
John Jay Hooker Jr. Oral History Interview – JFK#1, 1965 
Administrative Information 

 
 
Creator: John Jay Hooker Jr. 
Interviewer: William A. Geoghegan 
Date of Interview: 1965 
Place of Interview: Nashville, Tennessee 
Length: 38 pages 
 
Biographical Note 
John Jay Hooker Jr. was the National Director of Men and Women for the Kennedy 
Campaign in Washington D.C. in 1960 and special assistant to Robert F. Kennedy from 
1961 to 1962. This interview focuses on personal anecdotes about the Kennedy family, 
the 1960 presidential campaign, and the JFK administration’s relations with Cuba, among 
other topics. 
  
Access 
Open 
 
Usage Restrictions 
According to the deed of gift signed August 2, 1972, copyright of these materials has 
been assigned to the United States Government. Users of these materials are advised to 
determine the copyright status of any document from which they wish to publish. 
 
Copyright 
The copyright law of the United States (Title 17, United States Code) governs the making 
of photocopies or other reproductions of copyrighted material. Under certain conditions 
specified in the law, libraries and archives are authorized to furnish a photocopy or other 
reproduction. One of these specified conditions is that the photocopy or reproduction is 
not to be “used for any purpose other than private study, scholarship, or research.” If a 
user makes a request for, or later uses, a photocopy or reproduction for purposes in 
excesses of “fair use,” that user may be liable for copyright infringement. This institution 
reserves the right to refuse to accept a copying order if, in its judgment, fulfillment of the 
order would involve violation of copyright law. The copyright law extends its protection 
to unpublished works from the moment of creation in a tangible form. Direct your 
questions concerning copyright to the reference staff. 
 
Transcript of Oral History Interview 
These electronic documents were created from transcripts available in the research room 
of the John F. Kennedy Library. The transcripts were scanned using optical character 
recognition and the resulting text files were proofread against the original transcripts. 
Some formatting changes were made. Page numbers are noted where they would have 
occurred at the bottoms of the pages of the original transcripts. If researchers have any 
concerns about accuracy, they are encouraged to visit the Library and consult the 
transcripts and the interview recordings. 



 
Suggested Citation 
John Jay Hooker Jr., recorded interview by William A. Geoghegan, 1965, (page number), 
John F. Kennedy Library Oral History Program. 
 
 
 





John Jay Hooker Jr.– JFK #1 
 

Table of Contents 
 
Page Topic 
1 Trip to Hermitage with Robert F. Kennedy [RFK] 
2 First encounter with John F. Kennedy [JFK] 
3 Impressions of JFK 
6 RFK’s relationship with Joseph Kennedy 
8 JFK’s handling of the Cuban Missile Crisis 
9 Joseph Kennedy’s influence of JFK’s and RFK’s careers 
10 RFK’s relationship with Rose Kennedy 
12 JFK’s, RFK’s and Edward Kennedy’s competitiveness 
13 JFK asking advice on who should be vice president 
16 Compiling statement about JFK’s Catholicism for The New York Times 
17 Anti-Catholic sentiment against JFK 
20 Attempt to free Cuban prisoners 
22 Conflict with Milton Eisenhower 
25 Termination of efforts to free the prisoners 
28 JFK’s opinions of President deGaulle of France 
30 Impressions of Jacqueline Kennedy’s relationship with JFK 
31 Organization of a press conference for Jacqueline Kennedy 
35 JFK’s interactions with his children 
36 Reaction to JFK’s assassination 
37 Seeing RFK and Ethel Kennedy after the funeral 



Name Index 

JOHN JAY HOOKER , JR. 

Batista, Fulgencio 
Bel lino , Carmine 
Castro, Fidel 22, 
Clay, Henry 5, 6 
De Gaulle , Charl es 

27 
42 

De Sapio, Carmine 
Di Salle, Micl1ael V. 
Donahue , Richard K. 
Donovan, James B. 
Dungan, Ralph 17 
Ea stland, James 0 . 
Eisenhower, Milton 
Evans, Courtney 25 

23 , 25 , 26 , 27 

28 , 29, 30 
14 . 

14 
16 

23 

64 
20 , 21, 22, 25 , 56, 58 

Gavin, James M. Gol dberg, Arthur J. 3 
Graham, William Franklin (Billy) 17, 42, 43 
Gray, Frank 62 
Henry, E. William 61 
Hill, Lister 60 

15 
8, 14, 15 

Jackson, Andrew 2 
Jackson, Henry M. 
Johnson, Lyndon B. 
Kefauver , Estes 34 
Kennedy, Edvmrd M. 5, 
KeP~edy, Ethel Skakel 
Kennedy, Joseph P., Jr. 

11, 12 
2, 10, 28 , 33, 37 

4 
Kennedy, Joseph P. , Sr . 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 28 , 29, 50 
Kennedy, Robert F . 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, ll, 12, 13, 14, 15, 17, 

18, 19, 20 , 23, 24, 25, 28 , 31, 32, 34 , 37, 38, 39, 40, 41, 42, 
45, 46 , 47, 48, 49, 50, 51, 56, 61, 62 , 64 

Kennedy, Rose Fitzgerald 9, 10 
Khrushchev , Nikita S. 8 
Lawrence, William H. 45 
Lincoln, Abraham 6, 19 
McGee, Frank 36 
Medaris, John B. 49, 50 , 51 
Minow, Newton N. 61 
Neese, Charl e s E. 62 
Nixon, Richard M. 15, 47 
O' Brien, Lawrence F. 16 
Onassis , Jacqueline Kennedy 
Peale, Norman Vincent 42 
Poitier, Sidney 51 
Poling , Daniel A. 41 

2, 10, 13, 30, 31, 32, 33 , 34, 43, 59 

Reuther, Walter P. 20, 21, 22 , 25 
Ridgway, M:l.tthew B. 49, 50 , 51 
Roosevelt , Eleanor R. 20 , 21, 22 , 25, 50, 52, 53, 54, 55, 56, 57, 58 



.,,! 

Roosevelt , Franklin D. 7 
Roosevelt, Franklin D. , Jr . 53, 54 

c:_<"1., I(' j~Q 

Sa Unger, Pierre,~ · 'fJ 
Salk , J onas E. 59, 60 
Sandburg , Carl 51, 52 
Sch\va.rtz , Abba P. 52 , 53 
Seigenthaler , John 2, 15, 20, 53 , 54, 61 
Shriver , Eunice Kennedy 2 , 10 
Shriver, R. Sargent, Jr . 2, 58 
Sidey, Hugh 45 
Smith, Alfred E. 46 , 47 
Smith, Jean Kennedy 2 
Smith , Stephen E. 2, 3 
Sorensen, Theodore C. 45 
Spock , Benjamin 59 
Stevenson, Adla i E. 34 , 52, 61 
Symington, Stuart 14 
Tayl or, M:txwell D. 38 
Truman, Harry S. 4 7 
White, Byron R. 34, 61 
Wine , James 41, 47, 48, 49 

• 

John Jay Hooker, Jr . (2) 



c-

( 

Oral History Interview 

with 

JOHN JAY HOOKER, JR. 

Nashville, Tennessee 

By William A. Geoghegan 

For the John F. Kennedy Library 

GEOGHEGAN: I am William A. Geoghegan, Assistant Deputy 

~ . 
. . .;. 

Attorney General, the Department of Jus tice. 
I am here in the office of John Jay Hooker, 

Jr., an attorney in Nashville, Tennessee, to interview Mr. 
Hooker in connection with the John F. Kennedy Library Oral 
History Project. Mr. Hooker, I'll begin by asking you when 
it was that you.:first encountered President Kennedy and who 
it was who introduced you to him? 

HOOKER: Well, Bill, if I might, let me give~you a little 
background. I first met President Kennedy in 
Hyannis Port. He was then, of cours e , a s enator . 

and that was in 1958. Previously I had met [Robert F.] Bob 
Kennedy, who came to Nashville to testify in an impeachment 
trial in which I wa s a lawyer. This was the first impeachment 
trial in fifty years. It was a major event in Tennessee a nd 
Bob Kennedy came down as Chief Counsel from the McClellan 
Committee to testify. 

At the conclusion of his testimony he asked me i~ I 
would take him out to t he Hermitage, which was the home of 
Andrew J cckson. I was very busy in t his c ase and I really 
didn't have t ime to do that, but because he was a guest and 
wan ted to, I did take him. The plan was for him t o s tay 
fifteen minutes and then he wls going to catch a plane ; nd go 
back to Washington. We got there and h e c alled his wife, 

~ .. 
I 
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Ethel, [Ethel Skakel Kennedy] and said that he was at the 
Hermitage and that he was intrigued by i~ and wanted to stay 
longer and that he would catch a later plane. He then spent 
four hours going through the home of Andrew Jackson and during 
this time discussing Andrew Jackson and American history and 
events, and I remember as we left the grounds of the Hermitage-
! was in the presence of Bob Kennedy and John S•igenthaler, 
who later turned out to be an intimate friend of Bob Kennedy's, 
but he was, like myself at that time, only an acquaintance--! 
remember thinking to myself that Bob Kennedy has a real feeling 
that American history is of great importance and that he has 
the feeling that he and his family are going to be part of 
future American history and he had spent this time at the 
Hermitage for the purpose of gathering from the past some of 
the spirit of America. I remember it just as if it were 
yesterday. Watching him go through the Hermitage for four 
hours left me with the feeling that I had met a young man who 
was going to be a part of the future of America . 

