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GRELE:

In February of 1962, in your article,
"Kennedy as a Public Speakah,

11

you've

already commented on the President's
initial reaction to that, but I have one
question that I'd like to ask about the
article.

In that article you discussed

the President's inability or unwillingness to
use the draft of a speech.

Is that any

comment on the role of Mr. Sorensen?
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WICKER:

You mean to read from a finished draft?

GRELE:

Yes.

You said in the article he was

always unhappy with it or seemed to be unhappy
with the final draft of a speech.
WICKER:

Well, I don't remember precisely what I
said in the article, but i t was true that
President Kennedy, in most speeches where he
used the text -- he made a great many without
a text -- failed to follow it literally.

I

never had the impression that that was because
he was unhappy with the text, as I recall
it now.

It was because, as he told me, he

didn't think he read well.

I think he was

always trying to bring something to i t
that he didn't feel he could when he was
literally reading.

He would take a sentence,

oh, sometimes he would invert a sentence or
he would add an adjective or use a different
verb to the same effect so that an advanced
text of a Kennedy speech was rarely the same
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as the delivered text.

These changes

basically would not be substantial; it would
just be differences in wording.
this.

He would do

If you were trying to follow a speech

and keep accurate notes, you would have to
scribble all over it because he would, in some
cases, change every sentence just enough so
that it wouldn't be verbatim delivery, you
know.

Oftentimes, particularly on less

important speeches, he would begin in an
entirely different way.

He would open with

something he had seen or noticed that day
that he could connect with the occasion.
Then maybe he would pick up the text in the
fourth paragraph, leaving aside the prepared
opening entirely.

Even then he would go on,

and it wouldn't be word for word.
words, he used the text

a~ost

use notes, i t seemed to me.

In other

as you might

I did notice

that when there would be a particularly

-138-

rhetorical sentence or when there would be
a very good phrase or something, he'd
usually manage to get that in.

Now my

recollection is, on really important. speeches
like once I remember when he made a speech in
August of 1 961 over television in his office
about the Berl in Crisis -- I was one of the
poo l ers of the press that was in there - my recollection is he read that word for
word .
on TV.

I

don't think he ad libbed much
Also my recollection is that the

American University speech here at American
University in Washington, which was a very
important speech , I

think he read that pretty

much word for word bec ause each word had
dip l omatic meaning .

I

don't think he

departed very much from that.

But he did

seem to want to bring a little more spontaneity
and the ad l ib approach even to a prepared
text.
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GRELE:

You also discussed a messianic ring to his
speeches.

Exactly what did you mean by

messianic ring?
WICKER:

Well, I'm not sure the word was precise .
But I think that, particularly when he was
really wound up to a subject, when he was
really preaching a thesis or trying to make
a point, a persuasive point, trying to
justify something, or p erhaps you might
say, when he was on an educational passage of
some kind, he could lend a great deal of
fervor to this.

One of the most effective

single points in a speech that I remember
him making was in his first appearance at the
UN which, I suppose, was in '61, was it not?
There 's a passage towards the end of that
speech, practically the last paragraph:
"Never have the nations of the world had
so much to lose or so much to gain.

Together

we shall save our planet or together we shall
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perish in its flames."

That sentence right

there I' ve got underlined in my book.

I

remember very clearly the ring in his voice .
There was real pa ssion and conviction in
it.

This is what I mean.

He could say

things like that when he was in command
of his eloquence and was matching it with
a real, personal fire about something or
personal sentiment and emotion about it.
He could impart really a sense of conviction,
a ringing sense of conviction.

That was

what I was talking about basically.
I remember also, and this is a propos
to your first question too, when he made
a most effective speech sometime, again
I believe in the fall of 1961, in New York
City to the N . A.M. convention in New York.
He was talking in advance of the presentation
of the maj or trade bill that was coming
up in ' 62.

He was talking about the need
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for a more liberal approach to this thing,
a need for greater exports in the economy.
He was talking about the balance of payments.
Beyond that , he was talking about the
economy itself and how there should be a
partnership between the government and
business; they both should be dependent
on each other -- this kind of speech.

One

of his greatest speeches, I thought.

I

knew that he departed from the text entirely,
dropped the text.

I mean there was no

relation to it, and he began reading off
and he must have gone on for ten minutes
or so -- a wealth of statistics and figures.
He delivered this very effectively.

The

reason I bring this up is because it was
a departure from his text.

I found out

later he had these figgres just as statistics
and n othing else on a little card that he
had in the pa lm of his hand.

He didn't
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have any text just the figures.

Not only

was he departing from his text in that
way, but at that time he was getting this
quality into the speech that I characterized
as messianic.

By that I mean the quality

of the convinced and passionate leader.
GRELE:

l

<..I\

In March 1961, you wtd te an article on

1

Lyndon Johnson called "LBJ in Search of
His New Frontier," wherein you described the
vice presidential relationship with the
White House or, as a matter of fact, the
lack of power in the vice presidency.

To

your mind was Lyndon Johnson unhappy as Vice
President?
WICKER:

Yes.

Unhappy in the sense • • • • I think

that ought to be clarified.

I have talked

with Mr. Johnson a good deal since then.
I've talked with others who have.

And I

think that Mr. Johnson, as President, has
been rather generous.

My impression is

'
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that it is sincere.

He's been rather

generous in saying of President Kennedy
that during their relationship, the v ice
presidential - presidential relationship,
President Kennedy had gone out of his way
to keep him informed, to keep him busy,
to make him feel like a useful and valuable
member of the Administration.

I don't think

there's any reason to doubt that.

So that,

I do not think Vice President Johnson was
unhappy with President Kennedy.

I think

that could be established from many sources.
However, I talked with Johnson quite
often when he was Vice President.
people did.

Other

There's no doubt in my mind

that he was an unhappy man at that time
simply because of the situation he was in.
We see from Johnson's presidency what a
man of tremendous vigor and vanity and
ability and know-l edge of things and interest
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in things he is.
this.

There's no question of

For a man of that kind t o be in a

sense shunted aside to the vice preside?CY
-- and there is no other way to put it
because a vice president in our system
simply cannot be a firstclass figure in
an administration -- to be in that kind of
a role, I think, was bound in the nature of
the case to make him feel very unhappy.
There are reports, which I can't verify,
that he felt that his real role in politics
had been completed.

As realistic a politician

as Mr. Johnson is, looking ahead at the
prospect of President Kennedy serving out
two full terms at the end of which he,
Johnson, would have been 60 or thereabouts,
I don't think that he could have had, even
with his vanity, any realistic expectation
that he would ever be elected President.
I think he felt that he had come to the
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end of the road, and even at the end of
the road he was not really doing all that
he, Johnson, was capable of doing.
There's another aspect to this, too.
Despite the fact that their personal relationships
were good, and that Vice President Johnson
felt that President Kennedy was generous with
him and tried to make as much of the vice
presidency as he could, from the number of
developments in the Johnson Administration
-- changes, contrasts -- we know that he
was often unhappy about the conduct of
things in the Kennedy Administration.

I

know from things that have been said to
me personally by President Johnson and by
associates of his, others that have had the
same experience.

He did not feel that

President Kennedy handled Congress correctly.
As an illustration , Johnson told me that
prior to the introduction of the very important
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civil rights bill introduced in '63 under
Kennedy which became the Civil Rights Act
of '64 under

J~hnson,

prior to the introduction

of that bill which, if you will recall,
followed the Birmingham racial crisis, he
had urged President Kennedy to make a joint
speaking tour with Vice President Johnson,
through the South -- a rather educational
project to bring not only the rationale for
the bill and the necessity for it, but to
bring the authority and prestige of the
President , the charm and force of President
Kennedy's own personality and popularity
and standing to this effort .

In that way,

Johnson apparently felt that a great deal
could be done in paving the way for the
successful passage of the bill.
Kennedy did not do that.

President

What his reasons

were, I don 1 t know and, perhaps, they were
just as good.
I know of.

But that 1 s one incident that
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I know from several things that Johnson
has said to me that there were times that
he was unhappy with the conduct of affairs
in the Administration.

He felt that they

were not being carried out properly.

I

think this is particularly true with the
relationship between the President and
Congress.

I would suppose, considering

the type of man Mr. Johnson is, that he
felt they were not being carried out as
well as he, Johnson, could have carried
them out.

There is a story, and I am

unable to authenticate it, but I believ e
it's in

. I'm not sure whether it's

in El ie Abel's book [The Missile Cr isis]
or not ..

. Let me say this part off the

record because it ought not [Tape Recorder
Off]

. I'm told that President Johnson

was not entirely in accord with all the
decisions that were made during the Cuban
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missile crisis but I don't know the details
of it.
GRELE:

My question was, was this the nature of
the office or the nature of the men involved?
I think that you have fairly adequately
answered that question.

WICKER:

Yes, I don't think there was ever much
personal friction between the two.

Although

another thing that I just might add peripherally,
I was told early on ..

No, I guess I was

told this not long after Johnson became
President.

I w.as working on some article,

and I can't q uite remember which.

But I

was told that after the Kennedy Administration
got fairly going, Johnson and Kennedy discovered
that they could deal much better with each
other by dealing directly, face to face,
because there did remain some friction
between their staffs.

So that they sort

of had a tacit understanding they would
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sort of deal together rather than have it
pass any emissaries, you know.
GRELE:

On April 15, 1962, you wrote an article for
the New York Times Magazine entitled, "The
Total Political Animal, .. in which you began
by quoting a Kennedy aide on the political
makeup of the President.

Do you recall who

the aide was that you quoted?
WICKE.Rt

Of

11

The Total Political Animal 11 quote?

Yes, it was Larry 0 1 Brien.
GRELE:

Was this Larry 0 1 Brien•s concept of the
President?

WICKER:

Yes.

Well, I mean that quote was.

I

wouldn 1 t want to attribute everything in
my article to o•Brien.

As I recall that

piece, there were two quotes in juxtaposition:
somebody said,

11

A total political animal, ..

Larry o•Brieni then there•s a sort of
less s .langy quote there about it which I
can•t recall.

But that was Sorensen.

They
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were both to the same effect, but one was
stated rather formally -- Sorensen ' s remark.
GRELE:

You went on to discuss the President ' s
relations with Congress.

Other than the

comments of now President Johnson, what
were the relations of the President with
Congress as told to you or conveyed to
you from members of Congress?
WICKER:

Well, of course, your ideas about things
change.

I think probably now it's more

possible to see what Kennedy's relationship
with Congress was than, perhaps, it was
at that time.

Looking at it now with

hindsight -- with all the additional
remarks that I've heard, comments· and so
forth, and perhaps with a greater insight
myself in the way things work and having
observed Johnson, for instance, working
with Congress -- my impression is that
Kennedy, on the one hand, feared the
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power of Congress too much, and at the same
time underrated the ways and means Congress
had to thwart him.

So that, in my opinion,

he never really was able firmly to take
the leadership of Cong ress and really
give Congress the kind of strong, driving
direction under which I think Congress
works best -- certainly cooperates with
the President best.

Nor did he ever quite

avoid the pitfalls that await the unwary
there .
me . .

For instance, he confessed to
. This is in one of these articles.

No , it 1 s in my book about Kennedy.

Confessed

is the wrong word, but he said to me that
sending up the reorganization bil l in 1963,
I guess, for the Urban Affairs Department
and saying in advance that Robert [C.] weaver,
who is a Negro , was going to be the Secretary
was a great mi stake.
hackles.

That raised Congressl

They were being put on the spot
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there and forced to take something or
leave it.

