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Oral History Interview 

with 

CLEMENT A. NORTON 

May 29, 1964 
Boston, Massachusetts 

By William Maloney 

For the John F. Kennedy Library 

MALONEY: Clem, one year ago tonight you were one of a 
very happy and privileged group of people who 
were first at the White House and then attended 

a presidential birthday party on the Potomac. How did you 
come to be invited to this? How did you get to know Presi
dent Kennedy Bo well? 

NORTON: First, I knew him when I used to give a birth-
day party to his grandpa, someone he loves. One 
of his first questions always was "Tell me about 

Grandpa, Clem." Grandpa was John F. Fitzgerald, the famous 
mayor of Boston, "Honey Fitz." He was a very young boy when 
he came up to the Hawthorne Room at the Parker House to 
Grandpa's parties. I didn't know him the first year. I 
said, "Who are you, youngster?" He said, "Grandpa's here." 
I didn't get it then. I said, "Were you invited? Do you 
know anyone here?" thinking he was one of the sons, perhaps, 
of one of the people that were inside. And, then, it 
dawned on me. I could see the Kennedy look. "Oh," I said, 
t'.'Grandpa is John F." "Yes." So I took him in to Grandpa. 
I took him in the back way to the head table, and Grandpa 
fell apart to see him. The family's very close. 

I 
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After that, years later, I'm coming out of the Boston 
Athena~um one day, acr6ss ~he street from the State House on 
Beacon Street. I had a lot of books ·,mder my arm. He came 
across the street, and he says, 11What 1 s those you got?" .I 
said, 11 I 1 m taking these out of the Athenaeum; I'm going to 
read them and put the whole story down in a few pages." "I 
want a copy of them." I said, "It wouldn't do youany good 
because it's my own type of shorthand, and I, only, would 
understand it." "I want it anyway." So I would make out, 
every now and then, a little sheet of what I had read of 
interest on any subject. He wanted it. I think that was the 
first close connection with him. 

When the birthday party came around, I didn't pay much 
attention to it. But I soon did. I'm coming out of the 
Athenaeum, and there's a police prowl car. "Clem, call this 
number." I said to the p:ilice officer, "Do you know what 
that number is?" I recognized it right away. It was his 
personal number at the White House. The policeman didn't. 
I said, "I will call him." Then I started to walk over to 
the hotel pay station, and I found one of the policemen 
following after me. I said, "I' 11 do it." "Oh," he said, 
"we got instructions to make sure you get to a telephone." 
Well, I said, "I will." Now, that was the President. 

MALONEY: And so the telephone call was your invitation to 
the party. 

NORTON: That was. I just called back and said, "I'll 
go." I arrived at the White House. The moment 
I showed this precious card that he had sent 

me, the man on the box jumped off the seat and started to 
take me down by the arm and, oh, he got very friendly. I 
said, "Look, that's all right. Now, show me just which 
direction to go. The back way l'd just prefer." So I went 
around the back. "Well, " he says, 11 you ought to go in this 
way, but you can go around the back." So, I'm not around 
there long until the champ himself, the real champ. 
And in his charming, boylike way, with a smile, he walked . 
around and said, "Hi, Clem." I said, "IIiya, Mr. President. 11 

I guess a dozen are there . If we were alone, I would have 

r 
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used the expression that I always used since I first met 
this youngster sitting in the dark outside the Hawthorne 
Room on the second floor of the Parker House: "Hi, kid." 
And he understood and wanted it that way with no one around~ 

MALONEY: When did you leave for the party on the Potomac? 
Could you describe that for us? 

NORTON: We start down--nice, big limousine waiting 
there; chauffeur with a liveried cap on him 
would bow to me with the door half open. 

There was no hurry. Anything that President Kennedy ran 
was run right. Marvelous! Everything like a military 
engagement. But you'd never know it, because he was so quiet 
and mannerly and nice about it; never raised his voice. 

Matter of fact, I think I was telling you before we 
opened up here, Vin. When the group'd be laughing at night 
about some joke that was said or something, he was the only 
man I ever knew in high office that I never heard laugh. His 
face! Marvelous grin with those pearly white teeth, about as 
fine a set of teeth I ever saw in a man his age. wonderful! 
But there was no "Ha, ha ha!" like the clown. He never did 
that. I think that he had a sense of discipline about him
self. Even as a boy, long before he ran for office, ! 
don't thipk he engaged in loud laughing. Now, don't ask me 
why. But that was one of the interesting idiosyncracies 
about this greatest of political figures that New England 
has given to the nation. 

Well, we start down. The only one in the machine with 
me, there were so many of them there to take care of the 
few, was Sargent Shriver. In ten minutes we were down to 
the wharf. The first thing that attracted me were about a 
dozen policemen's hats looking up on the level of the pier. 
I said, 11What are policemen doing down there with the uni
form hat just over the caplog?" I found they were standing 
On police boats. They wanted to see everything that ~as 
going on. That was a big attraction for them. The Presi
dent wasn't on the boat then. He came along about five 
minutes after I got there. No crowds. No nothing. Perhaps 
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forty people, all told, on the boat. Beautiful night. Sun
set. No evening could be better, and ycunever saw a nicer 
crowd. 

MALONEY: 

NORTON: 

MALONEY: 

Did the President have any response or take any 
notice of these policemen who were peering over 
trying to get a glimpse of him? 

Oh, always! Three waves of the hand and a smile. 
But it was done nice. 

And then he came aboard? 

NORTON: Then he, still smiling, came aboard. And he had 
what. . There's no man walking along 
Tremont Street now his age had plainer clothes. 

Just a dark, Oxford gray, his shirt and collar. . . . He 
never was a dandy, but always was fteat. 

MALONEY: Not ostentatious. 