Shortly thereafter he called me and said that he wanted to 
come to Nashville and buy a pony for the children and he would 
like to spend the weekend with me. He came and spent the 
weekend and Ethel came. I was at that time engaged to the 
girl [Letitia Forte] to whom I'm now married and we had a very 
pleasant forty-eight hours together, at the end of which I 
felt that I was his friend and that he was my friend. Shortly 
thereafter, he invited me to go to Hyannis Port to spend the 
weekend in the summer of 1958. I did that and on that occasion 
Jackie (Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy] and the Sen.:. tor were there, 
Steve Smith and his wife [Jean Kennedy Smith], Bob and Ethel, 
~ Eunice !Eunice Kennedy Shriver] and Sargent Shriver, and maybe 
some other members of the family. And dur~ng that weekend I had 
some lengthy conversations with Stev~ Smith and Sargent Shriver 
and with Bob about the proposition that Senator Kennedy was 
going to run for President. The Senator did not participate 
particularly in the activities of that weekend for some reason. 
My meeting him was very brief and casual, but it was of suf
ficient length that I felt the magnetism and vitality of a man 
and had some feeling of the family .group about which so much 
was later written. 

.._ . 
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We flew back to Washington; Bob and I flew back on the 
same plane. Arthur Goldberg got on the airplane in Boston and 
we flew back from Boston to Washington National. Bob got off 
at Washington. I had the very positive feeling, and said to 
my wife that I was convinced that John F. Kennedy was going to 
be the President of the United States. This was not because of 
any prior political experience.: on my part or any profound 
political insight, because up until that time I had had only a 
limited amount of activity in politics. The feeling that he 
was going to be the President emanated from his vitality, his 
countenance, what has subsequently been called "that special 
g·race." It w~s obvious to me and, I think, obvious to most 
everybody who saw him that he was a unique human being. I 
was enormously impre~sed by his family as a family group, by the 
fr~endship and by the inter-dynamics of the relationships of 
each member to the other. It app~ared to me that if you were 
a friend Of one of them you were a friend crall of them, chat 
if Bob liked you and you were a friend of Bob's, that you 
immediately had a entree to the other members of the farorry. 
And that was the feeling of the weekend. 

GEOGHEGAN: DULhg this weekend was any suggestion made to 
you about what you might do if the decision was 
finally made for Senator Kennedy to become a 

candidate for the presidency in 1960? 

HOOKER: No. As I said before, I hadn't had any political 
experience and mainly it was a question of my 
asking Steve Smith and Bob questions about how 

they visualized making this d~eam a reality. I can't say 
that I remember whether it was by word or _just feeling, but 
there was no doubt in my mind that if they did do it I was 
going to give some of my time to helping in the cause. But 
in terms of~ having been invited in the ' sense of being designated 
to perform a certain function, that wasn't my relationship. 
I felt that I would do something but I didn't know what. 

GEOGHEGAN: Did you feel when you left Bob Kennedy and the 
other members of the family of Senator Kennedy 
that weekend that the decision had been finally 

made, as far as the Senator and his family were concerned, that 
he would be a candidate or that it was just about to be made? 
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·~ Yes, I felt that the decision had been made 
but I wasn't certain in what form the decision 
was made. Like a lot of . other American citizens, 

I would really like to know how the decision was made. My 
opinion from that weekend and from my subsequent experiences 
with the President and with Bob is that the decision for Jack 
Kennedy to run for President of the United States was not a 
decision that was made concisely or within the neat framework 
of yes or no; but that it was a decision that emanated from a 
whole series of events. I think I felt at the time I saw him 
that he was so thoroughly involved in American life--in making 
speeches, in knocking out a program and concepts 'about what he 
thought the country should do--I felt that that had emanated r-. 
and had grown naturally. It was just an assumption on the 
part of all the people who were really close to him--that if 
the opportunity presented itself, he would answer the call. 
Now it rnay.:be that somebody knows that the decision was made 
otherwise. I don't know about that. But it was more of a 
feeling of involvement, a feeling that this man was going to do 
what carne naturally, that he was going to respond to what was 
obviously a deeply engrained urge to serve his country which 
had been passed to him from his father and his mother and had 
been shared with his brothers, the one who was dead, (Joseph 
P., Jr.] Joe, and with both [Edward Moore] Teddy and Bob. 

GEOGHEGAN: Was there any mention made at this time of 
Joseph Kennedy, Jr., the brother who lost his 
life in World War II, or at any subsequent time? 

HOOKER: When we walked out of the Hermitage--! didn't 
really know much about the Kennedy family. This 
was, as I say, the first time I had met Bob 

Kennedy--! asked Bob how many brothers and sisters he had and 
he named them and he included Kathleen and Joe. I said, "Where 
is Joe.?" He looked at me and without the slightest embarrass
ment or the slightest hesitation, he said, "He's in heaven." 
And it made a great impression on me, the matter-of-fact way he 
said it and the fact that I was sure he believed it. And I 
said, "Oh, I didn't know that." And he told me how he was 
killed. ! ... inquired of him about Kathleen and he told me how 
she was killed. 
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I was, of course, interested in the Kenn~dy family from the 
very ~eginning, but the interest, beginning back at the t ime he 
t~stified down here, really centered arounq a feelipg _ of the 
l?Olidari ty of Bob i<ehhedy. 'l'hat was be.fore my v isit t o Hyannis 
~6iE ~n~ befor~ I had any conviction really about his brother 
~ecoming the Pre~ident. My conv iction at the time of the Her-
- e.._ """'···- -. ... --- -
mitage episode was more related to Bob and Bob's consciousness 
. .. - - C-. • --· . . . -· - . 
of hi~toi:y ~nd Bob's desire to participate. At that time I 
h~d--not ' met Senator Kennedy. But because of the personali t y of 
ijob K~nnedy on t h at occasion I developed an interest in the 
tamily as a whole. When he said, "Joe's in heaven,'' it made me 
- C~. -- -
w.ondet, because ·of the calmness and of the obv ious sincerity of 
""''-----=- - . -- - -
~~~ ~~~r~~~~on, a~~u~ the ~am~~y, about Bob ' ~ background and 
a~out his mo ther and father and how he had grown up and how 
C: J..J"- - - • • - ":' •. - - - - -

tbi§ f~~ling of religious conv iction had been imparte d in him . 
i ' Eecame - ver.y i n teres t ed in talking to him about his father 
- l..J~.._ c: -:: - - --- - • 

~W2 'f.t; ~p~n ~ - ~ g~e ~ t deal o~ t~me ~a~~~ng ~~ou~ hi~ fc;Jth~r. He 
~<31~ X?~ ~~'1 J:.~ ~~~ ~a_~~~~ ~n~ wJ:1.'1 t: t:~~k ~~~C:~ ~~ t:~~ ~.~nn~r table . 

( <a~C2,~~~~~:: ~J:l.~·. <!~'! ~~b K~nnedy at ar:y t~me ~~~at:e: s~me ~n-: 
cc~~~~ ~~ ~r s to~~~s ~bat h_i~ . f~t:he~ t:o~d 0~ that in-: 

(l 

Y,CC-lv-~d h~s ~ather at t:h~~e ~~nner ta~le sess~~ns 

~~i~ ~~~~ ~~~~~ ~~~J:l.~~ ~am~~~ w~t:~ ~~~~~C:t: t:~ t:h~ ~~~~~~~ ~~~~~? 

~~~~ ~~~~~ ~ ~~w ~~~k~ ~r m~n~b~ ~~~~~ ~o~ Kenn~dy 
~ame down to speak at the University of Kentucky 
L c:H,c ._._ · -~ - - - . . 