They decided to leave it.

Whether because he would have known better
to begin with or be.cause he profi tted
from that experienced, Johnson sent virtually
the same proposal up as legislation rather
than a reorganization plan which meant
that Congress had to defeat it rather than
just leave it alone, which is what they
did in the first thing, or pass it.
finally did pass it.

They

He never gave any

hint whatever of whether or not he would
appoint Weaver.

Now it•s hard to tell

whether or not Johnson just profit t ed from

"S.

Kennedy•s mistake or whether he would have
known better to begin with.

I suspect he would

have known better to begin with.

GRELE:

When you say he overestimated the power
of Congress, do you mean Congress as an
institution or the power of individual
chairman, or •
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WICRER:

That•s right.

Congress as an institution

and all the ingrained ability that Congress
has to thwart a president in many ways;
the fact that one major committee chairman
or one exceptionally powerful and particularly
interested member of a committee may be
able to block legislation; failure to
touch the right base so that somebody is
offended; or just failure to count heads
very accurately; or putting too much pressure
on somebody who, a more thoroughly acquainted
man would know, does not react well to
pressure; or trying to persuade someone who
doesn•t want to be persuaded but can be
pressured -- you know, just this kind of thing.
I don•t think any newspaperman, looking
at it from the outside, ever knows, except
in isolated instances, why things don•t
work or why things do work.

We operate

pretty much on what people tell us.

We
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have to.

But when you can bring your own

insight to bear on things -- and after so
many years in washington, you can try to
do that, and you look back at the historical
record -- you can make judgments whether
they're right or wrong.

My judgment is

President Kennedy, despite the fact he
spent fourteen years there, did not really
know enough about Congress.

While he had

developed a rather healthy respect for
Congress in the broad sense -- too much
so perhaps; he was too fearful of it -he did not quite understand the power that
is in the presidency to exert leadership
on Congress specifically.

While he had

that faculty, at the same time he did not
quite have enough of the detailed knowledge
of all the many ways that Congress can foul
up a President, too.
I don't think, however, this was fundamentally
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the reason why the Kennedy legislative
program was not a roaring success.

I

think the fundamental reason was that he
didn•t have the votes.

While there is a

great deal to be said for and against the
Johnson concrensus approach, I have sometimes
/ \._

/

thought -- and I don•t know how you make
these judgments -- but I am inclined to
believe Kennedy 1 s approach was too partisan.
He laid too much stress on the Democratic
party.

While he often made deals across

party lines -- for instance, I think
[Everett McK.] Dirksen, the Senate:··!Minority
Leader, worked rather well with the Kennedy
Administration on the whole -- still, I
think Kennedy•s 1960 campaign and his
campaign in 1962 and a great many of his
speeches were really rather hard line
Democratic speeches.

'--

I am inclined to

think that the time for that sort of thing

-156-

is past.
of..

In fact he told me in the preparation

. .

What article was it in?

"Total Political Animal" piece.

I guess the
He told

me that he did not think it was possible
to have a strictly party government in
the United States.

I think I enumerate in

there what he said about what a president
could do to organize and use his party:
you could raise money; you could get out
the vote; and you could help them choose
good candidates.
he said.

I'm not sure what else

Those were the main things.

But

it seems to me he constantly broke these
taboos himself because he went out and
made a great many partisan speeches
where he hammered the Republicans over the
head right and left.
them as

11

the people who always say no 11

and so forth.
to make.

He used to refer to

It's a difficult judgment

In my opinion he did go overboard
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on the partisan line.

I don't think this

helped him with people whose votes he really
needed in Congress.
GRELE:

In October of 1962, during the campaign,
you wrote an article for the New York Times

WICKER:

At the same time .

. Can I go back just a

little bit and append to that answer?
GRELE:

Certainly.

WICKER:

There was a little bit beyond the party
business, too.

I have always thought

that Kennedy's whole rhetoric and attitude and
image I suppose you would say, although I
don't like to use that phrase, but he set himself
up too much, it seems to me,

identified

himself too much as being a Democratic
liberal.

In fact, I think Kennedy probably

was a bit more conservative person in many
of his outlooks than Johnson is.

But President

Johnson has been very careful while advancing
a liberal economic program to heap encomia
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all over the heads of business.

He's been very

careful while advancing a liberal civil
rights program to throw all the olive branches
that he can.

He's made speeches in the South,

talked as a southerner to them, given preferrrnent
to southern senators and that sort of thing.
President Johnson, it seems to me, has more
nearly been able to walk the middle of the
road in terms of the public impression of
him.

He has, or he certainly had for a long

time and still has to a somewhat lesser extent,
great support in the business community which
is something Kennedy never had.
The contrast, I think, between Kennedy's
handling of the steel price crisis of '62 and
Johnson's various steel price crises is instructive.

President Johnson -- personally, as a

personal figure on the television -- has never
gotten into the business of denouncing business
corporations even when he might have felt he
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had justification.

What I'm trying to say is

while President Johnson's program and approach
basically is as liberal or more liberal than
President Kennedy's was, still I think to the
broad range of the Arngerican people, Johnson
does not appear to be so totally identified as
a Democratic liberal as President Kennedy
was.

I think that identification of President

Kennedy perhaps was unavoidable, but he,
after all, ran on the most liberal Democratic
platform in history in 1960.
rhetor ic of the liberals.

He adopted the

He is the man who

put the new economic policy into effect.

There

are many ways in which, no doubt, he couldn't
help this .

He had to do it that way, but

it seems to me, in retrospect, that he did
not properly evaluate the necessity as a
personal man, as a symbol, to remain more
nearly to the middle of the road than he was.
That is a judgment that no doubt many historians
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would dispute, but I feel that way.

GRELE:

In your article of October 1962, entitled
"JFK Hits the Campaign Trail," you talked
about the appointment of Secretary [Anthony
J.) Celebreeze as a way of balancing the
Cabinet ethnically.

Was this just your

impression or did you have other information
to suggest that this was why Celebreeze
was. appointed?
WICKER:

Well, you're never going to get administration
officials to admit blatantly that they've
appointed somebody in order to win the
Italian vote.

But it was a subject of

quite a bit of talk in Washington for
the first years of the Kennedy Administration
that there was some discontent among Italian
voters because they dmdn't seem properly
represented in a Cabinet, for instance,
that had its Jewish member -- did they
have an Irishman? but anyway you had an
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Irish President -- and so forth.

There

was a man in the State Department early
on, and I can't remember his name
Salvatore Bonafiglio or something.

You

c o uld look that up -- who left the State
Department for some reason.

I don't

remember the controversy, but at that time
the Italians were reliably reported by
political reporters, and I found some
myself, to be upset.

You will recall

there's always been a great Irish-Italian
rivalry in Boston and in New York City
too, as far as that's concerne d .

There's

not any doubt in my mind that there was
concern in the Administration about the
Italian vote.

There•s not any doubt in

my mind that, as one looks around the
country in 1962, there were any number of
people who might have been appointed
Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare
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who were not Italian and who would have
been, on balance and all things cons.idered
and without any denigration of him, better
qualified than Tony Celebreeze.

I would

n o t think that President Kennedy was
and few politicans are -- not so crass
as to appoint Tony Celebreeze in the Cabinet
in order to get [Edward M.]
elected in Boston.

Ted Kennedy

In the first place,

he didn 1 t need that because Ted would
have won anyway.

But I do think the

appointment of Celebreeze to the Cabinet
was, in part -- and it was politically
justifiable -- to modify the Italian vote.
There was another thing that came
along.
was .

l "'\."'·

P'' ·-·

I don 1 t know what the time relationship
But you will recall that when the

Justice Department allowed that man from
the Mafia to testify before Congress,
[Joseph] Valachi, well, this upset the

.

\

() /\,...C"'"-t.-•... • ..__.

7'

·~
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-

Italian community quite a bit because
Valachi pictured the Mafia as being
entirely Italian almos t .
upset about this.

They were quite

In a sense it reflected

against the Administra t ion -- this Italian
feeling.

I do have information to that

effect because I know quite a few politicians
who at that time were disturbed about it.
I think that was a minor matter, but
nonetheless it all added in.
GRELE:

In that article you also talked about the
claim that discrimination in h o using
could be eliminated wi t h a stroke of a
pen as part of a welding of the Negro
vote to the Democratic party.

Did the

President ever comment to you on that
statement?
WICKER:

Not to me personally.

I recall in those

Christmas backgrounders at Palm Beach -and I cannot say whether it was '61 or

-164-

1

62 --he was questioned rather sharply by

the group of us as to why he had not done
this.

I remember asking a couple of questions

along that line myself.

His response was

that • • • • I 1 m trying to remember it to be
.accurate; I would have to look it
.I

UPi

I 1 m sure

wrote about this in the story that we did at

the time • • . But, as I recall his response
was that in dealing with a complex matter
like civil rights where there were so many
facets, so many things that had to be done,
you tried to do things in some reasonable
order of priority, you tried not to do things
that might cause more dislocation than gain
at the moment; and you worked along in sort
of a smooth progression of things rather than
doing everything at once.
I recall his answer.

That is the way

In my accounts

in the Times file of those two Christmas
backgrounders, whichever one it was
-- it must have been

1

62

anyone

-165-

interested would find a better account
of what he said then.

But I do recall

that at the end of that session -- we
had virtually reached the end of it -- I
piped up, having asked a couple of questions
in this sitting, and I said, "Mr. President,
may I ask one more question?"

With a

laugh - -- he had been a little discomfited
about this -- he said, "As long as it's
not about that housing order."

I asked

something else.
GRELE:

Did he ever give any indication to you
that he thought perhaps the statment
that he had made originally was a mistake?

WICKER:

No, I don•t think he ever said that.
certainly didnlt say it to me.

He

I do think

that that statement was made undoubtedly
for political effect.

I know it was made

before he became President, and it no
doubt was made without a full realization
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of the difficulties.

After all, y ou have

got a great deal of difficulty on this
thing .

When he finally did it, he said it

wasn't an easy matter.
Yo u get all sorts o f people up in
arms against you if y ou're go ing to do
this.

There are legal p roblems invo lved

with it.

So that, once in office and

sitting there looking at it, ready to
make that stroke o f the p en, then I
t h ink the difficulti e s of doing so, the
po litical problems involved simply were
strong enough so that the President didn't
feel that he could or should d o it
immediately.

He waited till whatever he

felt was the right time.

It would be

hard to know, as long as you can't put
yourself in his mind, whether it was
really the right time in some cosmic sense,
or whether it was the t ime when the pressures to
do it
do it.

beg~

to outweigh the pressures not to
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I think the general approach of the
Kennedy Administration to the civil rights
problem, when it came i nto office and up
until the time in 1963 when the Birmingham
crisis forced it to present a sweeping civil
rights bill, was that they could make
more ground by executive action of one
kind or another than by snarling themselves
with the southern Democrats.

Therefore,

there was a succession of things that
they did mostly through the Justice Department.
I think they were, in a sense, working
up steam in this.

In other words, they

began slowly and moved on as far as
they could.

In my opinion, and I frankly

confess I was wrong at the time, I
thought that was good politics.

It didn't

seem to me sensible that the Kennedy
Administration should come right into office
and immediatruy precipitate a filibuster
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in the Senate and get all tied up on that
score.

I thought the executive approach

was good politics.

I still think so

generally, but I think that President
Kennedy, in extending that policy -- and
I in just looking at it as a commentator
understimated the virility and volatility
of the Negro movement at that time
did not realize how much steam was building
up under them -- and in effect moved too
slowly in this so that by 1963 the thing
very nearly got out of hand.