NORTON: Oh, no, no. The most important man in the world, 
and look at him. If you met him on the street, 
you'd just think he was a graduate student over 

to Harvard. No, nothing about his clothes; nothing about 
his make-up; nothing about his talk, although his talk and 
his voice was different than any political character America 
has ever known. He was distinctive for his individuality on 
many levels. 
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Well, the moment he puts his foot on the boat, and the 
officers of the boat saluted him, he smiled and said, "That's 
okay. That's all right." That was the words he used: 
11 Do.l}. 1 t bother, boys. Don't bother." You'd be amazed. When 
the President of the United States comes - ~ong, the way the 
average person just falls apart, literally. All the time 
unhurried, just edging his way from the wooden pierhead 
onto this little gangway onto the Sequoia; would stop there 
talking to this one, talking to that one. It must have 
taken him three minutes on that little gangplank, talking 
to someone up .· there on the boat. vety, very natui~l. 
Well, he no sooner gets on the boat than the whistle blows, 
and we're off. The moment the boat starts, then the or
chestra starts. There were two orchestras; never a silent 
moment in the little dance hall. If you wanted to dance, 
you could dance the night through with no intermission 
whatever. So, some of the folks started right away to have 
a little spiel. The floor was polished beautifully; every
thing done. Here was the orchestra that was playing, and 
here was the other orchestra on the other side, waiting to 
come in when they got a little tired. The President said 
to uhe group doing nothing, "Boys, go down and get some
thing to eat for yourselves now. 11 

MALONEY: Did the President"dance with Mrs. Kennedy? 

NORTON: Just for thirty seconds. He doesn't like to 
dance. [Edward M. Kennedy] Teddy and [Robert 
F. Kennedy] Bobby love it. They were at it 

there during the whole business. I do~bt if they missed a 
dance. John F. loved to dance, the Grandpa. John F. would 
go to a dance here in Dorchester and take three collars 
with him. He used to tell me, laugh and say, 11 Y-11hy not? 
And in the days b e for e there was any of this so-called air 
conditioning, I've danced the night through in Charlestown 
and in Dorche ster. I used to fool the ~ys. Their collars'd 
be all wrinkled, a nd I'd have one, two in my back pocket 
wrapped up in a couple of handkerchiefs. And I was always 

II neat and clean. 
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-6-

That was the President's grandfather. 

That was Grandpa, as the President called him. 

What about the refreshments? Did he super
vise this, too? 

He supervised everything that he had any contact 
with, in a quiet way. You'd never know it. Oh, 
the minute I took the first little touch of 

hors d'oeuvre, I said, "That's that famous French chef I've 
heard about." I hadn't tasted anything as nice as that 
until I remembered back to the famous Paris restaurant. 
I knew right away it was the French hors d'oeuvre type that 
he had there. The foods. • . What was it? A hot night 
in May, a nice ni~ht. Well, there was a little cold buffet, 
a small, little table. You didn't have to touch it. 
Remembe~, dinner hadn't come yet. The first thing I touched 
was a little piece of lobster. Beautiful, New England, 
North Atlantic lobster--I can tell. The lettuce, crisp, ripe 
from Salinas, California. I'd poked around downstairs 
amongst the stewards' group. "Where did you get that nice 
lettuce?" "Oh, that's the best. Trat's been thrown in. 
That's the President's, you know." I said, "Where from?" 
"Oh, the finest place. California." I said, "Salinas?" 
"That's it!" The fellow went and looked at it. That's 
where the lettuce, Vin, that you like at your house now, the 
chances are, came from the Salinas area of Southern Cali
fornia. And on and on and on. I never was at a party like 
it for finesse, for niceness. Not too long; we were all off 
the boat at midnight. 

MALONEY: Well, we don't want to conclude the party. Did 
you have an opportunity to observe the President 
on this birthday party? Did he appear to be 

enjoying it? 
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NORTON: He was everywhere. He was just one of the 
party. The only time he sat down was at the 
general meal. We were pretty well filled 

up before you sat down with this hors d'oeuvres and these 
knickknacks and beautiful food. You couldn't resist them . 
I don't care, who the man was, on a diet trying to get off 
weight. If he had to face what was present there on that 
yacht, he'd do considerable nibbling at that beautiful 
chicken salad, at the nice, plain slices of chicken. Then, 
if you didn't like the white chicken, yru.could have a little 
white turkey breast, or you could have the dark meat if you 
went for the dark instead of the white. I had never seen 
anything like it, not too much~ not too little, just right. 
Everything. 

MALONEY: Did you have an opportunity for any conv~rsa
tion that night with Mrs. Kennedy? 

NORTON: · Jackie? Oh, sure. Jackie was around like the 
President and talking to everybody. Oh, sure. 
She says to me, "Hello, Clem." "How do you know 

my name's Clem?" She says, "I know you. You're Norton." 
"How do you know me? I mean nothing to you .. _f9lks • I know 
the President, and I know the Senator and Bobby, but I 
wonder how you. . . . 11 Remember, there's forty. ·.people. 
110h," she said, "recently, you've been the subject of con
versation here. You've had a lot of conversations with Teddy 
recently, and he's been telling us all about you. I know 
you." That 1 s Jackie. 

MALONEY: Did the President kid or talk with you on board 
that night? 
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NORTON: A half a dozen. . . You couldn't miss him. 
You didn't have to go to him; he came to you. 
You must never go. He was the type. When he 

wanted to talk to you, you'd know it. And the moment he 
wanted to stop, I could tell by the glint in his eye. He 
had certain mannerisms. Walk right away. Don't you dare 
try to talk to the President if he felt, "Well, I've heard 
enough. 11 But he would throw enough questions at you, keep 
you going, knock you down, metaphorically, with the type 
of question. 

MALONEY: 

NORTON: 

MALONEY: 

So it was, a year ago, a genuinely happy occa
sion with the President, with his wife, among 
his friends? 

You never can imagine 
normal or more nice. 
nice party. 

anything happier or more 
It was a very normal and 

Just tell us now, Clem, if you would, how it 
ended. 