~t LeKington. He called me and asked me if I -
C:: L -...J C:-• -· _..,. • -- -- - ___ .__._:... •• -

~~~~~ ~~~~ up to Lex ington and pick him up qnd bring bm back 
~£, ~~!;:'{~~~:_ -~~ -~~ -io·~~~ -s~~nd the -n~~h~ . - ~~ - ~C!~-~oi_n_g- to 
%~\~ ~J?-.'2~J:l.~~ ~.P.~~sJ:. ~r: ~~~~~~~pp~ ctn~ ~ ~e~~~~~ v~~y v i v~~ly 
~'t--\t?t~ ~~-- J?.~ t:J:l.ctt: t:_~r;n~ , my. w~~E1 h_~C! ~ <2:~!?-.V·~~t:.~~l:_~·. S~~ ~nd :r 
<tn-<6'<:-~ 'C~ ~~ ~~x-~~.~t:_~n. ~nd_ p~<:_k_~~ h_~m ':!>. '. ~n~ ~ t:_ t.ya~ ~ wa~l!l s~r~r1:g 
<6_~-. r:r_:n~~ r;nu s_t:_ h~ve bee.n the spring of 1 ~5~ . ~ r.e:_memb~r he im-
~~~~%t:~~.Y· p~t:_ t:l:.~ t:_~p d~wn a_nd t:_~~k -~~~ h~ ~ <:~C:t: '!!?-.'!. ~~~~e:_d u~ 
¥A~ %_~~~?~~ c:n~ J:.:: ~<!~d t:hat he wan~e:d to '!_~~ v~. ~n~ be d~d. 
~~ ~~~-~ ~<2:~~ an_~ a ha_~~ bo~~ d:z:.~v~ng ba_c]~ t~ ~ashv~~~e .. :rn 
~~ ~~~~~ o~ that v isit we stopped off first and saw t he home 
9-f: ~eQry Clay . When he said he wa nted to g.o to the home of 

wm.1~~ -~~~~-~~f:~.S C:H.t:~~~~ ~~ I:_~~t?--~t-~t?-!~ ~ -~~~~4 -~~v~-~~~n. c:n~t-~_E¥.: 
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four-hour episode. I didn'~ feel that I was as great a his
torian as he was, and while ·I wanted to see the home of Henry 
Clay, I didn't want to spend four hours ' there. So, with some 
urging from me, I got him out of Henry Clay's house in about 
an hour. But again I had this feeling he was devouring the 
history of the country. He knew a great deal about Henry Clay 
already and then we also, late on the trip, stopped and saw the 
Lincoln monument in (Hodgenville) Kentucky--and the Log Cabin. 
We spent, I would say, another thirty or forty minutes there in 
which he discussed Lincoln and again drank deep .of the history 
and the beginnings of Abraham Lincoln. 

But during this long drive we discussed at length his 
family and how he felt about his father and his mother and, 
particularly, I was interested in how they had raised the 
children. He told me that his father was absent a great deal 
of' the time when he was growing up, but that on major occasions, 
a birthday or some holiday or weekends, he was frequently at 
home and when he was at home, he made a very special effort to 
play with each of the children and to engage them in an in
dividual relationship. I think Bob Kennedy felt that he not 
only had a relationship with his father, Joe Kennedy, which was 
a relationship as part of the group, but I think he felt he 
had a very individual relationship with him. I think, from 
what he said, his other brothers and sisters also felt this 
propinquity with their father, this individual relationship with 
him, that was separate and apart from their group relationship 
with him. In their group relationship with him I think, from 
what Bob told me, he made efforts to give them a set of values 
in terms of trying to stimulate their interests in life and in 
government and trying to point out to them more by indirection 
than direction wha~ he, Joseph Kennedy, thought about life and 
~bout government and how human beings should approach the 
business of living. 

For example, he said that at the dinner table they never 
were permitted to discuss money. Money was a subject that was 
taboo. If the subject would come up about the cost of something 
or relating to money, it would immediately be diverted either 
by his mother or father to something that related to - family 
doings, family feelings about where they should go on a vaca
tion, about some family matter or to some current event. 
Apparently they spent a great·~ deal of time at the table in con
vivial meals discussing current events and what was happening 
in the world and the perso~alities that were known to Mr. 
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Joseph P. Kennedy, many of whom the children on occasion met, 
like President [Franklin D.] Roosevelt and most of the famous 
people of that time, even while they were young . . • • As you 
prob~bly know, Bill, Bob has pictures oh the wall in his house 
of a great many of the past presidents. He has one that is 
autographed by Franklin Delano Roosevelt, and there is a letter 
attached to it that President Roosevelt sent to him through his 
father, say ing to him: "Dear Bob: Your father has told me of 
your interest in stamps and I want you to know that I am a 
stamp collector too, and the next time you aEe in Washington 
I hope you will stop by and see me." I mentioned this because 
Mr. Kennedy not only talked with them at the table about these 
things, but I think made a special effort to involve them 
individually in things so that Bob Kennedy as a child, having 
received a letter from the President of the United S t ates, felt 
a more than passing involvement with Franklin Delano Roosevelt, 
in what was termed as the New Deal, and his father's partici
pation in the New Deal. 

Apparently the conversations at the table were led by Mr. 
Kennedy. He would select, in effect, the subject and then 
everybody would talk about it. I think through this mechanism 
Mr. Kennedy tried to help the children develop an individuality, 
develop feelings which they were permitted to express, feelings 
that were perhaps in conflict with the feelings of one another 
or in conflict with the feelings of the father. I think the 
dominant impression I received about Bob's relationship to his 
daddy was that his father permitted him the luxury of dis
agreement, that his father did not require abject . adherence to 
the feelings he had. He permitted each child to develop his 
own feelings and convictions which quality, I think, he passed 
to each child, maybe in a somewhat different way. But they · 
regarded their father more as a friend and as an adviser and 
as a confidant than simply as an authority. 

GEOGHEGAN: 

HOOKER: 

Did you detect any sense of fear of the father? 

No, not fear, but I did detect what I thought 
was almost total respect. They felt that he 
was a tremendous human being~ that they were 

... 

~--
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very much involved with him, and they wanted to please him. 
But at the same time they had been, as I say, permitted the 
luxury of disagree~ng with him so that 'what they felt for him 
was not fear of reprisal, or fear of arbitrary discipline, but 
respect for his opinion, respect for his feelings, lo've, and 
a deep sense of identity. I think psychologically speaking 
that the Kennedy boys, each in his own way, beginning at a 
very early age, managed to make a very satisfactory psycho
logical identity with their father which I think accounts in 
a large measure for their virility, for their inexhaustible 
energy, for their drive, and, on the other side of the coin, 
for their gentleness, especially the President. They are all 
masculine people, and I think that this largely resulted from 
this very early feeling of identity with which is, as you 
know, very important in the development of the personality. 
I think it was that type of background that gave them all in 
their own the facility to live their own lives. 

During the Cuban crisis, when [Nikita] Khrushchev and 
the President were, so to speak, eyeball to eyeball, I remember 
having the very strong feeling that this nation could not have 
in the White House a man who was better emotionally equipped 
to make a judgment the effect of which could be annihilation, 
that he was devoid of some of the complexities that might lead 
other people into a trap. Jack Kennedy had not only for lim
self but for all people a profound desire to live and to work 
and to thrive. I did not feel that :~e would make any judgment 
that was hasty or that he would precipitate d~struction due to 
any emotional incapacity to stand strain. I felt that he would 
be able to tolerate the strain of those days, that ' this great 
identity with his father, this ability to see himself as a 
leader, to have confidence in himself, to be willing to go to 
the point of looking Khrushchev in ·the eye and playing for all 
the chips--that because of all that here was a man who, because 
of his emotional upbringing, because of his emotional develop
ment, had the capacity to bring to this event the strong, stable 
emotional system that was a part of Jack Kennedy. He did that 
and I think that he conveyed that to the other people who were 
involved . in that decision. I remember hearing President 
[Lyndon B.] Johnson say here in Nashville during the recent 
campaign that the coolest man in Washington during the Cuban 
crisis was John F. Kennedy. He said that to an audience of 
many thousands of people here in Nashville. I am sure that is 
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true because that's the way his whole personality seemed to be. 

GEOGHEGAN: 

HOOKER: 

Tell me, John , did Bob e ver indica t e to you that 
the father had ev er attempted to influence them 
to follow in particular careers? 

Yes, I think the father, Mr. Kennedy, made it 
clear to them that he wanted them to do something 
with their lives that was worthwhile. I think 

he had made it clear to them that h e thought the highest c a lling 
was government service, that they should all make · their lives count 
for something. I don't feel that·_ .:he required them to do that or 
that he left them with the feeling, that " If you don't do that, 
I won't love you." I don't think it was a conditional situation. 
I don't think they felt that they had to do what he wanted them 
to do . But I do feel that they developed this great respect 
for their father and they hav e been so well educated along the 
lines of their responsi~lity. I think he made them feel that 
this money he had made for them gave them the opportunity to 
really do something important--and that opportunity didn't 
just include making more money. I think he fel t that he had 
made a sufficient amount of money that the pursuit of money 
to any further degree was not really worthwhile. I think Joe 
Kennedy respected people who made money but I think tha t after 
you got a certain amount of it and after he got a certain amount 
of it, his interests changed. Money for money's sake was not 
very appealing to Joe Kennedy. He felt he provided for his 

· children in a manner so that the point of money could never· 
really be a guiding influence, and I don't think it has been 
in any of their lives. 

GEOGHEGAN: 

HOOKER: 

.: 

John, I would like you to comment, if you would, 
about what you observed concerning the relation
ship between the children and the [Rose Fitzgerald] 
mother now. 

I only saw Mrs . Kennedy with Bob on one occasion. 
_ On the occasions that I was at Hyannis Port--I 

was there about three times--she was not there • 

.... 
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I saw Bob with his mother at his house on one~ occasion and he 
just adored her. She obviously had the capacity to lo~e and 
she had conveyed to the children, I think, this great gentle
ness and a great capacity to love them. Certainly Bob felt 
warmed by his mother. I think that he wanted to do everything 
he could to make his mother's life more pleasant. I have 
talked mostly about the father because I did know · Mr. Kennedy, 
I had many~ conversations with Mr. Kennedy. I was present 
in Hyannis Port in the conversation among Mr. Ke nnedy and the 
President and Bob and me--and I think maybe Ethel was present-
in which they discussed . . .. 