But I think

if I had been elected President and taken
office on January 20, 1961, I would have
felt precisely as he did about it.

I

think most politicians would have.

I

still think it was a good political policy .
It was just that it was based on the wrong
assumption, or it was based on an inadequate
understanding of how much real desperation
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and anger was building up in the Negro
community.
GRELE:

Would you change your assessment of John
Kennedy that you made in Kennedy Without
Tears?

WICKERt

No, I don•t think so, not at all-- quite
the oppo site.

I didn•t render any long-

range political judgments in that book.
I would still not be willing to render
any long-range political judgments, in
that sense, about his substantive impo rtance
in the long curve of American politics.

I

tried to discuss in that book, to write
a little bit about the kind o f man that
I thought he was.

I have since had enough

conversations with people who knew him
far better than I to know that I have
not encountered anybody y et who fundamentally
disagrees with anything in the book although
at some points people might have emphasized
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this or not emphasized that.
rather good in retrospect.
that

book~

I

feel

I think that

which was written as a magazine

article first and was written in January
of 1964, two months afte r the President's
death, came pretty close to setting forth
the kind of man he was to the extent that
the book attempted to do it.

Within the

limits of the book, I think it's pretty
accurate.
GRELE:

Did any member of the Kennedy family or
the Kennedy Administration c omment to
you on the Esquire [Magazine] cover?

· wiCKER:

On the cover?

GRELE:

Yes.

It's just an off-question, but . • •

WICKER:

Nobody, ever did in any official sense.
I, of course, think they are sophisticated
enough to know that I had n o thing to do
with the cover.

I would say that I had a

good many people mention that cover to me.

-171-

Genera\ speaking, people were shocked,
and disapproved of it.
GRELE:

Not in every case.

In the article you state that John Kennedy
felt ill at ease with ideologues, and you
mentioned in particular Senator [Karl E.]
Mundt.

Did he ever mention this to you

or comment to you this way?
WICKER:

No.

I got that from someone that I

thought knew Kennedy very well and who
would have had that kind of conversation
with him.
several.

Mundt was mentioned among
I used Mundt's name in there

because, of the several people mentioned,
I thought Mundt was more nearly a wellknown national figure so that he would
represent the kind of man I was trying to
describe better than the other people
mentioned there.

Just parenthetically, the

source of this remark later on said that
he rather wished I hadn't done that because,

7
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while the point was accurate enough and
Kennedy did feel that way, he said t h at
Mundt was not really foremost among tho se
he classified in that sense.

If I had to

do over again I might take Mundt 's name
out of there and leave it alone.

It's

not inaccurate, but apparently the very
trustworthy person with whom I talked
here
GRELE:

Who?

WICKER:

Well, I think maybe I ought n ot say that.

GRELE:

Who were the other senators that were
mentioned?

WICKER:

Well, I don't really remember n ow, except
I do remember Senator Carl Curtis of
Nebraska was mentioned and a couple of
others.

But that's the only one I remember

clearly.
GRELE:

You also mentioned that John Kennedy liked
dealing with Everett Dirksen.

Did he ever
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comment to you directly to this effect
in regard to any particular piece of
legislation?
WICKER:

I don't think so -- not directly from
President Kennedy to me -- no.

GRELE:

Did this come from the same source?

WICKER:

I don't honestly recall now.

I suppose

I must have notes on it somewhere.

In

preparing that book, you see, I didn't
really do a great deal of additional
interviewing for the book.

I had covered

the White House for nearly nearly three
years, and any reporter covering the
White House can not only learn a lot of
things that somehow never get into a story
.i
~

because it doesn't fit in, but you save
a lot of things deliberately just knowing
that someday you'll have something to
put that in or whatever.

I would say

that Kennedy Without Tears is based
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primarily on what I had learned, for
quite other purposes, d uring three years
of c overing the White House and very
little on what I went out specifically
to ask people for purposes of that book.
In writing the book, I would come to
some points where-- it wasn•t really a
book, you know.
article

It was a magazine

I would be a little uncertain,

or want t o check my judgment or something.
For instance, the book version and t h e
magazine article are different in the
ending having t o do with the little
quatraine that I quoted as the President

)

having had engraved on Dave Power•s
birthday present in 1963.

Well, at the

time that happened Pierre Salinger read me
the verse.
had it, too.

Hugh Sidey of Time Magazine
I 1 m not sure who else,

but this was not at a debriefing or anything.
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Pierre just told me about it.
We were then running a column in the
New York Times called "Random Notes from
washington," a Monday morning column.

I

wrote a li ttle piece about it and sent it
up to Random Notes.

I asked Pierre who

wrote it, and he said he didn 1 t know.

I

conjectured then in this note that Kennedy
might have written it himself.

For some

reason, as often happened with that column,
this item didn 1 t

appear .

I still had it.

And in writing this book, I remembered
it.

I still rather thought that Kennedy

might have written that thing.

Well, I

went to extreme efforts to find out .

I

talked to Pierre Salingeri I called up
Ted Sorensen in Hyannis Port who was then
out of the White House.

I just can 1 t

remember now, but I talked to almost
everybody on the White House staff who had
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worked with Kennedy.

I had our little

library back here in the Times office check
that quote.

They couldn't find it.

I

had them ask the Library of Congress to
track it down.
quote.

Nobody could find the

Finally, in talking to [Major

General Chester V.] Ted Clifton he told
me that he was the man who had taken the
cup out and had it engraved.

General

Clifton recalled that Kennedy had been
sitting at his desk one morning and said,
"Here, I want you to have this put on
Dave's cup."

He pulled a sheet across

the desk and wrote out the quatraine.

That

seemed to me to confirm my view that he had
written this thing himself.

The only

thing it confirmed, in the long run, was
that he had this quote by heart because the
minute the Esquire article appeared, I
had floods of letters telling me that it
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was by Aubrey Menen from his version of
The Ramayana.

You can see the difficulty.

That's a rather popular book.

People love

it.

I didn ' t happen to know anything about

it.

It's not one of those books that

everybody can quote from, and it's not
old enough to have been included in any
of the quotation books.

So, it was just

one of those quotes .• • • But I would
say I spent more time trying to track that
thing down when I was trying to write
that book · than I did on any other single
point .
GRELE:

I was going to ask you about the quote.
Could you describe for us your last trip
with the President to Texas?

WICKER:

Well .

GRELE:

was it political?

WICKER:

Yes.

Are you aware of the article I wrote

about this?

I wrote a piece for the
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"Times Talk", a Times publication, specifically
about the last day in Dallas which gives that
part in great detail.
GRELE:

Is that generally available?

WICKER:

What I did was an article o n how reporters
covered the story of the assassinatio n, and
how I specifically c overed it.

It tells

about that day in considerable detail.
GRELE:

Is that generally a v ailable to the public
or is that something that .

WICKER:

It ' s been widely reprinted.

It was

reprinted in the Saturday Review of Literature,
although they got the type bollixed up
there so that's not a good thing.

It

was reprinted in the Sigma Delta Chi Magazine.
It was printed as the forward to the
Times b ook on President Kennedy -- the
picture book, The Kennedy Years, that big
book.

So it is rather widely about.
He went down there o n a Thursday
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morning.

I recall that very clearly

because I had been working in New York
on the national desk, which is a peculiar
custom of the Times that every now and
then people get called in up there t o be
refreshed and brainwashed with the wisdom
of the New York office.

I very much

wanted to make that trip to Texas with the
President.

I was the White House correspo ndent.

I thought it was an important trip for two
reasons -- more reasons than that .r eally.
One, I knew it had great significance
in Texas politics.

Two, it was abo ut a

month after Adlai Stevens o n had been
banged up down there, and I thought this
offered some possibility o f drama.

Three,

it seemed to me that at that time it was
looking more and more as if (Barry]
Goldwater was going to be the candidate
in '64.

Texas obviously would be one of
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the key states because Goldwater theoretically
had great strength there.

And in fact,

I believe he would have carried Texas
against Kennedy
have run close.
go down there.

might have.

He would

So I very much wanted to
I begged and pleaded and

argued and finally they let me loose.

I

left New York on a shuttle plane 10 o•clock
Wednesday night, came to washington, slept
a few hours, got up, and went up and caught
the press plane.

I, of course, will always

be rather glad it worked out that way as
long as what happened had to happen.
I 1 m trying to recall in detail.

It

seems to me we flew first to San Antonio,
Texas.

Kennedy was speaking there at some,

I believe, Air Force research facility
outside.

I 1 m not clear on this.

The

great topic of conversation among reporters
was the so-called feeling between Ralph
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Yarborough, Senator from Texas, and Lyndon
Johnson.

I remember the Texas reporters

g reeted us down there, and all any of
them wanted to know was if it were true
that Kennedy was going to dump Johnson
from the ticket in '64.

The [Robert G.]

Bobby Baker scandal was very big at the
time -- or just breaking.

The unanimous

opinion among the Washingt on reporters
which we related to them was that that
was nonsense .

By then Kennedy had said

he wasn 't going to do this in a news
conference, and it didn't seem to make
any political sense to us that he would
-- the i mportance of Texas and the political
dislocation that would always be caused
by dumping a vice presidential candidate,
you know.

So we talked about that some.

There was a report, which I had given
currency in something that I wrote and I
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can't recall what, that on that day
and I think there in San Antonio -- Senator
Yarborough refused to ride in the car
with Vice President Johnson.

Now, two

years after the fact -- that was in November
of '63 --in November or December of '65,
or maybe even January of '66, I got a
very irate letter from Senator Yarborough
who had apparently just come across whatever
it was that I wrote.

I don't know whether

it was one of my news stories that day or
what .

He said that this was not

SOi

that

he had not refused to ride in the car
with the Vice President; and that the
further report, which I also had given
currency, that on the second day -- the
actual day of the assassination -- in
Fort Worth President Kennedy had decreed
that he and the Vice President would ride
together was not so either.

He insisted
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on this.

I wrote him back a conciliatory

letter telling him quite frankly what is
true:

that I did not remember on what

authoritative basis this had been written;
(And I don't.

I do not remember . )

but that

I did remember that those reports were
common currency, and not only I had written
them, but everybody in the press had written
themr and that he would find them in the
Texas press and in the Washington p ress.
But I'm embarrassed t o say that I j ust
don't remember what the actual source of
the story was.

I do remember very plainly

in San Antonio that day -- if San Antonio
was our first stop -- that they did not
ride in the same c ar , and that the next
morning in Forth Worth, and again in
Dallas, they did ride in the same car,
as everybody of course knows.
Anyway, we went on from San Anton i o
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to Houston -- a wonderful motorcade in
Houston.

The President got a great

reception there.

He made a speech that

night at a dinner honoring Albert Thomas
who was a Congressman from that area and
a chairman of one of the important
appropriations• committees and a very
powerful man in Congress.

Albert Thomas

was reputed to be sick and retiring from
Congress, but I believe by then he had
changed his mind.

Kennedy payed great

tribute to him, I thought somewha.t
senselessly because he talked about the
great future Albert Thomas had to offer
to the nation when most people knew Albert
Thomas had quite a brief future to offer
to the nation and, in fact , Albert Thomas
is now dead.
There was an amusing incident that
you probably know about -- if I can remember
the phraseology in the speech, . Of course,
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the manned space center was there, and
Kennedy talked a good deal about space.
He said that, "We are getting ready to
send aloft a rocket with the greatest
payroll in history!"

Of course, he meant

to say the greatest pay load, and he caught
himself.

