoke at a breakfast
at the Library on December 5,
1991. The following is a look
at his contributions to the
civil rights movement:

by Nick Bryant

“We were in a war thirty years
ago. It was a kind of second civil
war. Our activists were soldiers,
non-violent though they were. It
wias a war without violence on
our part, but a war nevertheless.”
The "war’ o which James Farmer
refers, of course, was the struggle
for black equality which convulsed
American socicty throughout the
19605, the soldiers, the countless

James Farmer, noted civil righis leader, meets with a group of middle
and bigh school teachers during bis visit to the Kennedy Library,

activists whom he and others led
in their atemps w break down
the remaining vestiges of de jure
segregation in the South and de
facto discrimination in the North.

Although James Farmer was rela-
tively unknown outside the civil
rights movement at the time of John
E Kennedy's election in November,
1960, he had established himself
as one of the leading figures of
the second reconstruction by the
time of the President's death. His
increased prominence was largely
the result of the 1961 ‘Freedom
Rides" which he initiated in an at-
tempt to dramatise the prevalence
of lim Crow in interstate transpor-
tation and o st a recent Supreme
Court decision banning segrega
tion on buses and at bus terminals.
Groups of young activists, trained
in the principals of Ghandian non-
violent protest, boarded a Grey-
hound bus in Washington and
headed South. Fire bombs were
thrown onto the bus and the riders
were kicked and beaten as they fled
from the burning bus after they
where stopped by a white mob on
the outskirts of Anniston, Alabama.
The following day, police officers
looked on and FBI officers merely
ook notes as the riders were set
upon at the bus terminal in Birm-
ingham, Alabama.

Prior to the bus burning at An-
niston, Farmer had been informed
of the death of his father and re-
turned home for the funeral, He
was reunited with the riders when
they reached Montgomery. Again,
their lives were threatened when
an angry mob encircled the church
where Martin Luther King had
joined with the riders for a service
of thanksgiving. With a thin line
of US Marshalls as the congregation’s
only protection and with the intro-
duction of roops increasingly im-
minent, Robert Kennedy elephoned
King and asked for a ‘cooling-off
period’. King relayed the message
0 Farmer whose caustic reply was