GEOGHEGAN: 1 wasthis after the Senator became President? 

HOOKER: Yes, this was after the Senator had pecome Presi-
dent. I remember on that occasion that the 
President had on a sport shirt that I bought him, 

and he was sitting on the sofa with his shoes off and relaxed. 
Jackie, as a matter of fact, was sitting on the triple sofa 
with him and Bob was sitting on a chair and I was sitting on 
the steps, and Ethel was sitting on the steps. Mr. Kennedy 
walked in, and immediately everyone in the room sprang to their 
feet. The President of the United States, within a second, had 
his shoes on and was standing straight up to welcome his father 
into the room, I remember being impressed by the fact that he 
was the President but that to the President, Joseph P. Kennedy 
was his daddy. He had that deep respect for him. The fact 
that he was now the President hadn't changed their relationship 
or his emotional or instinctive reactions to his father. We 
had several meals there together, and I was impressed by the 
fact .:that Mr. Joseph Kennedy, Sr. sat at the head of the table 
and Ja~kie sat at the other end and that the President sat in 
the middle. It so happened at one or two occasions that I sat 
next to the President and I remember feeling, "Isn't this a ~e&A.lt&r 
situation to sit at the table where the President of the United 
States is not sitting at the head. :J 

fo revert back to Mr·s. Kennedy, as I say, I didn't know 
Mrs. Kennedy well but from Bob and from Ted--! have been with 
them and with Eunice there was no doubt that Mrs. Kennedy 
was a special person to them all. And I think Mrs. Kennedy, 
during the years in which . th~ father had spent so much time 
away from home and was so heavily it:lvolved in working so hard, 
had not only kept the homefires burning~ but she_managed to b e 
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both mother and father to them during periodS' in which he was 
absent. They had a very deep seated love and affection for 
her. There is no doubt in my mind that she was a wonderful 
moLher. Her children are an evidence of that. 

GEOGHEGAN: 

> 

John, would you care to comment about whatever 
- personality differences you observed among the 

three brothers which you knew, the President, 
Bob Kennedy, Ted Kennedy. 

HOOKER: On one of my visits to Hyannis Port we were 
sitting at the dinner table! and Teddy and I 
got into a discussion about track. Somehow 

or other it developed into the question of who could outrun 
who--whether or n~t, if we got into a foot race, he would win 
or I would win. I'm about 6'1 11 and weight about 170 pounds 
and regarded myself as being one ra±her fleet of foot. At 
that time I was 28 or 29 years old, maybe 30. TeddY. was about 
6'1 11 but weighed about 215, and I couldn't believe that he 
could beat me in a foot race. The first thing I knew, dinn:r 
had been adjourned and we were all standing outside and Teddy 
and I were lined up to have this race. We had a hundred-yard 
dash and, embarrassingly enough, he won it. I coulan't believe 
it. It was just a couple of steps, so I tried it again, and 
he won it the second time. I said that I would have to submit. 

We went back to the ta" e, and for a few moments every
body kidded me about being a loser. The Kennedys love winners. 
~ey love to win. They a~e enormously competitiv e, but after 
a few minutes of being kidded about being a loser, I discovered 
that it was meaningful to them that I would race him, that I 
~Q~ld meet him and contest him. So that while T think the 
Keimedys lo-ve--there has been a great deal written about how 
much they like to win and what emphasis they put upon winning--I 
think t hat to those who hav e been to Hyannis Port and have 
pa~ticipated in all the various games, from tennis to touch 
foqtball, anything that was available--foot racing, boating, 
water skiing--the Kennedys have a very profound respect for 
the competitor. What I am trying to get across is that it's 
no~ just the winning . I think of more importance to them is 
t~~t yQu compete and that you make an effort . They put great 
eJm.~~~~i~ on being willing to compete and willingness to make 
ap ~e-ff_or_t, and I admire that ~t· I feel that they all hav e this 
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trait in common . ..... 
I would say about Teddy--I would say that Teddy was a 

very aggressive, competitive fellow who liKe~ to win, likes 
a challenge. I, however, feel that he is more forgiving of 
error or inability than Bob. In other words, I don't feel 
that Teddy demands of himself the same degree of excellence 
that Bob demands of himself. I think that Teddy is highly 
motivated but not so highly motivated as Bob and that when 
Teddy ±oses. . . . I played tennis with Teddy on several 
occasions. I 'have played in the past a great deal of tennis 
in my life, played some considerable tournament tennis, and 

1feddy has just played t~nnis more as one of many sports and 
so he was no match for me playing tennis. He would take his 
defeat with--he didn't like it but it didn't seem to bother 
him. Whereas Bob, even though I had had so much more experience 
at it than he had and played so much more tennis than he had 
played, every time I had thefueling he felt that this time he 
would raise himself to the heights to beat me. Every t ime we 
played he tried to win. He did not like to accept the role 
of losing. He would try very, very hard anq was very com
petitive. He always wanted to play one more set or one more 
game or one more point .• 

GEOGHEGAN: Pid you have any opportunity to observe the 
President in this respect? 

HOOKER: Only in the sense that he was a spectator. I 
never was around at any time in which he parti
cipated in any of the athletics, but it was my. 

very firm impression that the President was much less rigid 
about winning or losing in sporting events and maybe in life 
in general. Maybe the President did not feel the same need to 
prove himself that the others did. He was a little bit more 
philosophical. He would smile at the events. He would be 
teasing and gay and he laughed spontaneously as a result. 
Bobb¥ was a good sport. Both Bob and Ted were. I was always 
impressed that, despite their considerable competitiveness, 
they were always good sports. But the President was even more 
so. The President found a certain humor in the man-to-man 
struggle. 
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GEOGHEGAN: Do you think t hat this fierce corrtpetitive spirit 
Bob evidences, especially in athletics, may to 
some extent be explained by the fact that in 

physical stature he was considerably smalier than his brothers 
and that he probably had to put out extra effort to compete on 
the same level with them? 

HOOKER: Yes, I think that's right. I think that's true. 
Bob did have, to some degree because of his size, 

7 a more fierce sense of competitiveness but I 
don't know that that's the whole story. I think that Bob, even 
if he had been a larger man, might still have had that sense 
of competitiveness. I think it is just extremely deep-rooted 
in his nature. 

GEOGHEGAN: John, you had an opportunity on many occasions 
to be with the President's wife, Jacqueline 
Kennedy. Would you give your impressions of her. 

HOOKER: Bill, Jackie Kennedy was not only an extremely 
attractive human being and poised lady, she was 
underneath that an especially gracious, kindly 

individual . During the whole 1960 campaign she was pregnant, 
and most of the time she stayed completely out of sight after 
the Democr2tic nomination in July. As you remember, she stayed 
at Hyannis Port during the Democratic nomination when I, along 
with most of the other troops, were in Los Angeles. After the 
Democratic nomination he returned to Hyannis Port and she did 
very little campaigning because of her pregnancy. 

In la t e July, some few days after the Convention, after I 
had returned to Nashville, Tennessee , Bob called me and said 
that he wanted me to come to Washington and work in the campaign. 
I had had a minor role in the Convention at Los Angeles. I saw 
Bob a good deal during the Los Angeles Convention and s~w the 
Senator, then the Democratic nominee, the morning after he was 

nominated. I went by .:o see Bob and he said, "Let's 
go up and see my brother." We went up to Senator Kennedy's 
quarters and walked through a long series of rooms and finally 
got to the last room in i:he . suite. Senator Kennedy was ·sitting 
on the side of t he bed putting his shoes on. When we walked in 
he, in that friendly way, asked me how I was doing . Bob and I 
sat down and he looked at me and he said, "Who do you think 
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ought to be vice president?" which was I guess "the last question 
that I expected the new, Democratic nominee to ask. (BEGIN SIDE 
II, TAPE I] The Senator was sitting on ~he side of the bed 
putting on his shoes. After he greeted me, he talked to Bob 
for a second and he looked at me in the straight-forward way 
that became so famous before he died and said, "Who do you 
think ought to be the v ice presidential nominee?" It was the 
last thing I expected him to ask me. I hadn't been in a policy 
role, but he had that faculty fo~ putting his finger on the 
ventricles. He obviously was thinking about it. I don't know 
whether he asked me for the purpose of getting my opinion or 
just for the purpose of seeing how I would react. ' But I said, 
I guess, the mundane thing; I said, "Senator, it looks to me 
like Senator Johnson and Senator [Stuart] Symington are both 
good Democrats, and if r were you, I would select the man that 
I thought could help me win becaus e now that you have become 
the nominee, I think it is your duty to try to win." And that 
broad smile came across his face and he never responded to it 
rior asked me any further, but I felt some sense of electrici t y 
with him, that we were communicating. We had a very ple asant 
chat there and walked out of that room. I remember standing 
outside, waiting to see Senator Kennedy, were all the names I 
had read about. Governor [Michael V.] DiSalle was there, 
Carmen DeS 2pio was t here . Almost the Who's Who in the De mo
cratic Party was standing in the outer rooms. Having spent a 
few minutes inside, when I c ame out with Bob, I remember having 
the sensation o f : who in the hell am I to have had this chance 
to visit with him when these other people were standing outside 
in the hall waiting to see him. 