The crowd laughed.

perfect Kennedy moment.

It was a

He laughed himself

and said, "Yes, and we've put a little
bit of that payroll right here in
too."

Houston~

Which is, of course, true.
It was a big dinner.

Parenthetically,

that dinner was arranged by Jack Valenti -I mean he was the arrangements chairman -who now is one of President Johnson's right
hand men.

I'm told -- although Valenti

has never told me this, but I think it's
true -- that Johnson sort of swept Valenti
up that night and took him on to Fort
Worth.

They spent most of the night talking.
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Of course, Valenti was with Johnson the
next day when the assassination occurred.
I remember that night in Fort Worth,
where we wo und up, going with Douglas Kiker
of the [New York] Hera l d Tribune into t h e
coffee shop in the Texas Hotel.
sure of the name of the hotel.
that's it.

I'm not
I think

That's where we stayed.

Who

should be sitting there but J ohn Connally,
the Governor of Texas, who is a very informal
sort o f fellow, with two or three o f the
Texas reporters and a member of h is staf£o
Kiker and I went over and joined up .
knew Connally.
campaign.

I

I had covered his 1 962

And, of c ourse, he had been in

Washington as Secretary of the Navy.

Kiker

didn't know him, but I introduced him and
we sat down there.

A rath er interesti ng

and funny thing happened.

Kiker said,

"Governor, I'd like to ask you about something.
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We ran into a reporter down in Houston
this afternoon. 11
it was now.

I can't remember who

He said, 11 He told me about

a poll that the Houston [Chronicle] -11the afternoon paper, I always get mixed
up 11 -- the Houston afternoon paper is going
to publish tomorrow.

It shows that Goldwater

would carry the state over Kennedy, if the
vote were taken now, by a big margin. 11
I've forgotten the figure.

The Governor

kind of laughedi the other fellows kind
of laughed.

The reporter for this Texas

paper who was sitting there spoke up and
said, 11 The Governor has been sitting here
for the last hour trying to get the results
of that poll out of me.

I was refusing to

tell him until the paper appeared.
now you tell him. 11
on to discuss this.

And

Anyway Connally wnet
My recollection is

that he said -- and I think he repeated

_J \.
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all this the next morning at a news
conference -- that it would be difficult
for Kennedy to carry the state against
Goldwater; that it might be true that if
the vote were taken then, Goldwater would
win it, but the vote was not to be taken
then; and that he didn 1 t think that it
was out of the question that Kennedy could
carry Texas.

That•s my recollection of

the conversation.

That was about all that

happened.
We got up early the next morning.
Kennedy spoke in the parking lot across
the street from the hotel.
light rain falling.

There was a

Again r•m in the

situation 'Of not really being able to remember
my source on this.
one source.

There was more than

But we knew, or thought we

knew -- the press there did -- and it was
generally written that that speech was
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arranged at the last minute because
Governor Connally who as you know, is a
conservative Democrat in Texas -- and that
has a real meaning in Texas; I don't mean
just his ideology, but he is in the conservative Democratic faction

had so arranged

the Kennedy trip down there that he was
not, other than for motorcades in Houston
and Dallas, really getting a lot of exposure
to the ordinary folks of Texas.

He had

been to this big dinner for Albert Thomas
the night before.
a plate dinner.

I imagine it was a $100 '
I don't recall the price,

but it was an expensive dinner.

He had

arranged a big luncheon in Dallas the
next day
got to.

the one that Kennedy never
But he was not really given a

lot of public exposure.

So this parking

lot speech was arranged sort of at the
last minute to placate the less conservative
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Texas Democrats.
this.

I 1 ve forgotten some of

Somewhere the night before the

assassination, President Kennedy and Mrs.
Kennedy appeared before a Spanish speaking
group.

I don 1 t remember whether it was

Houston or Fort Worth, but they appeared
before this group, and Mrs. Kennedy addressed
them in Spanish and got a big hand.

I

remember the President and Mrs. Johnson
in the background looki ng a little lost
and out of place.

Mrs . Kennedy spoke

crisp Spanish -- a very simple little
speech, but it got a big hand from them.
The President appeared in the parking
lot that morning without Mrs. Kennedy.
There was some obvious disappointment in
the crowd, and he made a nice remark about,
"Mrs. Kennedy is still getting herself
together."

This must have been 7 o'clock

in the morning, or maybe 8.

He said, "It
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takes her a little longer than most of
us, but she looks better than we do when
she finishes." --which got a big round of
applause.

He spoke there about the

important contribution Fort Worth was making
to the space and Air Force effort and s o
forth -- a rather obvious, little political
speech, but well done.
We went back to the hote l, and Governor
Connally held a news conference.

President

Johnson has told me since that that morning
in the hotel, Texas Hotel of Fort Worth, he
and President Kennedy were talking.

President

Kennedy was very pleased with the reception
he had gotten and the turnout and the
crowd across the street and everything.
President Johnson told me that the last
words President Kennedy ever spoke to
him were, "Lyndon, I know there are two
states we•re going to carry next year--
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Massachusetts and Texas."

'rhat sounds

like a bit of hindsight to me.

I wouldn't

question that Kennedy said that necessarily,
but famous last words and all that -- it
takes an act of will, I think, to really
concede the fact that those were literally
Kennedy's last words to Johnson.
that's what he said.

But

I suspect he said

that in the course of the c onversation,
and a little bit later on he said, "Well,
s o long, Ly ndon, I'll see you later."
But who knows?
Then we had this brief motorcade out
t o the Fort Worth Airport and about a ten
minute flight in the jet to Dallas.

It

was unusual that Mrs. Kennedy was along
at all .

This has been a subject of quite

a few stories because she didn't ordinarily
make this kind of trip with him.

They

had lost their baby in August, I guess, or
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before that.

She had been off in Europe

on a rather criticized trip aboard
[Aristo tle] Onassis• yacht, I think.

She

had occasioned some press criticism.

And

there was a g ood deal of speculation about
why she was making this trip, and whether
it meant she was going to campaign a lot
with him in Texas or whether it was more
personal o r what.

But anyway it was unusual

for her to 1< alo ng on this trip.
I

note was taken on this.

A lot of

It appeared to

increase the size of the crowds and so
forth -- a big crowd at the airport.
There was some organized group along
the fence with signs welcoming Kennedy.
I don't remember the name of the group,
but it would be in my story that I wrote
that day.

The President and Mrs. Kennedy

walked along the fence for quite a while.
She was carrying a bunch of red roses and
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shaking hands and greeting everybody.
As I

alway~

try to do on occasions like

that, I got up very close, right in the
middle of the secret servicemen and everything, and walked along.

It was a very

enthusiastic and happy crowd.

I mean

there was not iota of hostility in the
f
crowd at all. After shaking hands, they

I.

went back to the limousine they were to
ride in with the Governor and Mrs. Connally.
I walked all the way back to the limousine
with them because , frankly, one of my
techniques is to eavesdrop in circumstances
like that.

I mean, circumstances that are

relatively publici where you know they're
not going to say anything really private
that you don't belong to hear, but which
might make a colorful note for a story
if the President had made some quip
to the Governor, for instance.

In any
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case, when I can in an occasion like that,
I try to eavesdrop and stay as close as I
can.

In this case I don't particularly

remember anything being said.

I do remember

Governor and Mrs. Connally sort of waiting
by the car there for the Kennedys to come
back.

They didn't participate in the

reception that Kennedy was getting.

I

remember wondering whether this was perhaps
a group that was perhaps politically hostile
to Connally.
not have been.

It could have been; it might
I don't know.

Anyway he

stayed by the car.
After they got back to the car, then
I bro ke away and went to the press buses
-- there were two press buses.

As you

probably know, there's controversy in the
press to this day about who was on which
bus.

One of the causes for the controversy

arises because the buses were numbered #1
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and #2.

But it's now established that

bus #2 got ahead of bus #1 in the motorcade.
I would swear and still believe -- I'm
certain -- that I was on the first press
bus.

But I know, as a matter of fact

that I wasn't because enough evidence
has been adduced now.

But my recollection

is absolutely clear that I was on the first
press bus.

This is one of the things

that people remember.

-

People who were

on the first press bus later heard the
shots, and I didn 1 t.

I don•t think

anybody on our bus did that I know of.
In any case, we went along on this motorcade.
It's quite a long route into Dallas.

They

routed us right through the heart o f the
town.

Dallas has sort of canyon streets.

They're quite narrow.
fairly tall

The buildings are

I mean ten story buildings.

They routed us right through the heart o f
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town.

The crowds were immense.

They

were really very big crowds, and they
spilled out well over the sidewalks and
into the middle so you really only had a
lane of traffic down the middle.
limousine was open.

The

They didn't have the

b

bu}#e top on it.
Everybody was a little keyed up -anxious to see, you know, if the woman who
hit Adlai Stevenson was going to come out
there and hit the President or whatever.
Or if there would be hostile signs.

I

don't really remember now, but I think
there may have been one or two Goldwater
signs or something in the crowd, but
that was so common in those days.

Anywhere

you went there was always some sign.
A common one was "Kennedy for Kingi
Barry for President."

You would first see

in those days -- what was it -- "Au:a?o" signs.

J
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You know, the chemical symbol for Goldwater.
You used to see a lot of those.

I think

there was that kind of sign here and there
but not many, and no evidence whatever of
hostility -- very enthusiastic crowd,
happy crowd, noontime crowd.

Warm day,

people in their shirt sleeves, pretty
girls.

A very happy crowd.

The Kennedys

had plenty of reason to be pleased with it.
As Mrs. Connally's remarks have shown, they
were pleased .
Incidentally, I never believed, either,
that seconds before the shots, Mrs. Connally
said to the President -- what was it -"Dallas certainly loves you today," or
something like that.
too.

I think that 1 s too pat,

I think she might well have said

that on the trip -- I suppose I 1 m being
cynical or something -- but those famous
last words just seldom get said, I think.
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I'm not throwing off on Mrs. Connally's
memory or President Johnson's, I just
think that it's easy to remember those
things as happening that way when they
didn't actually.
Anyway, the motorcade carne out of
downtown Dallas, and it turned into that
triple underpass area there that everybody
knows about by now; there's no use in my
describing it.

But the effect is a little

bit like corning out of the ci ty and out
into a kind of open space.

That was the

effect a little bit.

The crowds just fell

away just like that.

I mean, the crowd

was in the city along the narrow streets,
and out in this sort of plaza area where
there are two or three highways converging
and going down to the underpass and a few
buildings around there, there was no tremendo us
mass crowd, just a few people scattered around.
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I know I had the feeling, at least,
that the motorcade was over.

We had gone

th!Dugh the crowd, and everybody kind of
relaxed.

I was sitting by a fellow by

the name of (James] Jim Mathis who was
then with the Advance News Syndicate.
That's the Newhouse Newspapers.
Texan.

He now owns, I think, or is editor

of some paper in Texas.
Washington anymore.
by me.

He's a

He's not in

Mathis was sitting

We were not up forward in the bus;

we were somewhere in the middle of the bus.
He was leaning out in the aisle and looking
up ahead as we came down out of the downtown area .

He got up and went forward all

of a sudden to the windshield of the bus
up front.

He stayed there a little biti

then he came back, and he said to me,
11

Something must have happened.

car just sped off."

He said,

The President's
11

They really
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gunned it away."

I remember that phrase,

"gunned it away."

Then he sat back down.

I did not, at that point, notice any
commotion in our bus.
was much commotion.

I don't think there
To my knowledge,

nobody in o ur bus heard shots.