NORTON: Well, it ended with everyone singing something 
like "Hail, Hail, the Gang's All Here." I hap
pened to be standing close to the President, 

and he sang those three words. He wasn't a very good singer. 
Teddy is the best singer o£the three. Teddy's a . better 
singer than Grandpa, John F., was, and he was pretty good 
with his "Sweet Adeline." Teddy has a better voice than 
Grandpa. The President was not much at singing. He sang, 
"Hail, hail the gang's all here," very softly, but that's 
as far as he went. Later, I said to him,- "What's the other 
words to that? 11 "What the h ... are we here for? 11 He 
didn't know them. He wasn't much interested in singing as 
singing goes. 

MALONEY: And this is the way the party ended, with every
body singing • . 
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' Television Interview 

with 

CLEMENT NORTON 

November 24, 1963 
Boston, Massachusetts 

By William Maloney 

.... Boston to have a private conversation with 
the late President of the united states, was a 
good :ifriend of John F. Kennedy, and one who has 

been a good .:friend of mine for many years. At our micro
phone now is clement A. Norton, known to most Bostonians as 
Clem, a Boston attorney, a former Chairman of the Boston 
School committee and for years the state civil serv iqe 
Superintendent of Boston's famous commonwealth Pier. elem, 
I . know that at the corner of Trinity place and Stuart street, 
just opposite the Back Bay station, the Pre~ident's car, 
headed for the airport, stopped. The President rolled the 
window down, and you and the late President had a nice chat. 
I know that Dave Powers, his dear triend of Charlestown, sat 
alongside in the front seat along with the chauffeur and the 
Secret Service man. And now that the President is unhappily 
gone, elem, I wonder if you could tell· us about that con
versation. 

NORTON: I have thought about this situation long. I'm 
not doing anything on the spur of the moment. If 
he were living, I couldn't talk but I believe that 

something is owed to the people, to history, and our great 
former President is now history. Therefore, I'm~going to 
relate just what took place on that last talk outside the 
New England Electric Building. I didn't think anyone saw 
us. Now, what was said was this. I didn't know the Presi
dent was there. There were two cars went ahead and "I was 
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walking down from Dartmouth street on Stuart and I came 
abruptly to that acute corner, the side entrance of the 
Sheraton Plaza Hotel where the President stopped that 
night. Four weeks ago today on Sunday~ October the 20th, 
the President, in a car coming along practically 100 yards 
in back of the car in front of him, suddenly stopped. · Then , 
of course, the other two cars on Stuart street of secret 
servic e rren and police, they stopped but they were quite a 
distance away; perhaps 150 yards. He put down the window, 
I had previously spoken to him in his private suite at the 
hotel. He put down the window and he said, "Clem, how is 
Teddy dolng." I said, "Why should you ask about Teddy? 
Teddy's got something that you haven't got, that Bobby hasn't 
got. All of you brothers are different. Nature has made 
you different. You complement one another beautifully . " 
"Well," he said, "tell me about Teddy." "Don.':t you wor ry 
about Teddy." Now, I'd like to break in here and say what 
I said to him . I always called him by a n ame that I used 
towards people I considered a close personal friend. I 
said, "Listen, kid,"; now, when we were alone I used that 
but would never , never think of using that term in front of 
anyone that was listening. As a matter of fact, I waved 
to Dave Powers and said, "Back a bit there." Dave was sort 
of leaning over towards us. Dave was the man he liked to 
have with him. He felt relieved with him--a nice fellow 
from Charlestown here-Boston. Now I said, "Don't worry 
about Teddy, kid. Teddy's got something that you nor Bobby 
haven•t got. He's got a street personality, a first broach 

.,.Ji, personality. fle's got John F's [John F. Fitzgerald] 
approach . He reminds me of John F. He's remarkable. And 
he's got Bobby's logic. And he's got your head in many 
ways. You're a family, the first in world history that I 
can find at the Boston Public Library, the Boston Athenaeum, 
or the Harry Elkins Widener Library at Harvard, or the Tech 
Library there across the river. You're the first political 
family that I have been able to dig out that were bred, 
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literally bred, for politics, on both sides: Pat Kennedy's 
and John Fitzgerald's. Now, you three boys seem to have 
taken from your ancestors, each one of you something dif
ferent and something wonderful, but something that comple
ments each one of you." I never met a man that picked your 
mind like the President. Now, whether you like it or not, 
that's education, that's curiosity, that's the basis of all 
knowledge. I never had the President ask me a silly ques
tion. It was always on the target, something contemporaneous , 
and something of value. . 

Why, he said, "Do you think that Teddy has handled the 
constitution matter right?" Now, unless you have forgotten 
it, here was the constitution problem he was interested in. 
At the New York world's Fair they wanted the marvelous 
constitution at the Charlestown Navy Yard there as a drawing 
card, patriotic drawing card. There were two sides. One 
said don't dare send that constitution over to the world's 
Fair at New York; it may sink. It's ,sb old they have to 
take it out every year and turn it to the wind so that one 
side won't get too much wind. Well, that controversy went 
on here in Boston for a couple of months, patriotic groups1 

tourist groups, interested in holding it here, naturally. 
well, it all ended up okay. It's going to stay in Boston. 
The Navy Department said it might endanger the boat being so 
old, to bring it over there. Now, the President wanted my 
explanations just as I've given them to you. He didn't say 
a word when I had finished but was ready with a half dozen 
other questions quick, on contemporary problems that Teddy 
faced, as to why I thought Teddy handled them in a nice 
political manner. 