So when Bob called me a f e w we~ks later, really a few 
days later, and said, "Will you come to Washing t on t o work in 
the campaign?" despite the fact that it was going to involve a 

· considerable financial sacri f ice to me and a considerable pro
fessional inconvenience as I was a young lawyer in t his com
munity and could hardly afford an exte nde d absence, immedia t ely 
upon his asking that I come, I said that I would come. I did 
go in 9uly and s t ayed un t il after t he election in Nov e mber. I 
was in ·a very peculiar posi t ion in tha t I wa s ne ithe r fish nor 
fowl; I was neither a proven political analyst, a proven member 
of the Kennedy team responsible for the success at Los Angeles, 
nor, on the othe r hand, was I an outsider. As a matter of fact 

" the first few nights after I a'rrived in Wr.shington in July I 
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stayed out at Bob's house. I finally got located and my friend, 
John Seigenthaler, likewise from Nashville, and I got an apart
ment and stayed together throughout the remainder of the cam
paign. · But originally we stayed at Bob's house and that gave 
me access to him early in the morning and late at night. I 
rode in in the morning with him and went back out at night, and 
we had a great many int~resting conversations during the trip 
to McLean, Virginia, Hickory Hill, where Bob lives, and Wash
ington. 

GEOGHEGAN: Let ' me interrupt you at this point. At this 
time was Bob confident of winning? What was 
his attitude toward the President's chances 
in November? 

HOOKER: I don't believe that Bob ever thought about that 
question. I think certainly in July or August 
that we were definitely behind and that there was 

a sense or feeling at the Democratic National Committee that we 
were behind. The polls showed that we were behind and there 
was a feeling that there was a rough session of Congress going 
on, as you remember. We were having problems with certain 
legislation that Johnson and Kennedy wanted to get out of the 
committees and on the floor and voted upon, and that wasn't 
going particularly well. It was the general feeling--the 
Republican convention had come along after the Democratic con
vention and the general feeling was that Nixon was substantially 
ahead. 

Bob Kennedy, however, never reflected neither optimism nor 
pessimism during this period of time. He simply reflected total 
invo·lvement in his work. He did feel, I think, the central 
responsibility. After all, the nominee, S8nator Kennedy, was 
his brother . He felt that any mistakes t hat were made fnom 
the Democratic Committee in Washington were his mistakes, even 
despite the fact that he wasn't the Chairman of the Democratic 
Committee. Senator [Henry M.] Jackson was, and Bob was s 'imply 
campaign manager. But in response to your question, during 
that time--I ' m trying to meaningfully convey to you my feeling 

· tha~ at very. close-hand observation--during that time he was so 
involved that I don ' t think he ever allowed himself the luxury 
of: :contemplating what the end .r:~sults was going to be. Bob 
K~nedy during that period, July and August, was like a prize 

~ ... .... 



( 

-16-

-~ 
fighter who was unconscious of the fact that he was being hit 
and hurt and unconscious of whether or not he would be able 
to defeat his opponent. He was simply f~ghting with his total 
energy. 

During that time I, being less involved and more objective-
it wasn't my brother; I was in no way responsible really for 
success of the S e na t or, but was inspired and awed by this unique 
group of people who were cohesively working together--periodically 
I gave thought to where we are now and what·~ going to be the 
result. I remember very well one day I walked into an office 
that was being occupied by [Lawrence F.] Larry O'Brien, who, 
as you know, subsequently went to the White House with the 
President and who had been close confidant of his for many 
years. Another lawyer, maybe a year or so older than I but 
virtually my age, by the name of [Richard] Dick Donahue from 
Massachusetts, who had been a longtime member of the Kennedy 
team, was also in Larry O'Brien's office. I said to Dick, "It 
doesn't look to me like it's going so well." He said, "Just 
wait until the candidate gets on the road. As soon as Jack 
Kennedy gets out on che road, taking his campaign t o the 
American people, he will emerge." Dick Donahue seemed to have 
developed1 over such a long period of time, such a profound 
faith in J ack Kennedy. Donahue had worked in his first campaign 
for the Congre ss and his campaign for the Senate and his cam
paign for reelection and now for the Presidency. It was a 
signal to me that the old timers really felt that as soon as 
the people saw Jack Ke nnedy--got tbe benefit of his charm and 
his ability, heard his speeches, saw his appearance--that he 
would come out ahead. 

. .. 

GEOGHEGAN: 

. 

John, one of the big issues, of course, during 
che 1960 campaign was the religious issue. 
Would y ou care to comment about that . 

HOOKER: Bill, I didn' t really answer the previous question. 
I was going to talk about Jackie Kennedy and I 
want to do that in just a second but I also was 

leading up to the ques t ion of t he religious i s sue. I say that I 
.wa.s ·reither .. fish nor fowl, and as fate would have it, l happen 
to be a Protes t ant. One night we were riding horne and the v itr.bl 
abo.u.t... the Catholic issue was emerging. J.his, I would say, was 

.. ~ -- c -..• 
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in early August. Bob said to me, "Will you take over the pro
blems of accumulating everything that the Senator has said on 
the religious question and put together a consolidated statement 
relative to the religious issue and the Catholic question? 11 And 
I thought how unusual it was for me, a Protestant, who was pro
bably the least .qualified of so many people who were around to 
deal with the question for him to designate that I do this. I 
worked very diligently on that for, I guess, ten days, at the 
termination of which I had gone back through all the files and 
taken out virtually everything he had said on the question of 
religion and compiled it in sequence and then in transcript 
form and submitted it to Bob. He read it and we ran it as a 
paid political advertisement in the New York Times. It took 
about a complete page of the New York Times, ordinary type . 
I've got a copy in my files of that paid political advertise
ment in the New York Times which I com~iled . It was, in effect, 
a reiteration of the Senator's position on the question of 
Catholicism and what effect, if any, that had upon the presidency 
of the United States. It has always been amusing to me that I 
performed that function in view of the fact that there were 
others who seemingly were a great deaf:~~alified than I was. 

During that time I discussed with Ralph Dungan, who later 
went to the White House and who was a close adviser to the 
President and who had been formerly his legislative assistant 
while he was Senator, a great many things about the religious 
issue and what were the best answers . Ralph Dungan himself was 
a Catholic and a man deeply schooled in theology with a very 
profound grasp of Catholicism and at the same time a profound 
grasp of government . He helped me considerably in being able 
to put together these statements of Senator Kennedy and in 
writing the preamble to those statements which later became the 
political advertisement. It was not too long after that that 
he made his really strong statement in Houston in which he 
thoroughly clarified his position on. the religious issue. During 
that time I remember I went to a meeting in the Mayflower Hotel 
in Washington and heard the various political factions headed by 
Billy Graham's father discuss the religious issue. There was 
obviously a great feeling among some theologians, especially 
the non-Catholic theologians, that the election of a Catholic 
president was a dangerous governmental decision. Of course, I 
feel, and I think the American people feel, that the thousand 
days of the Kennedy Administration show the inaccuracy of t~at 

,~ 
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concept to begin with. I don't think President 

Kenneay's tenure as President of the United States was changed 
one hundredth of one per cent by the fact that he was a Catholic 
as opposed to an Episcopalian or a person of any other religion. 
But certainly during that period in August there was great 
agitation and there were meetings going on in downtown hotels 
in Washington of various religious groups who were raising this 
question in very alarmed terms. It fell my responsibility to 
prepare the material to be used in_a paid political advertise
ment which ran not only in the New York Times but ran generally 
nationwide. '.1.'hen subsequently, of course, there came the 
Houston speech in which he made his position crystal clear. As 
you know, as late as November that was still an issue. I think 
it is to his credit, however, that at the time of his death that 
issue had long since ceased to be a real worry on anybody's part. 

GEOGHEGAN: Tell me, John, at anytime during the course of the 
campaign as the election day neared, did Bob 
Kennedy indicate his own opinion as to whether 
the President was going to win or not? 

HOOKER: Yes. As I told you, about July or August or 
early September Bob seemed so totally involved 
with the struggle that I just got no feeling one 

way or another as to whether he anticipated victory or defeat. 
I simply got ~ the feeling that he was involved in a total fight, 
a total effort to help his brOther be elected President of the 
United States. Of course, the Bob Kennedy personality con
stantly was focused on victory, and I guess within the frame
work of his personality that if somebody asked me at that time 
what Bob thought, I would have spontaneously responded that he 
thought his brother was going to win. But certainly during 
July, August and early September it was fro~ nothi~he said. 
However, beginning in about the middle of October it became 
quite. evident that Bob felt his brother was going to win and 
that he was hopeful that he was going to win by a sizeable 
majority. 

~ particularly. remember _one nigh~ driving out to h_i.~ .hou~e . 
i.n::: late. october. - :: There-we·~:e .three·· o£- u5 - t>n= the front seat of his 
car and he was driving. It was a convertible and it was an un
seasonably warm night and he put the top down. We came to the 
Lincoln Monument and he looked up at the Lincoln Monument as we 
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were driving past, going across the bridge do~n towards McLean. 
He said, "You know, that ' s the greatest monument in Washington." 
From that we got to talking about Linco~n, what he had done for 
the country. Then he began t ·o talk about what he thought his 
brot~er was going to do for the country. Shortly before we 
arrived at his house, I said, "Bob, are you really convinced 
that the Senator is going to win?" and he said, "There's no 
doubt about it in my mind. We're going to win." 