As we approached

the actual scene where we now know the
shooting happened, there was a little
commotion in the crowd -- people running
hither and thither.

I don't recollect

at that point, where I now know the shooting
happened -- that is, before we got into
the underpas s

that this was alarming

or upsetting, or even particularly aroused
my interest.

I know I did notice it, but

it could have been really not a great deal
more than the fact that the President's
car had passed and the Vice President's
·~ '

car had passed and people were scattering.
It was a little more than that, but not so
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much more that it was alarming.

Then there

was Mathis' remark that the President's
car had sped off.
something.

So we were alerted to

For all we knew, you know,

somebody had thrown a tomato; or I don't
know, maybe they found out they were late
for the luncheon; maybe there was no crowd
so they decided to hurry.
I certainly didn't.

We didn't know.

I shouldn't speak for

anybody else in the press

bus~

I know

Mathis d idn't who was sitting by me.
As we emerged from the underpass
went through the underpass and emerged
from it

I saw the first thing that really

excited my curiosity.

(Mark Lane goes

around making speeches about this, by the
way, because it's in my piece that was in
Times Talk about the dayts events.)

I

noticed a motorcycle policeman, a Dallas
motorcycle cop with one of those little side
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cars on i t but nobody in the side car,
to the right of the motorcade as we came
out.

It's a grass plot and leads up the

back to the railroad tracks up there.

..

He

drove his motorcycle over the curb and a

~J

good piece up that bank -- about as far
as a motorcycle could go up that bank.
He dropped it and went charging up that
hill.

I was convinced by then that

something had happened but didn't know what.
Now Mark Lanes goes around making
speeches saying that that proves that the
assassin must have been up on the railroad
track, and i t proves that the New York Times
suppressed that fact in my account of that
day because I put it in my Times Talk article
but not in the piece that was published in
the Times.
simple.

The explanation really is very

That is, that in trying to cover

all the catastrophic events of that day,
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I did not think it was necessarily important
to the readers of the Times that my
personal first awareness of something happening
should be reported in detail.

Now later

on when I wrote the Times Talk piece,
I was writing about myself and what I
END TAPE II SIDE I
GRELE:

Did you f o llow the President's car to
the hospital?

WICKER:

No.

By the time I noticed this motorcycle

policeman, the cars up front had gotten
v ery far on out a way fr om us.
the second bus apparently.

We were

Although as I

told you , it seems to me we were the first.
But both press busses, and f o r all I know
some of the cars that were in front of
them

I don't remember --but I know

b o th press buses proceded and not very
fast.

We went o n t o the "Trade Mart"

where this luncheon was to be held.
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The people were aware on the first
press bus more so than I was - - I won't
say more so than on our bus, but mo re so
than I was -- that something bad had
happened.

Robert MacNeil of NBC actually

got off the first press bus at the scene
of the shooting.

[Robert C.] Bob Pierpoint

of CBS, who had been seated in the front
seat of the other bus, heard the sho ts.
Again, Bob is one of my close friend s and
he's one of the best reporters I know.

But

not many people claim to have heard t h ose
shots, and I'm just doubtful myself.

Those

press buses were closed, and we had air
conditioning going.

I think if one p erson

on the bus heard the shots, almost everybody
would have.

I don't want to cast do ubt

on Bob's version, but I've argued wi th him
personally.

I think maybe there 1 s hind-hearing

as well as hindsight.

But I don't know.
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Bob is an honorable man and a damn good
reporte.r.
Anyway, the press buses went on to
"Trade Mart."

We got out there.

I still

was not terribly alarmed about anything.
We didn't see the President's car, but
then that wouldn't be unusual bee'ause he
would probably have gone to another and
more convenient entrance.
in this "Trade Mart."
kind of open building.

We went on

It's this big,
The main floor

was covered with luncheon tables, and there
are balconies up each side.

From this point

on everything I remember is in there, but
if you want it in the tape I 1 11 go ahead.
GRE.LE:

Go ahead.

WICKER:

As I said, there were open balconies up
the side and diners' luncheon tables up on
those balconies, too -- a rather big crowd.
It gave the effect of an opera house.

The
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luncheon had already begun.
sitting there eating.

People were

As we walked along

one side of this one hall down to the other
end where the press room was, someone at
one of those tables said to me,
President been shot?"
not that I know of."
anything about it.
on then.

11

Has the

I said, "My God,
I hadn't heard

I walked on, hurrying

But as I walked through that

hall , I could literally see that rumor
through that room.

mov~ng

You know, you could

just see heads turningi you could just
follow it.

I've never seen that before,

but you could.
end of the room

By the time I got to the
it was a rather long

thing, big as a football field, I guess
the place was buzzing with this kind of
talk.
The press room was upstairs, up two
or three flights by escalator.

We went
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up the escalators, and by the time I got
to the press room most of the press group
was there, and everybody was buzzing with
this.

"Sornething•s happened ." -- "Have

you heard?" -- "There•s a rumor the President .•
You know.

About that time Marianne Means ,

who was then the White House correspondent
for the Hearst newspapers and is now a
columnist for them, carne dashing over .
[Philip] Phil Potter of the Baltimore Sun
and I were standing there talking, and I
believe Kiker of the Herald Tribune.

She

said, "My God , the President•s been shot.
He 1 s in Parkland Hospital."

She didn't

say where she got this information or
anything, but it was the kind of thing she
said that you knew it was true .

At that

point, it carne across.
Potter and I had put our typewriters
down at another level up where we were to

II
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write -- you know, they had typewriters
and all for us.

We had put our portables

down up there and came down a level where,
I think, maybe we were supposed to listen
t o the speech -- or something like that.
We went tearing up t o get our typewriters,
and we went flying downstairs again.

And

s omehow we got on the wrong bank of
escalators.

We ran d own the up escalato rs,

I remember, which is not very damn easy to
do.

But once you got g o ing that way, i t

was easier than trying to g o back and get
on the down escalators.
d own there.

So we went tearing

Kiker was with us, and we were

running all out.

We went tearing out through

that big dining room down the hall there and
running like hell t o where the press buses
were.

Some officious-looking character

grabbed me by the arm, or tried to.
said,

11

Here, you can't run in here.

He
11

I
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just kept right on going though.

A waiter

came sort of backing out into the aisle
carrying a big tray of food, and Kiker
just hit him head on.

He couldn't stop.

He just banged into him just like a football
player.

Potatoes went this way, the tray

went that way and the waiter another way,
and Kiker kept right on g o ing.

We went

tearing out.
The only bus we saw -- by then we may
have switched buses f o r all I know -- but
we saw a bus that was just slowly beginning
to pull away.
the thing.

Kiker was okay ; he got aboard

But Potter has a bad back

much like President Kennedy's own back.
carries one of these big old heavy huge
typewriters.

He's had it with him for

years, and he's attached to it, but it's
a monstrous thing.

He said, "I don't

think I can make it."

I grabbed his

He
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typewriter and carried it for him.

We

tore out for this bus which was moving
very slowly.

We got up to it, and I got

aboard and pulled Potter aboard.

We pulled

out.
Pierpoint was sitting there.
remember what he said.

I

He said, "I don't

know what has happened, but we all better
pray."

I remember that very clearly.

The bus went blazing off.

By this time

we knew something was wrong , so we made
the drive go fast.

We went blazing off to

Parkland Hospital which, in retrospect,
doesn't seem to me to be very far away.
I'm not sure what the actual distance is,
but it didn't seem very far.

We got there,

and there was a big crowd standing right
outside the hospital.

We could see the

President's limousine pulled up there in
front of the hospital.

A lot of police
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I guess all the police who had been guarding
the motorcade.

We went sort of plunging

into this crowd with the reporters getting
off.

Some of the reporters were already

there.

They had gotten rides in police

cars, or they had been some of the reporters
and cameramen in the motorcade up in cars,
and they were there.

We got there.

It's all just a blur in my mind.

I

remember the first really good information
we got that we could rely on and trust came
from Ralph Yarborough.

He had been riding

in the car with the Vice President.

He

gave us the description of having heard
the shots, which he recalled as having
come over his right shoulder, which proves,
at le.ast according to the Lee Harvey Oswald
theory -- oh, I'm talking about the case
made by the Warren Commission -- would be
right.

The shots came over his right shoulder.
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He. also recalls what can • t be right if the
Oswald thing is true.
odor of gunsmoke.
may be imagination.
he said it,

He smelled the acrid

I think, again, that
I don't know .

But

He recalled how [Rufus]

Rufe

Youngblood, the secret serviceman, had
leaped over the back of their car and had
pushed Mr. Johnson down onto the floor,
and Mrs. Johnson, and got on top of them,
and he, Yarborough, was kind of left to
fend for himself there.

The car sped off

at a high rate of speed.

They got t o the

hospital in time for Yarborough to see
President Kennedy carried inside.

And at

that point, Senator Yarborough would not
describe the appearance of the President.
He would not talk a;':>ou t i t except, as you
may know, he's a southerner and a kind of
rhetorical sort of thing and he said,
"Gentlemen, this is a deed of horror."
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He was quite shaken by it

all~

He was white.

He was talking compulsively, obviously near
shock, as anyone would have been.

He confirmed

to us that Governor Connally also had been shot,
and he said, as I recall it, that Governor
Connally had half walked into the hospital.
I don 't really know whether that's right or
not, but I remember he said he seemed to be
clutching his stomach.
a bit of information.

So that gave us quite
Then there were other

details that he gave us, too.
There was a television cameraman or a
news cameraman -- but my recollection is a
television cameraman

whose name I don't recall

now -- but it's in that article -- who had been
riding in about the seventh or eighth car in
the motorcade.

He was right on the button.

He said, "I looked up.

I saw the rifle in a

corner window of the Texas School Book Depository."
It seems to me, and again if I'm right it would
be in that article, that he even named the floor.
And he turned out to be right on the button.
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We milled around the front of the hospital
there.

We got some more information relayed

to us from [Robert E.] Bob Clark who is with
ABC and who was one of the poolers that day and
was up close .

I

didn't talk to clark personally,

but we got this second hand, you know, from
people who had .

I

don't know what information,

but we got some from him.
there .

We rnil.led around

I remember getting up close to the

President's limousine and taking down the
license plate -- G. G. 300.

There was a bucket

of bloody water sitting on the ground beside it
where, apparently, somebody had tried to mop
out the back seat of the car .
us get very close.

They wouldn 1 t let

They wouldn't let us in

the hospital.
[Malcol m] Mac Kilduff carne out about that
time.

He was the press secretary on that

trip.

He confirmed that the President

had been shot, that Governor Connally had
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been shot and could not give us any
information about the President's condition,
but said that the President was alive.
fact, he was not.

This was after one o'clock.

But Mac didn't know that.
entirely.

In

I absolve him

He did not mean to mislead

anybody or anything,
he knew at that time.

He was saying what
He didn't know

that the President was dead.
obviously very shaken.

But he was

He said that a

press room was being set up in a nurses'
classroom around the side of the hospital.
"Around that way.

If you go around there,

that would be the place where any information
available would be put out."

The press

sort of started drifting that way.

There

was an iron linked, you know, looped fence
around there -- chain fence.

We were

stepping over that and walking around on
the lawn of this rather modern, nice building
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to a side entrance.

I lingered behind,

and I went over and talked to one of the
motorcycle policeman.

They had radios.

I said, "Is their any information yet about
who did it?"

He said, "No."

hadn't heard anything.

He said he

I said, "Well,

haven't you heard anything about what
they're doing, or who did the shooting
or anything of the sort?"