MALONEY: 

man? 

elem, about the late President himself, is it 
possible for you to express your feelings at this 
tragic act, this thing that has happened to this 
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NORTON: I don't know. I know I've lost a great friend. 
I walked by his former apartment on Bowdoin street 
only yesterday and I thought I saw him coming out 

of the door, for a moment, and. I said "Gee, this is terrific 
impact." I saw different things about him. He always would 

.~p · and talk to me and I always would get away. I wouldn't 
stay too long. I knew his type. well, when you ask me how 
I feel, I don't know. I know something - my life has been 
changed. How it's been changed, rron't know. I'm sure it 
hasn't been changed for the better. I have never in my life 
met a smarter man on all levels. And he had this weaknesses 
like all humans, the spots on the sun. I'll discuss that 
sometime with you in an objective way - but I have never met 
an individual of perhaps hundreds of thousands I have met and 
talked to, that made such an impress on me and the longer 
I knew him, the questions that he asked in this interview . 
that would take all afternoon, although we were only there 
about five minutes. The import of them, going right to 
basis of important subjects, picking everyone's mind .~that he 
thought might have a suggestion. Now, if you'd let me go a 
little longer in another one of the questions that came to 
him on that occasion was this. rt will just point up what 
I am trying i n a vague and roundabout and impossible way to 
bring into focus~ There was one thing that he never got 
over. The one thing that hurt him the most in my opinion , 
and you read the least of, or heard the least of, because 
nobody could shield himself better than the President when 
he thought it best so to do and it is necessary for a public 
man to know how to do such. The one thing in my opinon 
that he, upset him tremendously, shows the grandeur of his 
character too, was this, the 129 men that went to their 
deaths on the submarine. He never, never, never got over 
it. To the day of his death, that was on his mind. He 
wanted to know above all - he brought it up quickly, "What 
about the 129 men lost?" That's the way he put it to me. 
I said, "Well, . there's no answer. You ·might consider that 
while this terrible thing is in the public mind a:; d to pro-.. 
tect the men from another one of those, on these new and ~ar
velous submarines that allow us a free world, you might say, 
since we have something no oth~r nation has, you might con
sider for the time being." This is .what he liked, "Give them 
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an order quietly, that until we know a little more about them, 
if there's any question, just operate North the continental 
shelf that doesn't go down too far with a mother ship or two 
there ready if anything goes wrong, with these million and 
one little intricate things on these vessels." I said, 
"Even Admiral Rickover said he almost lost his life, not 
once but a number of times going down on them. Now, so 
that nothing will shock our people again like that, and to 
help others and to save others, you might consider in your 
own mind--just ask them to stay on the continental shelf 
where it isn't too deep." The continental shelf is where 
we get our fish, gives us orie of the greatest fishing 
grounds here off the North Atlantic. "You might even con
sider that." Now he didn' ,t say aye, yes cn:"no, but that's 
the kind of suggestions . that he liked. He'd either s9y 
t o himself, "You're crazy," or "You might have something 
there." Those things interested him. Public . psychology1 
crowd psychology, they interested him for the only good 
reason that there is. How he could do a better job for the 
American people and the world's people. 

MALONEY: 

NORTON: 

Clem, in your years of association with President 
Kennedy, what would you say was the outstanding 
attribute of his character? 

wanting to do the right thing and wanting to find 
out how to do that, picking your mind to try every
body to try and find out. 

MALONEY: I had an interesting conversation with Ris Eminence, 
the cardinal [Richard cardinal Cushing] , just last 

· evening in which he recalled some of the things 
which he knew intimately about John F. Kennedy and the 
cardinal made the remark that he had never heard the Presi
dent say an unkind thing about friend or foe. Did you 
find . . . 

I 
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NORTON: 

MALONEY: 

Nev<.~r , never. He wasn • t that type. He called 
that negative talk and negative thinking. so 
the cardinal was positively right . 

Let me ask you this . He maintain•ad a sma 11 
modest apartment on Bowdoin street. I ba.ve b e t.:! n 
there . Why was that? 

NORTON: Because h e was a very modest man himself per
sonally. I spoke to him about that. very average 
people go over him and under him. In many ways 

he was a common man, believe it or not. To be specific, I 
said . "Look, you can go out and have a nice suite somewher e , 
privately, in one of our nice hotels. Nothing nicer than 
our Greater Boston hotels." And he listened very atten-
tive and h e said, "Yes , but I like this. 11 Niilil•ilwhat was it 
he liked, I asked him. "W~..; ll," he said, "you know Joe 
Murphy?" Now what about Joe? Joe. was the janitor up 
there, c ame from Taunton, died here about a year ago. Joe 
loved him. I said , "Joe , let's get away from this hysteriu , 
President and United states senator and the great name of 
Kennedy in Boston. Why do you say you liked him?" "Well, 
of all the people we've had in here, we have just have 
average people, we're not what you call a high-priced apart
ment super," he said, "He's the only one that ever made me 
feel good in this respect. He'd call me in the morning when 
he woke up and he;Id say , "Joe, I'm hungxy. I'd lite a 
little something." And Joe would get on his j anitor 's stove 
and cook up, he knew just what the President liked. That's 
a ll the Pres ident would have to say. I said to the Presi
dent , "Why don't you let Joe cook your stuff on a little 
improvised stove h e 's got there instead of going next door 
to a high class A!A hote l wher e there 'v~all set up for nice 
breakfasts , b acon and sausag. e?" JJ.e liked this little 
sausage now and then. Funny abollt that, congressman , the 
great Senator [George w.J Norrisfloved sausage. I have a 
little file on the man and now, he said, "We ll, Joe does it 
nicer than anybody." Now Joe showed me 't-ime and aga~"Q . the 
plate I nothing but a single plate. And he Id have wanted'~~ 
the s ame thing. 
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It ' s an amazing thing that you and I demand different 
food for lunch and supper, dinner. we want something dif
ferent two or three times a week. But I'm trying to findout 
in the realm of food psychology why it is that the only 
meal we're satisfied with every day of the year is our 
breakfast. If we're used to a dropped egg, and we're used 
to a little orange juice, we don't try to change it, that's 
the only human meal in America today that we don't. That 
was what interested the President when I brought this up 
to him. That interested him . He said, "That's so, isn't 
it." That is what he was interested in--was knowledge that 
valid, tlat he could check. Now Joe would have two small 
glasses - thin. - The President liked a thin cool glass for 
his orange juice - about a four-ounce glass, not a six or 
eight ounce glass and he wanted it very cold. And Joe would 
have it in his ice chest ready for him. He showed me his 
glasses. They were in there all the time. They'd be nice 
and cold . well, Joe would have on that plate two little 
four ounce glasses of orange juice. He didn't want six 
ounces. He didn't want eight ounces. we're all very 
peculiar in our idiosyncracies. we want a glass of milk 
in a certain kind of glass. The late President Roosevelt 
wanted his coffee in the biggest mug you ever looked at, 
but that goes with us all. Now, also on that plate would 
be two dropped eggs and wheat toast, medium. Now, the 
President didn't like his eggs too soft or too hard. He 
didn't want any too much liquid showing on the white of the 