GEOGHEGAN: What did he say about what the President was 
going to do for the country? Do you recall 
during that conversation? 

HOOKER: He recognized that the President had formulated 
a program which was largely predicated on the 
idea of progress, upon the idea of not being 

handcuffed by the mores and prejudices and inadequacies and 
insecurities of the past. It was going to be the mission of 
the Kennedy Administration to make the heretofore impossible 
possible. I think that when he looked to Abraham Lincoln and 
thought of the Emancipation Proclamation, · he thought of his 
brother as being the successor President of the United States 
who really would do something me aningful for the liberation of 
the Negro and the enhancement of the status of the Negro. I 
didn't--well, at that time--go into any particulari t y wi t h him 
specifically, issue by issue. But the fact that this conver
sation carne out of a v isual recognition of the Lincoln Monument, 
and his remark about Lincoln and what he felt about Lincoln, I 
felt that Jack Ke nnedy was going to pass a civil rights bill 
that was meaningful and would, in effect, change the course of · 
the last hundred years. Of course, while he didn't livemng 
enough to pass it into reality, certainly he passed it in spirit. 
It was passed undoubtedly as a monume nt to him and in recognition 
of his feelings about it. 

GEOGHEGAN: John, I would like to skip around a bit, if we 
could at this time, and ask you to discuss y our 
involvement in May and June, I believe it was, 

in 1961 following the unsuccessful Bay ·of Pigs invasion, the 
unsucce ssful effort to obtain the release of the Cuban .Brig ade 
prisoners. 

. ~ . 
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HOOKER: Bill, I went to Washington. I :baYe to verify 
these dates. But I went to Washington on some 
occasion. I think it wa~ the President's birth

day. There was a dinner, and I went to go to the dinner and had 
left here on a Friday intending toreturn on the plane Monday 
morning. Saturday I went by the Attorney General's office to 
visit with him and my friend, John Seig(~thaler, from Nashville 
who was his administrati~e assistant. I was sitting there 
talking to John Seigenthaler when Bob Kennedy walked out of his 
office and he said, "Hooker, would you do rne _a favor?" Joki..ngly 
to .hirn I said, "Gee, haven't I done you enough favors? What 
do you want now?" He said, "We've got a real problem here about 
the tractors for the Cuban prisoners. We want to make this 
exchange if we can. The President feels very strongly about 
these boys who tried to liberate Cuba . . I feel very strongly 
about it and I want you to help. Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt and 
Walter Reu;her and Milton Eisenhower are involved, as you know, 
as the three people who are heading a committee to effectuate 
the exchange of the tractors for the prisoners . But they need 
somebody to help them who can devote full . tirne. Would you give 
me a few days?" 

I said, "Bob, I really need to go back horne. I didn't 
know you were going to ask me to do this. I really need to go 
back horne . " 

He said, "This is an important thing for the country and 
for these boys and I wish you would do it. Would you just give 
me five or six days?" 

And I said, "Sure." 
Nine weeks later I was still involved in the tractors for 

the Cuban prisoners. I had never been back horne in that nine
week period. I had been in Washington most of that time and 
had a long and arduous, laborious, tiring experience. The 
country as a whole, according to the· Gallop poll, did not feel 
kindly towards the idea of the exchange of tractors for the 
prisoners and it was the subject of considerable debate on the 
floor of the Congress. '!'here were accusations that partici
pation of private indiv iduals such as Mrs. Roosevelt and Walter 
Reuther and Milton Eisenhower and myself was a violation of the 
Lo~an . Act in th~t private citizeni are n6t suppo~ed t~ en~age 
in international affairs. This was in our view not an engage
ment in international af~airs in that the deal to involve 
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the tractors was not superseding or interfering with the 
functions of the State Department, or CIA. But anyway that 
charge was being made. During that nine weeks, Bill, the 
Gallop poll came out and showed that 62. per cent ofthe 
American people opposed the exchange of the tractors for 
freedom. There was a great deal of vitriol and a great deal 
of animosity about, in effect, doing business with Castro. 

I came to know, during that period, Mrs. E~nor Roosevelt 
pretty well. I saw her on many occasions. I won•t burden 
this conversation by telling you some of the anecdotes about 
my relationship with her and about the tractors for Cuban 
prisoners, but she was, to say the least, a fascinating human 
being and was dedic~d to the exchange of the tractors for 
the Cuban prisoners, as was Walter Reuther. Milton Eisenhower 
was much less secure. He, I think, was almost from the moment 
of his in~olvement sorry that he had undertaken to be on the 
committee to raise this money. He expressed to me that he didn•t 
think that this was helping Johns Hopkins. He thought it might 
be ·detrimental to his ability to raise money as the President 
of Johns Hopkins to be involved in the practice of the Cuban 
pri~oners since it hadn•t turned out to be a popular matter. 

Milton Eisenhower got extremely irritated with me. There 
was a list of people who were leaders in the business community, 
civic co~~unity and labor community who had agreed to lend 
their names and efforts to the tractors for the prisoners• 
movement. That list of people was ultimately published in the 
newspapers. Milton Eisenhower claimed that he never authorized 
the publication of that list and accused me of having published 
that list in defiance of his orders. He accused me of in
subordination and was, generally speaking, to put it mildly, 
infuriated with me. In his book, The Wine is Bitter, _which 
came out about a year ago, he wrote what Milton Eisenhower 
describe'd as 11 the most vitriolic letter that I e ver wrote any
body, .. in which he expressed to President Kennedy his dis
pleasure with me and his displeasure with the whole episode. 
Milton Eisenhower•s book devotes many pages to the tractors 
for the Cuban prisoners and it is mai~ly a denunciation of me. 
While this matter was going on, however, Milton Eise~hower 

: n'ever told me face to face that he was irritated with me'. He 
had his administrative assistant inquire as to the reason that 
these names were released. ,I explained to him and gave him 
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what I thought was a satisfactory explanation and a fac tual 
explanation. I thought I had conv inced him this was, a good 
faith mistake. Apparently from Milton. Eisenhower's book, it 
was not so regarded by Milton Eisenhower and he was "provoked, " 
to use his own description to write the President of the United 
States "the most vitriolic letter I ever wrote anybody." 
According to Dr. Eisenhower's book, this was largely a denun
ciation of me personally. 

I was in the Mayflower Hotel late one afternoon and the 
telephone rang. The operator asked if I was John Hooker, Jr., 
and I said, "¥es." And she said, "Would you hold the line for 
the President?" He came on the phone and greeted me and in his 
characteristic way. He always called me "Long John." And he 
said, "Well, Long John, how's it going?" and I said, "Well, Mr . 
President, we've got pr9blems. I don't think Dr. Eisenhower 
i .s satisfied with his role in this matter. On the other hand, 
Mrs. Eleanor Roosevelt and Walter Reuther have been like a 
rock. The problem is whether or not we can ever get Castro to 
agree to anything that is reasonable . He keeps upping the 
size of the tractors and I don't know whether or not we are ever 
going to be able to agree on any type of tractor. Mr. Reuther 
and Mrs. Roosevelt both have reservations about giving him V-8 
tractors which are, as you -know, extremely large tractors and 
feel that it is not in keeping with what he requested in the 
beginning. He had requested agricultural type tractors, and 
now he keeps upping the size of the tractors. And, as you 
know, Mr. President, these larger tractors are more than just 
agricultural instruments. They are , in effect, small tanks." 

He said, "Long John, I recognize this is a difficult matter. 
I feel~ry strongly about this, however . I want to liberate 
th~se . prisoners. 'fhey are there out of a sense of love of free-
dom and liberty and they have made a great sacrifice and they 
have depended o~ me. I want to deliver my responsibility to 
them and the responsibility of this country to them. I hope 
that you will continue to work at this and do everything you 
can to work it out." And I said, "Yes, sir." He seemed so 
calm about this matter--calm in the sense that he didn't seem 
to be worried about the fact that the polls showed that it was 
~~p6pula~ ~ - He- didn_; t s~;m to-be· - wo~ried ab~ut any .c .. ri"ticism. ·· · ·~- ··,?~ 
He was resolute and determined to do Nhat he could to effectuate 
the liberation of these prisoners • . ~ . .. 

:..· 
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Of course, as you know, Bill, we were unsuccessful. We 
were never able to make the exchange of the tractors for the 
prisoners . Some years later the effort was undertaken again 
by a lawye-r in New York named [James B . ] · Donov an and others, 
and there was an effective swap of medicine and drugs to Castro 
for these prisoners, and they were all ultimately liberated . 

GEOGHEGAN: How was your venture finally terminated? 

HOOKER : During the course of the nine week s, I had two o r 
three conversations with the President about it . 
and many conv ersations with Bob Kennedy about it. 

Bob Kennedy was v ery much interested in the ex change of the 
tractors for Cuban prisoners . As history show~ he had taken a 
prominent role in the deliberation relative to the Bay of Pigs. 
He had a strong conv i c tion about our participation in the trac tor s . 