He said, "No,

the radio's full of some guy who shot a
policeman.

They just caught him over in

a theatre over on the west side of Dallas."
I said, "I don't give a damn about that.
I want to know who shot the President."
He said, "Well, we don't know anything
about that yet."

So I walked on along.

The car that the Vice President and
Ralph Yarborough had been riding in was
standing over to one side in the route
where we had to go.

It was standing with
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two front doors wide open.

It was a con-

vertible, and the radio was on .

There

was nobody in it, just the radio on.

As

I walked past that car, one of the last
two or three of the press group heading
around the side of the building, the radio
announcer's voice said, "Ladies and gentlemen,
the President is dead.

We repeat.

The

President of the United States is dead."
Then the radio went silent -- for a little
while at least.

It didn't say who said

that or what the authority was or anything.
It just said that.
It was final.

But it was conclusive.

You know, life is this way.

You simply believe some things, and you
don't believe others.
and some things don't.

Some things hit you
I knew it was true

when I heard that.
So I jumped across that fence.

I

took off running, carrying my typewriter.
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I jumped over that fence.

It wasn't

difficult, but I jumped over it, and I
caught up to Hugh Sidey who was very close
to the President, very close to me.
said, "Hugh, the President•s dead.
just heard it on the radio.

I
I

I don't know

what the authority for it is, but it sounded
right."

I said, "The President's dead.

11

Hugh just sort of stopped and stood still
for awhile.

I stood there for a minute.

There wasn't anything to say.
on .

I walked

As he stood there -- I know this

because he later came to the press room
and told us all this -- I was walking
on away, he saw two catholic priests come
out of the hospital.

He went up to them and

asked them if they knew what was happening
and if the President was dead.
11

Yes~"

They said,

It turned out to be the priest who

had administered the last rites.

They told
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him what little they knew and gave him
their names and so forth.

He came on

around to the press room and filled us in.
He gave everybody that info rmation.
Not long after that -- I don't know
how long we waited around there, but not
long is my rec o llection -- Kilduff came in
and made the formal announcement which is
on record.

You know what he said.

shaky -- all of us were, I think.

Very
Perhaps

some of the reporters were in tears.
I know they were; I was.

Well,

After that, people

began to break out of the press room after
Mac made the announcement.

He promised

to come back and tell us anything else he
could.

He didn't know a lot of things.

couldn't know.

He

He didn't know when the

Vice President was going to be sworn in or
anything of that sort.
found telephones.

We went out and

I found a telephone
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somewhere around there and called my office,
and we got straight what we were going to
do.
Oh, incidentally, before I forget, I
found out later -- I didn't know at the
time, but Marianne Means had got that
information that the President was shot
and was in Parkland Hospital from her
editor in New York who had heard it on the
radio.

Most of the press on that trip

got what they considered the official -not official but conclusive -- announcement
that the President had been shot and was
in Parkland Hospital from a Hearst editor
in New York.

I wouldn't say most, but a

lot of us did.
After I made my telephone call I
carne back to • • . • I guess it was before I
made my telephone call.

The doctors, whoever

he was - - I can't remember his name, but of
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course that 1 s in all the articles, too
-- who had been in charge there in the
operating room came in, and he gave us a
good deal of technical information about
the bullet holes, the cause of death, the time
of death and this, that and the other thing
a lot of which was wrong as it came out in
the long run.

He told us, for instance, that

the bullet wound in Kennedy's throat, right
here, had all the marks of an entry of a
bullet.

As we know, it didn't.

At least

that•s as the case was established by the
Warren Commission.

He never mentioned the

large wound in the President's back.

The

explanation now given, which I never accepted
as being sensible, is that they didn't turn him
over.

But anyway, we had no way to check

that information that day so what the doctor
told us, we took at face value.

The state

that everybody was in no matter what kind of
information you got, if it was wrong, it's
hard to blame anybody.
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I then made my telephone call.
right.

That•s

After making my telephone call,

instead of going back to the press room,
I decided to see where enterprise would
lead me.

I went wandering around the

hospital corridors, and I ran into Sidey
and [Charles W.] Chuck Roberts.

Enterprise

led us nowhere except outdoors.

We just

couldn•t get anywhere.

We got out in front

of the hospital again some way.
want to stay out there.

We didn•t

We couldn•t

get

back into the main entrance until we located
a secret serviceman.
his name.
name.

I frankly don•t know

I knew him, but I didn•t know his

He took us through the police line.

We went into the emergency reception room,
not the operating room.

We went into

the reception room.

We stood there because

there was a hearse.

I don•t want to say

whether it was a hearse.

It was a hearse

because it had a funeral home thing on it.
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We deduced from that that they were getting
ready to bring the body out -- which was
right.
room.

We stood in the emergency reception
There's a corridor that comes by you.

The emergency reception room empties here
onto a kind of open porch in front of the
hospital and the corridor emptied there.
We stood at the door of the emergency
reception room.

After a very few minutes,

the body was wheeled out in a coffin on a
thing with wheels.

Mrs. Kennedy was walking

beside it spattered with blood.
were spattered with blood.

Her stockings

Her dress was

also spattered, but I noticed the stockings
in particular.

She had either lost or

taken off the hat she'd been wearing.
hair was rather disheveled.
imagine, she was crying.

Her

As you can

She was walking

with one hand on the coffin.

Behind her

came a good many members of the Kennedy
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staff who were along:
Kenny o•nonnell.

Larry 0 1 Brien,

I can•t remember who

all, but I certainly remember them.

They

showed obvious evidences of crying and
so forth.

The coffin was wheeled into

this hearse.

Mrs. Kennedy got in the back

of the hearse with him.

The staff people

crowded themselves into cars that were there
police cars or anything they could find.
I thought at that time • • • • We assumed
they were taking the body to the airport.
So, what happened was the three of us ••
Chuck Roberts got his way into one of
those cars because he .was going to go to
the airport and see what would happen.
Sidey and I decided to stay at the hospital
because we didn 1 t know where the Vice
President was.

No one was even sure .• . • •

There were all kinds of mad rumors.

You

know, for all we knew the Vice President
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was shot although Yarborough said not.
Or the Vice President had a heart attack.
Or the Vice President this or that.

We

didn 1 t know so we thought we ought to
stick around there.
We went back to the press room.
that point a man named [Julian]

At

Reed,

one of Connally's assistants, came in and
gave us some very useful stuff from Mrs.
Connally who, of course, was uninjured,
and also about the Governor•s condition.
We found out from Mrs. Connally for instance,
or she confirmed, where everybody was
sitting in the car.

We got that remark

about, "Dallas certainly loves you today."
We got a lot of color like this -- what
she had done at the time, and what Mrs.
Kennedy had done.

We found out about the

secret serviceman jumping on the back of
the car, that sort of thing -- very useful.
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Then Wayne Hawks who was a member of the
White House staff who traveled with us
at that time came in and said that the
Vice President had gone to the airport
and was g o ing to be sworn in at the airport ;
the buses were going to the airport immediately;
and anyone who wanted to go out there and
take a chance on seeing the swearing in or
whatever could go.

Well, I certainly did

so we went tearing out of that hospital.
By this time time was getting a little
short, or you always feel that time is
short in circumstances of that kind.
knew my deadline had been moved up .

I
I

actually had time but • • • • I wanted to
get busy.

I had right much stuff by then,

as you can imagine.

So I ran faster than

anybody else -- I guess.
everybody anyway.

I got ahead o f

I got aboard the press

bus and went straight to a seat in the
back -- the wide seat in the back -- because
.....

_
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I have ridden many press buses many times,
and bus seats are so constructed that
you can't put a typewriter on your knees
in an ordinary seat.

But you can go back

there in ·the back and sit in that seat
and claim the aisle, you know, and open
up your typewriter and work on your knees,
which I did.

We drove from there to Love

Field which, again my recollection is it's
a short trip.

I don't know the distance,

but it didn•t seem to take any time.

I

got off two pages of copy on the way to
the airport.

I got them typed, you know.

I put down the assumption that President
Johnson would be sworn in in the terminal,
which was not true as we know.
Well, as we drove up, we entered a rear
entrance to the airport.
up to the terminal.

We didn't come

We came in somewhere

out at the field through a wire fence.
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As we came up to a runway, Air Force One
was thundering down the runway taking off
at that point.

We watched it go and then

got out of the bus.

Sid Davis who works

with the Westinghouse Broadcasting Stations
had also got out to the airport someway
and had witnessed the swearing in.

He and

Roberts had put together a pool report.

They

didn•t have room for everybody on the
plane going back so people had to be put
off~

Davis got off because he wanted to

go and broadcast anyway.

He stayed there

long enough -- he. got up on the trunk deck
of somebody•s car and gave us a pool report
in which he gave us all the details about
the President being sworn in, the time and
all that sort of thing.

So that pretty

well rounded out the story.
Incidentially, there•s a little bit
of contretemps about it.

He read out --

and I have in my notes and everybody else
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does -- an oath that he said Judge [Sarah]
Hughes had given the Vice President.

I

copied it down in my notes and reported
it in my story, and it went through all
the editions of the New York Times.
in some other papers too.

It's

A controversy arose

about this later because it was not the
official Constitutional Oath.

It's close

to it, but it's not the same thing.
had been a problem.

There

Apparently, a call

had be.en made to the Justice Department
from the airplane.

The Justice Department

had phoned back the actual text of the
Constitutional Oath.

The tape recordings

reveal that the President took the oath
as prescribed in the Constitution and not
the oath as read to us by Davis.

Well,

we began to get letters about this.

There

was even .a little Goldwater type thing
that Johnson wasn't really President because
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he had taken the wrong oath, y ou know.
It was a lot of nonsense.
Anyway, I questioned Davis about
this.

Davis was perplexed about it, too.

He said that he had asked Judge Hughes,
after the ceremony, if she had a copy
of the oath.

She handed him a card

the oath on it.
to us.

wi~~

That is the oath he read

He and I conjectured from that that

Judge Hughes, hastily called to the airplane,
had not had time to get the oath and had
from memory constructed something that was
quite close to the oath.

It was.

It was

very close, but some of the words were
off.

I wrote her a note to try to establish

this fact.

She wrote back.

I don't remember

the wording of the letter, but in fact
she didn't remember giving Sid Davis any
card and she said she had given the legal
oath.

So how it all happened, I don't know ...
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But the oath as reported in the New York
Times is not the right oath.

Where Sid

Davis got that card -- he said he got it
from Judge Hughes, and Sid is a great
man and I 1 m sure he did.

But she says

she doesn•t remember any of that.

Exactly

what happened I don•t know.
GRELE:

After the assassination •

WICKER:

r•11 give you that letter if you want
it if it•s worth any thing.
After that, after we heard Davis•
pool report, Kiker and I took off right there
and went running, literally, across the
field and through some warehouses and freight
storage and shipping places and made our
way into the terminal.

Both of us went

to the telephone immediately and called
in some stuff.

I went up . • • • If you•ve

ever been to the Dallas terminal, you
know there•s a kind of balcony along one
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side of it and they've got some writing
tables up there for travelers -- post
cards and so forth and stationery.

I

appropriated one of those tables and went
to work.
copy.

I would write about two pages of

Then I'd go across the terminal to

the phones and call in.

Kiker went off

to one of those bottle clubs some airlines
have and worked in there.

Several television

sets were around the terminal, and we could
follow some of what was going on from them.
I had told my office to take all news about
the assassin and the efforts to find him
and so forth from the wires because I
hadn't any time to do a police reporter's
job -- I had to write what I had -- which
they did.

