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Writing Robert Kennedy's
Biography

by Arthur Schlesinger, fr.

Ehen Ethel Kennedy pro-

osed that | write a biography
of Robert Kennedy, mine was
the typical historian’s
response: T asked first about
Robert Kennedy's papers. For
manuscripts form the back-
bone of research, at least in
writing modern history.
Memory has its uses, but
memory, let us face it, is falli-
ble. Documents have their
limitations too. Sometimes
they are written for the record
and mislead more than they il-
luminate. 5till, they provide
contemporanecus testimony
and serve as a check on as
well as a stimulus to memory.

Robert Kennedy's papers
were in his wife’s possession,
and she made them available
o me without precondition.
After 1 completed my work,
the papers were transferred to
the government and deposited
in the Kennedy Library, where
they rest today. In the mean-
time, | savored the endless joy
of manuscript research. [ don't
know quite how to explain
that pleasure. It is partly the
renewed, vivid presence of
people who have passed into
history; partly the anticipation
and excitement of discovery,
turning over a page o come o
a new fact, a new insight, a
new relationship; partly, I sup-
pose, the interest we all dis-
creditably have in reading
other people’s mail. Anyway it
is great fun, and the hours fly
by with astonishing rapidity.

Robert Kennedy's papers go
back to his childhood and
cover all the stages of his life.
I was entertained to find there

my own first contact with
him. In February 1954 he semt
a letter to the New York Times
condemning the Yalta agree-
ment. I dispatched a testy re-
ply, describing his letter as a
mixture of distortion and er-
ror. He sent a rebuttal to the
Times with a copy to me, in-
viting me to make a public

apology. 1 replied in like spirit.

The Times declined to print
the second round. John
Kennedy, much amused, said
o me, "My sisters are very
mad at you because of the let-
ter you wrote about Bobby.”

Documents sometimes ex-
pose the fallibility of memory.
I remember once lunching
with Dean Acheson when he
was working on his brilliant
memoir Present at the Crea-
fion. He arrived and proceed-
ed to complain about his capa-
ble and long-suffering secre-
tary. [ asked why he was so ir-
ritated. He said, “For years 1
have told the story of the
meeting in FDR's office in the
summer of 1941 when the de-
cision was made to freeze
Japanese assets in the United
States. [ have wld how the
President sat behind his desk,
and Cordell Hull and I sat in
front of the desk, and what
each of us said. Now my
damned secretary has looked
up the record of the meeting
and says that Cordell Hull was
not even there; he was sick
and away from Washingion
recuperating. Yet [ can close
my eyes and see him there.”
He paused and added ruefully,
“I guess [ told that story too
often.”” We all improve and
embellish in recollection.

The Robert Kennedy papers
were especially fascinating in
illustrating his extraordinary
capacity for growth. One saw
in them the transformation of
the prickly, cocky, censorious

yvoung man of the 1940s into
the tempered, ironic, compas-
sionate, creative political lead-
er of the 1960s. He possessed
to an exceptional degree what
T.5. Eliot called an “experienc-
ing nature,” and he remained
curious, questing, hopeful,
growing to the end.

That, I suppose, was the
theme of my biography. But
no single biography can ex-
haust a subject. Twenty-five
years ago the great Dutch
historian Pieter Geyl discussed
the fluctuating historical im-
ages of Napoleon in his book
Napoleon: For and Against.
“It is impossible,” Geyl con-
cluded, “‘that two historians,
especially two historians living
in different periods, should see
any historical personality in
the same light. The greater the
political importance of a
historical character, the more
impossible this is." Scholars in
years to come will immerse
themselves afresh in the
papers of Robert Kennedy,
make their own discoveries,
achieve their own insights. 1
envy them as they sit down in
the serenity of I.M. Pei's beau-
tiful Kennedy Library and
spread out the manuscripts on
the desk in the research room
and engage in that most en-
chanting of intellectual
adventures—historical
research.
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