The fact is that there were two or three episodes d uring 
the tractors for the Cuban prisoners that are marked dee ply i n 
my memory. We asked the State Department to provide us with 
an interpreter to go to Cuba with the agricultural experts who 
were going down there to discuss the size and type of tractor 
with Castro's agricultural experts . I took these agricultural 
professors to the airport along with their interpreter and put 
them on an airplane to go from Washington to Miami and then 
to Havana. 

As I was walking up the steps at the airport, I got a page. 
It was a page from th~ Cuban Desk at the State Department. I 
went and answered the phone, and they informed me that the man 
who was the interpreter for the agricultural experts, who was 
on the airplane with them, was at least rumored to be a com
munist. Since the State Department had provided us with this 
interpreter and since we had relied totally upon them, we had 
made no check of the man. Since we had relied totally upon their 
judgment as t o who t o use as an interpreter, this naturally 
carne as an alarming piece of information. It seemed a little 
ironic to me that you send him in with three men whose ~basic 
credentials were that they understood agricultural practices. 
So, I didn't rea lly know what to do . The re I was in possession 
of. i~fo~at_i~n th.at. i:ndicated we were sending a communist . 4.:· ~.il~ ;:_ = -~ -·- :~ --
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interpreter with these three agricultural experts. It wasn't 
too late to stop the expedition in that the plane had just left 
Washington. They had to change planes in Miami before they 
went on to Cuba. 

But, at the same time it seemed to be a moment of gravity 
and I didn't want to get involved in the red tape. So I called 
Bob Kenaedy at home. He wasn't there. He was at the White 
House having dinner with the President. I called over there 
to the White House and said that I wanted to speak to the 
Attorney General, and they came back and said that he was having 
dinner with the President. I said to the p-erson on the other 
end of the phone, "I understand that, but I have a problem. 
Would you pass him a note telling him I want to talk to him?" 
In a few minutes he came to the phone, and the first thing he 
said to me was--he always called me by my full na~e--the first 
thing he said was, "John Jay Hooker?" I said, "Yes." He said, 
"Don't you have sense enough not to interrupt me when I'm having 
dinner with the President of the United States?" I said, "Yes, 
Bob, I do but I've got a problem. Unfortunately, I've just put 
a man on the airplane to go to Cuba to interpret for our 
agriculturists who the State Department now informs me is a 
communist. To be quite frank~ I don't know what to do about it. 
Since you are the brother of the President of the United States, 
I thought you might have some better idea as to ho~ to handle 
this problem." With a little short pause he said, "I can see 
that is a problem. He said, "Hau-e you talked to the FBI?" I 
said, "No." And he said, "Well, I wo~.lld do that first. How 
much time do we have?" I explained to him about the flight to 
Miami and how long it would take them to get to Miami and so 
forth. 
:-- - Well, to make a long story short we checked it out and 
finally after about four hours, twenty minutes before the plane 
was to leave Miami for Havana, the FBI finally concluded that, 
while this man had had associations with certain communists, 
he was not a security risk in their judgment. That was sub
stantiated by the State Department, and it was decided to let 
this man go and continue on as the interpreter. He did continue 
on, - and - I was sure he was not a comrn~ni.st and _ t~at . it. amounted . ~ 
to nothing. It was simply a fafse alarm. But it was an ·in
teresting experiencefur me, who was basically a lawyer from 
Nashville, Tennessee, to walk -~p the steps and be paged by the 
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Cuban desk at the State Department and to be eold there was a 
communist in mymi.dst and that I ought t 'o do something about it. 
I didn't really kno~ what to d~ about it except to call Bob. 
He responded with cool calculation and ha proceeded in an 
orderly course, and made a judgment within the next four hours. 
I think I had two or three conversations with Bob. I talked 
several times with Courtney Evans and others at the FBI, and 
finally we made a judgment that this man was not a security 
risk. And the negotiations took place in good form. He was 
not a 'ommunist. 

Finally, at the end of nine weeks it be~arne obvious that 
we were going to be unable to make an exchange with Castro. 
He did want 500 V-8 tractors, _ which are enormous instruments 
and they have got no more similarity to an agricultural tractor 
than a gol+ball does to a basketball. They are so different 
in size and function that they are two different types of things. 
we · were never able to make the exchange for that reason. We 
notified Castro that we were not going to be able to make the 
exchange. On the same day we notified him that we were not going 
to be able to make the exchange and that the committee of Mrs. 
Roosevelt, Walter Reuther and Mnton Eisenhower were disbanding, 
he senttwelve Cuban prisoners to Key West to negotiate for their 
own liberty and I was notified that they were e~ route and to 
take what action I could. At that time Milton Eisenhower was 
in Bermuda, I couldn't get in touch with Walter Reuther or 
Mrs. Roosevelt, and I boarded an airplane and flew to Miami. I 
was then flown by the Irnmigratio~ and Naturalization people in 
a little single-engine plane over to Key West. Beginning at 
about 11 o'clock at night, I met wi t .h these Cuban prisoners for 
about twel~e hours in an effort to explain to them the dilemma . 
we were in, to reassure them of the a~~iration of the President 
of the United States for them, his continuing interest in them 
and his determination through some means to ultimately liberate 
them. 

On that occasion, because of the ·limited time, I had no 
opportunity to take an interpreter with me and I got there and 
they had the twelve of them who were there. There were two or 
three of them who spoke broken English. There had been e~ormous 

........_, 

.. . . p~licity. giv~n -- to· thei:z:: - arrival. ·in Miami. · We were· -talking at· .... ; · -.~~.,..· ... 
this hotel. I think ! - said hotel but that's not a::curate. 
Originally we were talking in some. naval base. I would say 
there · were hundreds. of Cubans ·outside, or maybe within thirty 
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feet of where we were talking, who were the families of these 
twelve boys and were the families of other boys who were either 
still in prison or who were dead, and who wanted to talk to 
these twelve boys to find out the condition of their children. 
So we began there at 10 or 11 o'clock at night to talk and to 
try to exchange views and to learn thoroughly the positions of 
each other. 

Unfortunately we were at loggerheads. There was nothing 
that we could do. We could not provide the type of tractors. 
I would like to tell one anecdote here with respect to that 
twelve-hour meeting, which really terminated in a remarkably 
friendly fashion. Because of the fact that these boys were 
prisoners and because of the fact that they were under extremely 
heaVy pressure by Castro to effectuate this exchange and be
cause of the fact, of course, that they , being human,wanted to 
be liberated themselv es, I thought that they took with a good 
deal of grace, with a good deal of courage, the verdict that 
we could not send these V-8 tractor tanks. But during the 
twelve hours--they are, after all, Spanish-speaking people, 
warm-blooded people--and, as I say, we didn't have an inter
preter and it was very difficult to communicate. After about 
4:30 in the morning a Negro, the only Negro on the delegation, 
spoke up in Spanish and said that he wanted to talk to them and 
he made a two-or three-minute statement to them and then asked 

- for an adjournment. Well, up until that time if one of the 
prisoners would start talking, all the prisoners would start 
talking and it was this sort of continuous noise. But I 
noticed that when this Negro spoke that great silence came into 
the roo:n, which interested me very much because there were a 
couple of lawyers, a medical doctor, there were considerable 
people there of the twelve of wealth and education. When this 
Negro spoke they all listened, whereas they hadn't listened to 
the people you would have naturally--because of their education 
and accent so forth--it was naturally thought that they would 
have been the leaders. 

So, we did have the adjournment, and during the adjourn
ment I made some effort to find out who ·this Negro was. He 

........ . 

·· ·WaS - about 27 ·or 28 years old. I lear~ed· that he· was ·a bus . ~ ... _.- ·~f 
driver in Cuba, and that he had b e en in the Brigade, and he had 
b .een one of . the ones who J::lad been ~nterviewe:d by Fidel Castro 

-~ 
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on live television shortly after the Brigade and capture. 
Castro said to him on live television, "You know, I can under
stand how some of these other people have come over to ov er
throw me who did well under Batista, the landowners and capital 
ists who have been living off the Cuban people for many years 
and who are ruthless and money hungry. But I can't understand 
how you, a Negro who had no status under Batista, who never 
had any status in Cuba, would come over here to overthrow me, 
Fidel Castro, the liberator of the Cuban people." This Negro 
on live televisio~ in a room with Fidel Castro and with armed 
guards looked at the Premier and said, "It is because, Fidel, I 
am a human being first and a Negro second," at which p-oint they 
excused this Negro and for the next thre e days he was supposed 
to be shot. It turned out that Castro didn't shoot him and he 
ultimately e n ded up in Key West as one of the twelv e prisoners 
to effectuate the negotiation. But it showed not only t he 
tremendous courage of this Negro and his perspective about the 
situation in Cuba, but there the attention of the other Cuban 
prisoners to him showed their respect for him and their under
standing of his total co~~itment to the concept of freedo~. So 
when this Negro, who was younger than most of the other prisoners 
and who had much less education, began to talk, they all lis
tened. I would say more than any other, or certainly as much 
as any of the others--in fact, at the end they ware all quite 
cooperative--but thEone helped to effectuate an esprit de 
corps among his companions that enabled them to accept with 
grace and dignity the judgment that the exchange could not 
take place. 