Late in the day, about the time

I was getting through, Gladwin Hill, who
is our Los Angeles correspondent who had
been assigned, had gotten a plane and had
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gotten into Dallas and found me in the
airport.

He was the first man in, besides

me, of the Times men.

I sent him immediately

-- or asked him immediately -- to go to the
police station and get on the police
story which he did and stayed on it for
weeks.

But I never did go to the police

station or any of that.
Kiker and I got through and went
down to the Dallas News office.

Later in

the night a number of other Times men came
in, and I wrote another story.

I got

just cribbed it out of the Dallas paper
a description of the School Book Depository
building:

what it was, and all that sort

of thing; what it looked like.

I tried

to get the other reporters out on assignment
and so forth.

Pretty soon, however,

Fendall Yerxa, who was then the news editor
of the Washington bureau, came in, and I
turned all that over to him.
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I went back to the hotel.
got a room.

I hastily

A whole bunch of the Washington

press, basically washington press, who were
there and stayed the night gathered in
somebody's room-- I

can ' t remember

whose -- in another hotel, in the Adolfus
Hotel.

We watched TV about midnight, seeing

a lot of things.

Among other things, we

saw Mayor [Earle]

Cabell of Dallas, who

is now Congressman from Dallas, make what
I

thought was a very good speech where he

really sort of laid out Dallas for right
wingism and the Stevenson incident and
this kind of thing.

I

went to bed, and

that about ends that day -- unless you
want more o f an account of what I did,
which I

don't suppose would -be of interest

t o anybody.
GRELE: .

When you came back you were still White
House correspondent.

WICKER:

Yes.
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GRELE:

How rapid was the Johnson take-over of
the White House?

WICKER:

Well, of course you had the interim of
four days there -- the funeral and all.
I was not here on the Saturday following
the assassination.

I got back Saturday

night late because of the time differential,
and I couldn't get a reservation out of
Dallas until about 2 o'clock in the afternoon
-- and then into Friendship Airport in
Baltimore.

Sunday was the day they took

the body to the Capitol.

You know, it's

established that Johnson began conferring
with people Friday night when he got in,
and Saturday.

And Sunday afternoon he

met with Henry Cabot Lodge, who was then
Ambassador to Vietnam.

Monday was the day

of the funeral itself, was it not?

Yes.

On Tuesday he was hard at work because you
still had a great many of the foreign
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dignitaries who had come to the funeral
here.

He shuffled them in by the dozen.

I can't remember, but I wrote a story about
it that day with all their names listed.
He was hard at work all day Tuesday.

In

fact, he actually went to work with that
sort of thing Monday night after the funeral
with the State Department reception.
moved in very rapidly.

He

On Wednesday he

made his famous speech to Congress which,
I think, was the single most important
moment of his presidency so far.

I think

he established himself as President right
there.

He probably won the 1964 election

right there.

He said the right things,

did the right things -- and scored.
could have gone wrong so easily.

He

I would

say he moved in very rapidly, very rapidly
even with all the difficulties.
GRELE:

Was there tension and conflict between the
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Kennedy staffers and the Johnson staffers?
. WICKER:

I don't think so-- not much.

I think in

those weeks right after the assassination
all the Kennedy people were pretty much
inclined just to pitch in and help and do
a patriotic job and try to get the new
man going as best they could.

Also, I

suppose they didn't want to sit around
and think about it all very much.

I 1m

sure there must have been some frictions
of some kind, but there never were enough
to make news or there never were any l oud
feuds or anything of that sort -- not that
I know of.
GRELE:

can you recall any conversations with John
Kennedy that we might have overlooked.

Did

you ever talk about the reporters' craft?
WICKER:

No, not much.

I think probably most of the

conversations of that kind or any kind that
I had with you were on the other tape.

I
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I don•t really remember, but I think so.
GRELE:

can you think o f anything we might have
missed?

[Pause] Well, if something comes

to you, you can pencil it in on the transcript.
WICKER:

No, I don•t really think so.
think so.

I don•t

Of course, you know, this kind

of conversation could go on if we had the
time and if my recollections were all that
important.
hours.

We could go on and talk for

No doubt I 1 d dredge up a lot of

things that conversation would evoke.
no, I think that about does it.
GRELE:

Thank you very much.

But,
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I thinl' I was in the first press bus.
But I can't be sure. Pete Lisagor of
The Chicago Daily News says he knows
he wa·s in the first press bus and he
(lesc\"ibes thing·" Lho.t w11nt. on <1.bonrcl it
that didn't happen on the bus I was in.
But I still thinlc I was in the first press
bus.
I cite that minor confusion as an
e?'ample of the way it was in Dalla·s in
the early afternoon of Nov. 22. At first
no one !mew what happened, or how, or
where, much less why. Gr adually, bits
;;.nd pieces began to fall together and
within two hours a reasonably coherent
version of the story began to be possible.
Even now, however, I know no reporte r
who was there who has a clear and
orderly picture of that ·surreali stic afterno0n; it is still a matter of bits and
pieces thrown hastily into something
like a whole.
lt began, for most reporters, when the
centr al fact of it was over. As our pr ess
bt:s eased at motorcade ·speed down an
incline toward an undeqJass, there was
a little confusion in the sparse crowds
that at that point had been standing at
the curb to see the President of the
United States pas-s. As we came out of
the underpass, I saw a motorcycle policeman drive over the curb, acr oss an open
area, a few feet up a railroad bank, dismount and start scrambling up the bank
Jim Mathis of The Advan<;e (Newhouse) Syndicate went to the front of
our bus and lool,ed ahead to where the
Pz·esident'·s car was supposed to be, perhaps ten cars ahead of us. He hurried
bacl' to his seat.
"The President's car just sped off,"
he said. "Really gunned away.'' (How
could Mathis have seen that if there
had been another bus in front of u-s?)
0

But that could have happened if someone had thrown a tomato at t h e President. The press bus in its stately pace
rolled on to the Trade Mart, where the
P r esident was to speak Fortunately, it
was only a few minutes away.
At the Trade Mart, rumor was ·sweeping the hundreds of Texans alr eady
eating their lunch. It was the only
rumor that I had ever seen; it was
moving across that crowd like a wind
over a wheatfield. A man eating a
grapefrui<: seized my arm as I passed.

"Has the President been ·s hot?" he
as1,ed.
" I don' t think so," I said. "But something happened."
V\liti1 the other reporters-! suppose
35 of them-! went on through the huge
hall to the upstairs press room. We were
h ardly t here when Marianne Means of
Hear-st Headline Service hung up a t elephone, ran to a group of us and said,
"The President's been shot. He's at
Pal"ldancl Hospital.''
One t hing I learned that day; I suppose I already knew it, but that day
made it plain. A reporter must trust
hiH in:>linct.
When Mi"'" Mllans said
those eight words-! never learned who
told her-! !mew absolutely they were
true. Everyone did. We r a n for the
press buses.
Again, a man seized my arm-an
officia l-looldng man.
"Xo running in here," he said sternly.
I puliecl free and ran on. Doug Kilter of
The Herald Tribune barreled head-on
into a waitet· carrying a plate of potatoes. vVaiter and potatoes flew about
the room. Kil<er ran on. He was in h is
first week with The Trib, and h is first
Presidential trip.
I barely got aboard a moving press
bus. Bob Pierrepoint of C.B.S. was
aboru·d and he said that he now recalled
having heard something that could have
been shot·s -or firecrackers, or motorcycle bacldire. We ta llted anxiously,
unbelieving, afraid.
0

Forwnately again, it was only a few
minutes to Parkland H ospital. There,
at its emergency entrance, stood the
President's car, the top up, a bucltet of
bloody water beside it. A utoma tically,
I tooi' clown its license n umber-GG300
District of Columbia.
The fimt eyewitness description came
from Senator Ralph Yarborough, who
had been t·iding in the third car of the
motorcade with Vice President and Mrs.
Johnson. Senator Yarborough is an East
Texan, which is to say a Southerner,
a m an of quick em otion, old-fashioned
rhetoric.
"Gentlemen," he said, pale, shalten,
near tear s. " It is a deed of horror."
The details he gave us were good and
mostly - as it later proved- accurat e.
But he would not describe to us the
appearance of the President as h e was
wheeled into the hospital, except to say
that he was "gravely wounded." We
could not doubt, then, that it was serious.
I had chosen that day to be without
a notebook I took notes on t he back
of my mimeographed schedule of t he
two-day tour of Texa·s we had been so
n ear to concluding. Today, I cannot

read many of the notes ; on Nov. 22, they
were as clear as 60-poinl type.
A local television reporter, Mel Crouch,
told us he had seen a rifle being withdrawn from the corner, fifth or sixth
floor window of the Texas School Book
Depos itory. Instinct again - Crouch
sounded right, positive, though none of
us knew him. We believed it and it was
right.
Mac Kilduff, an a·ssistant White House
press secret ary in charge of the press
on that trip. and who was to acquit
himself well that day, came out of the
hospital. We gathered round and he
told us the President was a live. It wasn't
true, we later learned; but Mac thought
it was true at that time, and he didn't
m islead us about a possible recovery.
His whole demeanor made plain what
was likely to happen. He also told usas Senator Yarborough had- that Gov.
J ohn Connally of Texas was shot, too.
Q

Kilduff promised more details in five
minutes and went back into the hospital.
We were barred. Word came to u·s
second-hand-! don't remember exactly
how- from Bob Clar k of A.B.C., one of
the men who hac! been r iding in the
press "pool" car near the President's,
that he had been lying face down in
Mrs. Kennedy's lap when the car arrivea
at Parl<land. No signs of life.
That is what I mean by instinct. That
day, a reporter had none of the ordinary
means or time to check and double-check
matters g iven a·s fact. He had to go on
what he knew of people he talked to,
what he knew of human reaction, what
two isolated "facts'' added to in sumabove a ll on w hat he felt in his bones.
I knew Clarlt and respected him. I took
his 1·eport at face value, even ·at secondhanr:l. It turned out to be true. In a
crisis, if a reporte!' can't t rust his
in·stinct fot· truth, he can't trust anything.
When Wayne Hawks of the White
House staff appeared to say that a press
room had been set up in a hospital
classroom at the left rear of the building,
the group of reporters began struggling
acros·s the lawn in that direction. I lingered to aslt a motorcycle policeman if
he had heard on his radio anything about
the pursuit or capture of "the assassin.
He hadn't, and I followed the other
reporters.
As I was passing the open convertible
in which Vice President and Mrs. J ohnson and Senator Yarborough had been
riding in the motorcade, a voice boomed
from ·its radio :
"The President of the United States
is dead. I repeat-it has just been
announced that the President of t he
United States is dead."
There was no authority, no word of

/

wl:o h<1d anno:t:lced it . But - i:;stinct
agai n- I b.;licv.::ci it insta n tly. It ·s ounded
true. I ~m.::w :;: was true. I stood still
a n10111~n~ . ~!1c1~ began running.
Ordi::<l i': ,y, I couldn't jump a t ennis
·;et if I'd jusr. iJcaten Gonza les. That
ay, carrying ,t i:.:·iefcase and a typewriter, I jumped a chain fence loo·ping
around th ~ dr.vE-. not even brea1dng
sb·:dc. £-~•-·~;· ;: Sici<;y of T ime, a close

or

friend

·(.4~

PJ:c:siden t, w as

\Val1\:ing

s lowly ahe;·.d .• : me.
"Hugh ," _ . . ·"· ·'the Presicent 's dead .
Just anr:ot. _-.;, . 0r. the r a dio . I don't
Jmow wi:o .. nnv•.. . c:ed it but it sounded
officia l ..0 .,· .
__,p~c1 . . ~}\,;.;.ed at rnc , lo oh:ed at