· -''" egg. Joe knew how to get that just_:.:right for him and he 
knew what kind of marmalade he liked-a certain type of rasp
berry marmalade he seemed to go for. And he had that for 
him. And then he had the bacon just right, a very important 
thing, how you like your bacon, crisp, medium or well-done. 
He knew how to do that so the janitor, Joe, in his overalls, 
literally coming up with that breakfast and the President 
would say, "Thanks, Joe, this is beautiful," and sit there 
in bed and eat. wanted privacy, you never would step into 
the room while he was eating that breakfast in th§t bed. 
Reminded me of the Pope, eating alone. I told him so, and 
a good thing. Many people want to eat alone. He was that 
type. He had many hours alone to think. well , that shows 
y ou about the president and his commonality, his lik~ness of 
c ommon people. Nothing brings that out in my mind bette r 



' 

ii 
-Z-

than--that is one of his great instinctive things. That 
makes him history. He'll go down in my mind with Lincoln. 

MALONEY: Another great friend of the President's was Dave 
Powers from Charlestown. How did that friendship 
begin and what was.its basis? 

NORTON: That's very natural to ask, for you and I to take 
likes and dislikes for various people. Most of 
our thinking is subconscious. we don't know why 

we think as we do. Much of it is genetics, heredity, the 
newest of the biolooical sciences. I don't know why I like 
certain things and dislike others. IC.bn't know and you 
don't know why certain people instinctively bother you. 
They're nice people. You're as much to blame as they are 
for feeling any dislike of them but neverthelesss that's 
human nature. Now, the President was great for getting 
among groups and siphoning out certain people and he ran 
into Dave when he first ran for congress over there and 
from the first moment he saw him, he liked him. I asked 
him that question--not once, but many times. Now, Dave is 
the type of individual that he felt at ease with, · he felt he 
could trust. Dave made him laugh, Dave had natural Irish 
humor, could see the humor in things when the President was 
inclined at times to be on the worrisome side. He'd lift 
him right out of the fog with a little Irish quip that was 
valid. That's why he liked him. we don't know why we like 
certain people and dislike others, that's our subconscious 
mind, but he loved Dave Powers. when he met [Harold] 
Macmillian, Macmillian, according to the report I got from 
an authoritative source, on the Beach, Macmillian said, "Who's 
that?" "Oh," he said, "That's an important man." No one 
knew Dave with the British troupe but he was. He was in 
there swimming when the President met with Macmillian down 
in the Bahamas, good Dave was. He gets a kick out of Dave. 
If Dave wasn't there, he'd send for him so he could look and 
see he was sitting there. Now, I can't explain that. 
Frank Stearns who was closest to [Calvin] Coolidge, said 
that in the first week Coolidge was in the White House he 
wanted me there. Not to ask me anything, not to do anything, 
he wanted me to walk through into his office and out again 
without saying anything three or four times a day and that 
sort of comforted him. Now, that's the only way from a 
psychological angle, a human behavior angle, that I can 



explain why the President liked Da ve powers. 

MALONEY: Let me ask you this, Clem. certainly, it was a 
happy time for the late Pre sident when h e visited 
Ireland , the birthpla.ce of his ancestors. I 

notice th13 t Mrs . Kennedy has requested that thirty members 
of the Irish Regiment attend the funeral and they are going 
to do so with Eamon o evalera. Did the President ever indi
cate to you that he was proud of his Irish ancestry? 

NORTON: Extraordinarily proud, like most Irishmen ar e . 
Today an Irishman throughout the world has done 
pretty we ll--he's gifted on many levels. He 's 

weak on some , like all. races. The pre sident always felt that 
he inherited from both Irish fathers on both sides, his 
mother's and his father's, Pat Kennedy a nd John Fitzge~ald , 

the qualitie s that made him President . Always when the eub
ject got on Ireland, "Where 's the best pla c e to spend a f ew 
days?" I said , "Parknasilla in Kerry. 11 "Why do you say 
that?" Oh , always picking your mind, you had to have docu
mentation that he could correct a nd find if you wer e giving 
him something that was invalid. Tha t's what I liked about 
him. You h ~d to be careful a nd oftentime s he'd say to you , 
"You were wrong on this, Norton . 11 Now, I said, "Mr. Presi
de nt , " at time s I would alternate betwe en those two , 
"You measure me in the same category that you do others on 
that level. I don't claim to be right all the time at all . 
I insist on saying that to you. But you must check me a nd 
measure me in that category with others you've asked the 
s!f.!me question o f ." He was grea t for that. Did he ask about 
Ir e l a nd? 



MALONEY: 

REEL #2 

.MALONEY: 

Yes. 

l4 -ur-

elem, let's continue. what ever did the P>=esi
d.ent have to say to you about his Irish ances.try 
or I .r e land? 

.NORTON: First; he wanted me to keep t~llin9 him about John 
F. The Senator is the same way. If ~ I met the 
senator today on the street, ffTell me about 

Gre ndpa. 11 The public little unduretands how cohesive, how 
unified this family was. 

MALONEY; And is. 

NORTON: And is. ltis a beautif\ll quality in a world wher t.: 
the average broth~r , if he mee ts a little success , 
doesn't talk, oftentimes , to the members of the 

family. The more successful these folks were , the close r 
they were. oh, this country, the world, hes little apprecia
tion for how terrible this death ha s affected them because they 
were so close and that's the price op.e pays for getting too 
close to an¥one in life, when sudden 'death comes. 

MALONEY: And yet., everyone is remarking in tpese days now 
of the courQge that \.'jach of them is sh.e>ping. 

NORTON: Oh , tremendous emotional contresl., emotional 
solidity. I have never , the pres ident could be 
as excited as possible , feel terrible , but you'd 

never know it unless you knew him personally. They•x-e a 
remarkable family. That statement means notJ1ing unless it 
can be pinpointed as to why, and there 's a thou.sand pin
points. 

( 



Mf\LONEY: Clem, there has been so much said about the part 
played , not only in the life of the President 
but perhaps more in his life becauso he becam ..... 

the President , the part played by the patriarch of the 
clan, 'Joseph P. Kennedy. 

NOR'l'ON: Joseph P. Ke nnedy was the pJ:"ize winner of the 
greatest thing in wealth and life that Beeton has 
known for an Irish-American. He licked everybody 

of his generation when it comes to judgment on making money . 
A phenomenal genius head. I remember Joe in 1914 when he 
was, had a horn out there in front of the Lennox Hotel and 
bus rides around the city. He came up from nothing , did it 
himself, a genius. Now he's given these children some of 
that genius through h c.:! redity. Great man. I used to visit 
him when he wes Ambassado~ in London. Bring me in, very 
acc E~ ssible. when he'd come to Boeton, I• d go looking for 
him. He 1 d hide away over at 82 Beacon Street. That's per
haps one of the nicest apartments in New England. And the 
place , a couple of rooms loaded with telephones. No family 
in the world uses the telephone as the KE:Jnnedy family. 
Never was a President in the White House with the t e l ephone 
connections that this President had. Now, Joe Kennedy was 
the man who started all this. Joe always used the phone 
You'd know that Joe was at 82 becaus~ the tele phone man 
would think there was a bookie or something there wihh the 
number of phones, but it wasn't. A thousand dollars a month 
rent, beautiful apartment. He liked to sit there , Joe did. 
Joe is 50% of this . The mother, Fitt:zgerald, the other 50% . 
Unle ss you understa nd Joe and how substantial a man and in
dividual .pe was and is, you don't unde.J:"stand this, one of 
the gr ~test of Presid8nts who is now history. 

MALONEY: Did the late President li.sten to a nd a ccept his 
f ather's advice? 
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NORTON: That's an amazing thing. They would disagree ter
rifically, but nicely. The father would take the 
President in to look at a picture, a good one. 

He'd look three minutes and walk out, but would do it nicely. 
wouldn't let Dad see him going out, if possible. He . never 
caused a scar, if it were possible, to eliminate it. You 
know any President, for instance, would meet Barry Goldwater, 
opposed him terrifically, "Hi, Barry, come over here." Tre
mendous, tremendous. we have had Presidents who wouldn't 
talk to their opponents, wouldn't speak to them. I'm not 
going · to mention any names on this broadcast but those who 
follow these things know that that's so. But this fellow 
talked to anybody and do it nicely at the right time. Now, 
that's a tremendous .~·quality. I don't know of any quality 
that's nicer other than having a good brain and good per
sonal behavior for a President than of knowing who your 
enemies are but not resenting it, not causing a scar. 

MALONEY: What about the remarkable and the indefatigable 
mother of tre clan, Ro_se Kennedy? 

NORTON: well, of course, Rose Kennedy is a story by her-
self. She was born down at 6 Garden court street 
in ihe North End. The building has been torn 

down. Garden court street. sometime, if you are interested, 
just go down and see where she was brought up. And she's 
real Bostonian and in my opinion the world never had a hand
somer looking woman, a motherof nine children, than Rose 
Fitzgerald Kennedy. What about her? well, she's an integral 
part of this whole thing. And the way she's acted as the 
President's mother. She hasn't been .intruding herself. She 
hasn't been pushing into this or that. She could be at the 
White House with nobody knowing it. Matter of fact, the 
President took a party around the White House once, showed 
them Lincoln's bed. He didn't know Mother was there. 
Mother had come in very quietky the back way. No one knew 
she was there but when the President opened the door and 
looked in and some of those accompanying him had their heads .. 
in the door he was a little embarrassed, closed'the door 
softly and said, "Mother is here. we can't go in now." So 
that's Rose Kennedy. I~ you met her on the street, you 
wouldn't know who she was. Nice to you. very corru:non, and 
just a remarkable woman. I claim she is the handsomest 
mother of nine children the world has known. 



MALONEYc Clem, I know youshowed me a short while ago an 
invitation that you hsd to the Presidentts birth
day p~rty at the whit~ Bouse only last May. None 

v f us re h<l ppy these aaya . I wonder t .hough if you could 
tell us ':lOme of the feelings r the spirit, of that party. 

NORTONt Gee, how can you even start to elCplain something 
that bad so many interesting facets to it? MY 
p.r;oblem was, how am I going to get into that 

White nou.se without that mob of newspap · rmen and others . 0 v-Jho's 
that guy, who•s that. 9uy? 11 Someone will Know you from Boston 
or something... so first thing I did was make a cruise round 
th White House end I quickly saw the hand of President 
Kennedy. The fir t time X s .. w the White House isolated so 
that you oou1d get in and out without anyone knowing it.. He 
had that whole sueet thi!1t used to :be public on the side of 
the White House m·~Ked off so that you -~ouid 90 way around 
the back way and the::-e were ways o1' getting in at oe.rtain 
hours and no one would know you were there . Now. I'm divulging 
nothing l?Ublic because a woek later th ~ president told the 
press, "I had 250 men in her · this morning and none of you 
kne w a word nbout it ,. u which they didn 't. Now, I say that• s 
clever end neeassa.ry in public life. you've got to know how 
to hide at times. 