Side:-:

th e g .·c ... .. .
_ c._ ,tldn't tall,: about it.
I cou:.'.:.';: c:: : n~' ;::o,ntt it. I couldn't do
<tn yi.hi.1g .. ,;, ; · ,~1: on to the press room.
Then :t ·~·.);,, others what I had heard.
Sidey, I lea:·n ed a f ew minutes later,
stood whe1·0 he was a minu te. Then he
sz,w tWll Catholic ;n·iests. He spoke to
them. Y 0s, they told him, the President
was dead. They h ad administered the
last rites. Sidey went on to the press
room arn:i spread that \Vord , too.
Throu,;:~ r,: : <

the sc:,..
"(O

- ,~ .:;

(\ay, ev.;ry reporter on
l.O me t o do his best
·1se. Iniorn1ation can1e
_Jiece·s. Each man who
.;:· a piece passed it on.
·.':Jo he ld anything out.
....:lo ut an exclusive: it

. , . _,...

hci _

0li1y

pic;"..
I k n c ·. ,_...
:-\o0o.~ .-·

_·
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....)~ :_.i
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1ninu~es \vhen \Ve
·, ae press room-my
i;:st i:·: 't \\' '·" , ,, _,r_J the new P r esident,
but Lv o~•" ·' ····w ·,vi1ere he was- Kilduff
a;J;Jearcc .·a. · ~:ve<:. barely in control of
hi:-n·3e.i. Ir. rhaL hushed classroom, he
~~~ace
u:e ofL::1al, the unbelievable
a nno L:ncemer:t. The President was dead
of a 6 Unsho;; wounc: in the brain. Lyndon
.Johnson was safe, in the protective
custody of the Secret Service. He would
be sworn in as soon as po3sible.
Kilduff, composed as a man could be
in those cit·cu m sLances, promised more
details when h e could get t hem, then
left. The se<uch fo r phones began. Jacl'
Gertz, traveling with u·3 f or A.T. & T.,
was f1·2.ntically movi ng t hem by the
dozen i:1to the hospital but few were
1·eady yet.

.C!n

I wande red down the hall, found a
doctor's office, wall,ed in and told him
l had to use his phone. H e got up with•Jut a. word and left. I battled the hospital
.-;witehboard for five minutes and finally
:~·ot a line to New York-Hal Faber on
..he other end, with Harrison Salisbury
.Jn an extension.
They knew what had happened, I said.
The deati·• had been confirmed. I proposed to write one long Gtory, as quickly

as I could, throwing in everything· I cr>ulcl
leam. On the desk, they could eut it up
as they needed- t hrowing par t into other
stories, putting other f acls into m ine.
But I would file a straight narrative
without worrying abou t their editing
needs.
Reporters always f us·3 at editors and
always will. But Salisbury and Faber
a re good me n t o tal1' to in a crisis. They
!mew what they weJ'e doing a nd reali zed
my problems. I may fu ss at them again
sometime, but after that clay my heart
won't be in it. Qt;ickly, clearly, t hey
told me to go a head, gave me the movedup deadli nes, t old me of p la ns already
m ade to geL othe r 1·epol'l.ers into Dalla·:>.
but made it pla in they would be hours
in aniving .
Salisbur y told me to use the phone
and tal'e n o chances on a wire circuit
being jammed or going wrong. Stop
reporting and start wri ti ng in time to
meet the deadline, h e said . Pay anyone
S50 if necessary to dictate for you.
The whole conversation probably took
t hree minutes. Then I hung up, thinking
of all t h er e was to !mow, al l there was
I di dn't lmow. I wandered down a corric:ot· and ran into Sidey and Chuck
Roberts of X ew-3weelc They'd seen a
h earse pulling up at the emergency
entrance and we f igured they wer e about
to move the body.
0

We made our w ay t o the h earse-a
S ecret Service a gent who knew us helped
us t hroug h suspicious Dallas police lines
-and the driver sa id his in str uctions
were to take the body to the airport.
That confirmed our hunch, but gave me.
at lea.ot, another wrong one. Mr. Johnson,
I declared, would fly to Washington with
the body and be sworn in t here.
vVe posted ourselves inconspicuously
nea r the emergency entrance. vVithin
minutes, they brought the body out in
a bronze coffin.
A number of \~.'hite House staff people
- stunned, silent, stumbling along as if
dazed- wall,ed with it. MP:s. Kennedy
walked by the coffin, h er h a nd . on it, her
head down, her hat gone, her dress and
stockings spattered. She g ot into the
hearne with the coffin. The staff men
crowded into cars and followed.
·rhat was just a bout the only eyewitness matter that I got with my own
eyes that entire afternoon.
Roberts commandeered a seat in a
police car and followed. promising to
"fill" Sidey and m e '· · .. ccessary. W e
made the Game promise to him and went
bacl< to the press room.
There, we received an account from
Julian Reed, a staff assistant, of Mrs .
John Connally's recollection of the shooting. Most of his recital was helpful and
it C~Stablished the important fact of who

was s it ting in wr.; c h seat in ti1e ?rcsi
dent's car at the time of the shooting.
The doctors v: ho had treated t h<
President came in after Mr . Reeci. The:y
gave us copious d etail, par ticularly aE
to the efforts they had made to resu·:scitate the Pres ident. · They were less exp licit about the wounds, explaining that
the body had bee01 in their hands only
a short time and they had little time to
examine it closely. They conceded they
were unsure as to the time of death and
had arbitrarily put it at 1 P.M., C.S.T.
0

Much of their in ;'ormation, as it developed latet·, was erroneou-3. Subsequent
reports made it pretty clear that Mr.
Ke nnedy probably was killed instantly.
His body, as a physical m echanism, nowever , continued to flicl<er an occasional
pulse and heartbeat.
No doubt this
justified the doctors' fimt account. There
also was the question of national security and Mr. Joh n son's swearing-in .
Perhaps, too, there was a ques tion abou t
the Roman Catho!ic rites . In any case,
until a later doctors' statement about
9 P.M. that night, ~he account we got at
the hospital was o:'ficial.
The doctors hardly had left before
H awks came in and told us Mr. J ohnson
would be sworn in immediately at the
airport. vVe dashed for the press buses,
still parked outside. Many a campaign
had taught me some thing about press
buses and I ran a little harder, got there
first, and went to the wide rear seat.
That is the best place on a lms to open
up a typewriter and g et some work done.
On the short trip to the airport, I got
about 500 words on paper- leaving a
blank space for the hour of Mr. Johnson's swearing-in, and putting down the
mistaken assumptlon that the scene
would be somewhere in the terminal. As
(Con tinned on following page)
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.. . been Sid D avis o:
'.\' ~st ir~ : ~1 v.:~-- .c. _· .J::tdca::H:~~g, one of the
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\vhat ha.p-

pe:•e.:: .:0 i;;s ;;;-,.;·..;: deck. Ee and Roberts
-~l..,:e t~,

;1i;; promise-had put together
:nag1:ificen t "pool" 1·eport on the
S\vec..ri!1g -ir,. ::.avis read it off, ans,vered
q~: es ·.:i .:. r..;; .. :·.d gave a picture t hat s o
fa:- :.s ... .... ->w was com plcle, accu r ate
a::.:: :-. ~o.s not yet been added to.
i said to Kil;:er c,·;: The T r ib: ··we beti.e:· go write. Ther.::'ll i:Je phones in the
tCL11inal." He agreed. Bob 11anning, an
:.::e-coo1 member of tr.e ·white House
tra:'1sponation staff agn~ed to get our
b r.;,;-s o!'f the }Jress p lane, which w ould
r<:tu rn to V\1&-shington as soon as possii.Jle, and put them in a nearby telephone
booth.
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~:ci.n

a ;·nt: f - r.1i lc to the

thro'-!g;, a baggage:·,ar.._: .. .
.. . •0 get t!1ere. 1 went irn. ::e.:.. ... ~ ~-., ::c :--~ p;1one oootn a;1d d:ctated
~ . ~... - ~· v- .. . . ...:a.C, correc-c.i :-;g it a..-s I rea~,
4. ,.·.-·.•. l_:;· :-: -c.ov.
B~fore I hung up,
;:; ..;... .:>a:!s·cA._:,' &.nC. asked him to cut into
:·.-..J ::.wry w ..a<.ever the wires were fi ling
::-r. <.r,e assc..ss:::-.. There was no time left
te~"n: ..·..

, ··l ....-... ~:lg

to chase down the Da llas police and find
out those clctails on my own.
Dallas Love Field has a mezzanine
running a r ot;nd its main waiting room;
it is equipped with writing desks for
t r avelers. I tool< one and went to work.
My r ecollection is that it was then about
5 P.M. New Yo1·,;: time.
0

I would write two pages, n•n down the

stairs. across the waiting room . grab a
phone a1:': dicLate. Miraculously, I never
had to wait for a phone boot h or to get
a line through. Di<:lating each l ake, I
wot<kl throw in items I hadn't writ ten ,
somelin•cs wlH>le paragn·. phs. It must
have been tough on the dictating room
crew.
Once, wh:le in the booth dictatmg, I
looked up and found twitcning above
m e th e imposing mustache of Gladwin
Hill. He was the first Times man in and
had found me right off; I was seldom
more glad to see anyone. We confened
quic!dy and he took off for the police
station; it was a tremendous load off my
mind to have that angle covered and out
of my hancls.
I was halt' through, m:ty be more, wh en
I h.:ard myself paged. It turned out to
be Kiker, who had been separated f rom
me and was working in the El Dorado
room, a bottle club in the terminal. My
mezzanine was quieter and a better
place to work, but he had a TV going
for him, so I moved in too .
The TV helped in one important respect. I took down from it an eye-witness
accou n t of one C h arles Drehm, who had
been ,.
·1g- at the President when he
" ~ e-ain: Drehm sounded
was!

positive, right, sure of what he said. A nd
his report wa s t h e firs t real indicaliun
that Lhe President probably was shot
twice.
Shortly after 7 P.M., Kew Yorl{ time,
I finished. So did Kiker. Simultaneously
we thought of out· bags ou t in t ha t
remote phone booth. We ran for a t a xi
and m·ged an unwilling driver out along
the dm·k airstrip. /,s we f ound the place .
with some difficu!Ly, an American Ail·lilles man was walking off with the bags.
He was going to s h ip them off to the
White House, having s een the tags on
Lhem. A minute later and we'd have been
stuck in Dallas without even a tooth brush. (Somewhere in the excitement, I
did lose a raincoat, replacement value
S35; Mr. Garst please no t e. )
Kiker and I went t o The Dallas News.
The work wasn't done- I filed a number
of inserts later lhat night, wro t e a. separate story on the building from which
the assassin h ad fired, tried to get John
Herbers, Don Janson, Joe Loftus on useful angles as they drifted in. But when
I left the airpor t , I knew the worst of
it was over. The s t or y w a s filed on time,
good or ba d , complete or incomplete, and
any reporter knows how that feels. They
couldn't say I missed the deadline.
It was a long taxi ride to The D a llas
News. We w e re hungry, not having eat en
since an early brea kfast. It was then
that I remembered John F. Kennedy's
obituary. Last June, Hal Faber had sent
it to me for updating. On Nov. 22, it was
still ly ing on my desk in Washingt on,
not updated, not rewritten, a monunent
to the incr edibility of that afternr
n
Dallas.
Tom
)