MALONEY; Oid you later 90 on a cruise down the Potomac 
with the President? 

NORTON: Well, that We s ~ phase of the birthd y party. the 
cruise. vn ll, the nicest machine. I eve r was in 
was ready ther e , when I was r eady to go down to 

the boat after we had talked at the ~~ite House. The whole 
thing , the nice things that happen to you, throw you all out 
of gear in life . Everything that ·• s so h~rd to do for an indi
vidu .l is ' 11 done for you Bnd a s Mrs. r~.J..eanor R. J Roosevelt 

" 
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warned Mrs. [Mamie D.] Eisenhower when Mrs. Eisenhower al
legedly asked the late Mrs. Franklin D. Roosevelt to tell her 
something, she . said 1 "Learn to do your owi , take care of 
your own traveling. , I ·always have and now I don 1 t miss it. 11 

You can ' t get too much luxury, you know. so, there was this 
beautiful l:O"~"'•i 11\Q.. anytime I wanted to go and I had to be 
there at a certain hour. l didn't know where it was, whether 
it ~as anything, but it was right there and I'm not used to 
such luxuri e s. As a matter of fact , don't go for them as a 
rule. I think that we all have to discipline ourselves in 
life as in everything else and do things we don't like to 
do. So, we land down at this beautiful boat and the first 
thing I notice on the way were all the police boats on the 
Potomac lined up hiding in back of the pier with the heads 
of policemen, their hats off, looking on the level of the 
walk where the President's yacht was located. There were 
merely there to see who was going on. Naturally, l±ke you 

. / and I, if we were one of those policemen, . would do. I 
never saw so many heads on the level with a pier. Just 
their heads, because they had the police boats lin~d up to 
see that interesting little party that was going off on the 
President's birthday. well, then, they know the minute 
who you are when you're brought there. Then you go on the 
boat, about 7:00 at night. And the, to start off with, the 
food, it's always interesting. I knew the President had 
the best chefs in the world, if it's possible for anyone to 
have such a thing. The Kennedys know good food, they always 
demanded it. Loved good food. You might remember the first 
time he showed his moral courage when ·he brought in the 
French chef. One of the Roosevelt boys had been kidding the 
Kennedy youngsters, "well, how's that food down there?" 
Now, apparently the food is all right, but you can't please 
everyone on food. Margaret Truman used to go out and buy 
her food somewhere else in one of those lunchrooms around 
there, chain lunches. she liked the stuff. The Kennedys 
wanted good food and brought in the French chef c' And when I 
l ooked at that hors d'oeuvre table, which was the first 
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thing you saw, I said, "Gee, there's that French chef's 
hand . " Because I know how it is. I've been in Scandinavian 
countries and I've seen them in Scandinavian restaurants, 
more sandwiches than anywhere else in the world, Stockholm 
and Oslo, Nor way . And when IJooked at that table right 
away I saw that genius chefs' hand. But that was prepared, I 
found out later, at the White House under his, well .. . . 
we could go on and on, vin. I could keep you here the rest 
of the afternoon on various facets of that night on that 
boat that ended about 2:30 in the morning. I never saw a 
nicer party, a better regulated party, or nicer things done 
in a nice way, all showing the genius of President Kennedy 
because he was the positive boss. As we're ready to pull 
out, he hadn't shown up. They were waiting for him and 
finally , not too long, becaurehe was on the ball, about five 
minutes af~er we would have gone, along comes this auto
mobile, plain looking, I couldn't tell it. And out he gets 
and he was dressed in very ordinary clothes. You'd think 

. he just was out taking a walk around the back of the house . 
He was neat, clean, don't misunderstand me but he had dark 
oxford grey trousers that he liked, very dark. And he 
had that dark, he had the blue coat. He always went strong 
for blue serge, and a blue tie and a white shirt, veIJy common 
and all. They were nice. And a little idiosyncrasy on him 
on clothes. I always looked for, on the coat that evening, 
as I saw him at sunset where I got a good view of him. My 
back was to the sun and his face- -and I looked to this little 
drill that he always had put on about two inches from the 
end of his sleeve. He wanted a little drill on there, the 
same color as the coat. In Boston here he'd send down to a 
tailor in back of the State House and have that little drill 
put on. That was one of his little idiosyncracies. You 
wouldn't notice it unless it was drawn to you-attention be
cause if you would notice it, he wouldn't have gone for it. 
Now, as he walked on the boat I was looking for that. Don't 
ask me why. But I was looking for that little drill because 
I had checked with the tailor and found that it was valid and 
I had noticed it in the years I had seen him. These little 



things that keep cropping up, like his breakfast with Joe 
Murphy. I had never seen that, but after I got tipped on 
it, I went and now as he entered the boat. He came on. I 
never saw anyone act mare normally and naturally, more unlike 
a big shot but wonderful, than the President. The first 
thing he did was walk over to the policemen who, the only 
thing he could see were their heads, they were on the boat 
and the tide was such, they could stand on the deck of their 
police boats and just their heads were showing on the pier 
level. Always, they told me later, ' he'd walk over, "Hi~ 

gentlemen." "Hello, Mr. President." He'd wave, that's 
all. Not too much, not too little, but showed an affability ~ 

that was just nice, a splendid sense of values. Now, he 
turns toward the boat, nonchalantly, never looked anything 
but a graduate student to me. And in my mind, the finest 
looking man for his age that I ever saw. And :: wi thout ques
tion, rio one .: ever run for President, and the reason that he 
won, was his picture on the mass media. If Hollywood 
quarried the world for a better looking face for that job, 
they couldn't have found one. 

MALONEY: Clem, we were speaking of the courage of the 
family a little earlier. How about Jacqueline 
Kennedy who stands alone in her grief? I under

stand in the news today that she has decided that she will 
walk behind the President's coffin tomorrow. 

z::~ NORTON: Jacqueline is outstanding. Now, those super-
latives mean nothing unless I can document them . 
I always go on the theory this built-up image is 

false and it's accurate in many, many instances. I want to 
see the built-up person close-to when they don't think they 
are being observed. I've met Jackie a number of . times. You 
couldn't help but like her. She's both reserved and inti-
mate, if such a thing is possible Let me give you an illustra
tion, now, on the boat, since you brought it up. You could 
go all night on the boat and what happened, who I talked to, 
and what we had to eat, who I met, what they sai·d. , what the 



President did at · various times. Jackie was there ahead of 
him. She didn't know my name, but she said, "I have seen 
you some place," and said it in such a nice way, it wasn't 
at all aggressive and wasn't too intimate but nice and she 
said, . "Who are You? 11 "My name is Norton from Boston. 11 

. "Norton. 11 I said, "Clem. 11 "Ah! 11 I never liked that name, 
Clem, but I got to like it because it"s -a little bit distinctive 
and they can sort of separate you from a guy named Joe. 
"Oh, yes, Teddy was telling about you . we know all about you. 11 

I said, 11What do you know about me?" Right away, I could 
talk to her that way. "Well, you were explaining something 
about a member of the family--who was it--to T.eddy. 11 This 
was my first talk with Jackie that night. · well, we talked 
about all the family. I told you previously, if I met 
Teddy outside now, his first question would be, "Tell me about 
Grandpa, Clem, tell me about Grandpa. 11 Even when he would 
be busy with a crowd. Now, Jacqueline . I said, "Mrs . 
Kennedy. 11 She said, 11 Jackie, 11

; stopped me. I said, "You' re 
like the President, you know. You know what I call him when 
we're close surrounded, what I always did since I used to 
bring him up John F. Fitzgerald, his beloved grandfather's 
parties on John , F's birthday each year. 11 I'd give Grandpa 
Fitzgerald a party at the Hawthorne Room in the Parker 
House, for John F., and John F. would say, "I only want my 
boy up here. 11 And - I remember him coming up - oh, he was 
only that high. And I sa i d, 'Look, kid, you sit right here 
now until I'm ready and we'll bring you:m the room at the 

~ r ight time and you're going to speak, you know.' 'Oh,' he 
said, 'I don ''t want to.' 'Well, ' I said, 'Grandpa demands 
i t.' So through the years when we were alone, I'd just 
address him as I did when he comes up as a child to that 
Hawthorne Room. This is allin the Boston papers and the 
record at the hotel on John F. 's birthday. There were only 
two speakers and Teddy, this was the feature, the President . 
"Now I told that to Jackie. 11 11 That 's it, 11 she said, "You 
were imitating Grandpa to Teddy and he was imitating you 
h ere . " I said, "Oh, I can understand that now, Jackie." 

,.-1 

Now, what was Teddy's interest in Grandpa, w~s it just for 
j ollity, for fun? No. No. Teddy wanted to know from me, 

"Clem , what would Grandpa say on a day like this?" Jackie 
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created a tremendous impression on me everything I dis
cussed with her, she knew, she had a grasp of it. She got 
my connection by that aame, elem, not Norton, being a little 
different than the average. And then she couldn't name who 
I was talking about and when I got into that, she said, 
11That.'s it," showed she had quite good celerity. Then I got 
a good closeup look at Jackie, Jackie is handsome, very nor
mal. But here's the best thing about Jackie, she's got a 
brain. watch the way she acts now, immense emotional 
maturity. comes from basically sound, good people and you 
can bet that the President not only loved this girl, but 
knew about her background. Like president John Aqams when 
he married, they tell us in his well documented volumes, he 
wanted to know something about the background, the genetics 
of the woman he was marrying. · And so it is, if I know the 
President, it was so in this case. You couldn't be with 
Jackie without liking her. Never knocks anybody, never. But 
just see the way that Jackie now acts in the greatest moment 
of her life, the most terrible moment. Take her husband, 
how dramatic, falling over in her lap. Luckily, I know and 
feel, he never felt any pain. I feel good about that. Now, 
just what Jaqkie has done in this greatest tragedy of her 
life shows tremendous capacity on many levels. 

MALONEY: Clem, what in your opinion, as you look back now 
on the life of the friend that you knew from his 
boyhood, what was his finest hour? 

NORTON: I think his finest hour was, of course, when he 
found he was elected to the most important posi
tion in the world. That wa·s natura 1. But to 

me, I think his finest hour inwardly after that was this, 
when his first act as President showed his Irishness, basic 
Irishness , kindness and charity. 



MALONEY: What was that? 

NORTON: First act: Fed millions of our poor people by 
giving orders that that surplus food, his first 
order, be distributed to the hungry. what could 

be greater, what could be nicer? [Lev N.] Tolstoi said the 
only reason for living is service to others. who exemplified 
that greater than our boy, one of our greatest Presidents. 

MALONEY: Clem, this may be a bit unfair, but I would like 
to close this interview with you, a dear friend 
of the President, and of his family, by asking 

you, if you could, and if you had had the opportunity, to 
say goodbye, as you did not, if you could possibly express 
what you might have said, not only to your President, but 
to your friend? 

NORTON: r · can't even imagine such a situation. If it did 
come to such a situation, the President himself 
with such a fine mind on such things, that he 

wouldn't allow any such a confrontation. He would qui~tly 
have stepped into the great beyond and not have discussed 
it with anybody. 

MALONEY: Thank you very much, Clem. 

' 