I subsequently told that story in much the same form to 
President Kennedy, and he said to me that he appreciated my 
efforts, he appreciated the efforts, of course, of all the 
people who worked on the tractors. for the Cuban prisoners. 
He said to m,:, "Lo~g J ohn , some day we will get these boys out. " 
Of course, the rest is history. He did get them out. He sub
sequently went to Miami and. met the Brigade having, at the 
expense of personal criticism, to live with his promise to him
s e lf to liberate these valiant boys who had fought for freedom 
in .. this .hemisJ>bere. I think it was . characteristic · of. the · . 
President that to him a conmitment was never terminate~ u:1til 
it ha? been fulfilled, _tha·t circwnstances o r intervening .. 

· factors· merely · delayed his act= ions. I don't think for o-ne 
minute that Jack Kennedy ever intended to abando n t hes e warriors 
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who were at the Bay of Pigs, and I think he was willing to pay 
any political price, to accept and to field any criticism that 
the pundits or that public op inion brought out, in order to ful
fill what he thought was the responsibility of the President 
of the United States to these boys who really cared en.ough about 
their liberty to lay it all on the line at the Bay of Pigs. 

GEOGHEGAN: John, a while back when we were off the record, 
you mentioned that at the time of your visit to 
Hyannis Port, when you had dinner with ~resident 

Kennedy and the rest of the fru~ily, there was some discussions 
about the problems r e lating to France, nuclear weapons and 
deGaulle. Wou ld you care to co~~ent about this? 

HOOKER: Well, one of the weekends particularly, when 
the President was there for three or four days-
it may have been Thanksgiving--! was there 

through the entirety of his v isit. As a matter of fact, I flew 
up on Air Force One with him and flew bac~ with him. During that 
period of time I had occasion tosee him for several hours--at 
least to be in the room with him and to talk with him and to 
hear others talk with him. I don•t know whether I said this on 
the record in the interview earlier, but I remember him sitting 
there in his sport shirt with his shoes off, and his father 
coming in and he immediately jumping up and recoqnizing his 
father and paying him the respect that he felt for him, wh ich 
L am sure he always felt for him. During that time we had a 
discussion. Jackie was present, Bobby was pres·.ent, Ethel, the 
President, Mr. Joseph P. Kennedy and myself. We talked at some 
considerable length about Roosevelt and the Roosevelt years 
and we got on to the question of the present state of the world, 
p a rticularly thG p~o~le~ of nuc l ear weapon s and t he f a c t t h a t 
France wanted to participate as aruc lear power. 

The President obv iously was extremely thoughtful on this 
subject. The minute the conversation turned to that specific 
point, his relaxed countenan c e changed, his fac e ind i cated 
t}loJlgh:t:ful_ness. __ .He s at._ ~P- ~?r_es:: t J,.n the chair and lo.ok ed con- . 
~e~[iea::. --Re- :ta ·lkecf about · Gen~ral - aeGimlle ·and . bb~lc)~~ly-' had don~-~- ~~ 
an enormous amount o f r eading a :J.d/or had b een b riefe d in detai l 
about General de Gaulle a s ~ hv.man being.. He kne-;..r a great · deal -
about his p e rsonality, about his character, about his part in 
the history of Fran ce. It was obviou s t h a t J ohn F . Kenn edy 
a&~ired General deGau lle. It was obvious that this was the 
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views of a vital, young 43-year-old President of the United 
States. I did not feal th3t his father, wh o had heen through 
the pressures of other generations and another era, was as 
impressed by General de8a~lle as was the President. Not that 
Mr. Kennedy particularly indicated any animosity towar d Ge ner al 
deGaulle, but he had been the Ambassador to England and I think 
because of the posture of the French d·1ring the Sec ond World 
War, that his younger son, a 43-year-old man, had. 

GEOGHEGAN: Did the Preside nt say anything at this time which 
explained this admiration for deG~ulle? 

HOOKER: The President said that Gen eral DeGaulle had 
the faculty to lead. General DeGaulle had the 
faculty to visualize a goal a nd to set sail 

for it. And he, in effect, indicated to his father that this 
man's perserverance and~personality were such that anything 
he said at the negotia t ion t able had to b e weighed within t h e 
fra~ework of t he fact t hat he ha~ t he facility to succe ed, 
that he had the faculty to stand and fight a n d to la;:,or a9ainst 
odds to win his point. 

This was, I think, a different view, a different genera
tion's vieN. Mr. Joseph Ke nnedy had s een France surrender; had 
seen France leading, then standing alone. John F. Kennedy, the 
President of the United States, had been involved in that but 
only as a very young man and as an instrument in the War. Now 
he regarded de8aulle as .an important aspect of the free world, 
France as an important factor . He recognized that economically , 
in the world trade situation and in the posture of the free 

_world, France was of e x treme importance. I don't me a n to 
indicate that he in any way belittled Englarid. His father, who 
had been the Ambassador, despite his controv ersies with some of 
the English emanating fro~ h is re latio~sh ip Nith t h em and his 
disagreements about the War, at previous times obviously had 
a great respect for the English. But John F. Kenne dy realized 
that, despite the fact that deGaulle was many years older tha~ 
h e Nas, deGa~lle s t ill was a man to be recko~ed with, and the 

· .. - ~~~j>~lein- PF--~l_ving nuclea;r weapons to Fran~~:, , !Ila~~ng avai,.lable . : .-., .;,·3 ,._.,._ 

to t h em s ome of our reso~rces, on the- o~e hand, o r o n t h e 
alte~natiye, npt _making it a ~ailable to t hem , was a very d if- · 
f.icuit problem, ·and·· that it · ·bouid~t· b_e · pu·t · iri ·an ··eitber/ or 
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dichotomy. He talked about the percentage of communists in 
France and he talked about the problem that this raised. It 
was difficult to give this pottler to a government that has as 
high a percentage of citizens who were co~unists as does 
France a~d yet he realized that the government as headed by 
deGaulle was a great . ally to this country and hewanted to pre
serve that. He wanted to further the identity of interest 
between France a~d America and he did not want to say no to 
deGaulle because he felt, in the main, a sense of mutuality of 

. purpose with deGaulle and with France. He obviously was 
bothered by the dilemma that faced him, and faces us still to 
a large degree. 

GEOGHEGAN: John, a while back I asked you to co!Mlent about 
the personality of Mrs. John Kennedy, Jackie 
Kennedy as she is kno·llll, and her rela·tionsbip 

with the President. Did yo~ observe it? I don't know whether 
you finished all you had to say on her. 

HOOKER: No, I really didn •·t respond to that question 
in the interview earlier out of a sense of 
disorganization, being flooded with these memories. 

When you turn your mind back to the memory of these p.eople, you 
get so many different mental pictures, so many different emo
tions. But I'm glad you mentio~ that again at this time because 
during this conversation about deGa,.llle, when they were sitting 
on the couch to9ether, he reached over and held her hand in a 
spontaneous gesture. I remember the sentiment that I felt as 
I saw them--these two young people, 0:1e of whom was the Presi
dent of the United States, having what was obviously a very 
normal and natural relationship 3S man and Wife, as two young 
people.,. You know, it's difficult to imagine the President of 
the United States as a nything but the Presiden t of t he United 
States. It is difficult to imagine him as a father or as a 
husband or as a sp·actator a t football games. At least I think 
it is for most of the American people. The office and the 
responsibility a .1d the pomp a ~1d the circumstance attendant to 
peing the President of tpe United States--it is not easy .to 

·.· visualiz'e the . President in h·uman · rela'tion~hip.s fe.eiihg .. and .. · ... '· ·,r .. >¢!f~ 
acting as many of us fee l a n d act. And ye t eve ~y time I saw 
him I · was impressed ·.wlth · hmoJ_ .. natural·· he·: was · despite . . the ··g.reat . '· 
a u thority and responsibility and the power and prestige of the 
o f fice. And s~e was s o natural with him. I reme mber the y 
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walked out of that room together in maybe an hour, an hour and 
a half. They walked out together holding hands and chatting. 
She . obviously had great affection for him, admiration for him. 

I think sometimes that the pundits and the people I have 
read who have written articles about the President and Jackie 
have missed the fact they had a great deal in common. Most 
people talk about or write about the dissimilarity of their 
worlds. He was a man who was interested in politics, govern
ment and hard intellectualization, butting heads with ideas. 
She was a person who was intrigued by the beauty of art and 
was not interested in the practical, pragmati9 problems of life 
but was more interested in the aesthetic things of life. When 
somebody asked her how she liked the concerts she had at the 
White House, she is supposed to have said, "The things he likes 
about it best is that when he comes into the room, they play 
'Hail to the Chief.'" And she may have said that in poking fun 
at him, but they had a great deal in common. He was more a 
part of her world and she was more a part of his world than I 
think has been evidenced by anything I have read. There was 
a deeper conviviality between those two people, at least it 
appeared that way to me, an. outsider, an observer whose main 
relationship was a relationship with the brother. But just 
being there with them gave me a feeling that there was a spirit 
of understanding between them that ran very deep. They both 
had great admiration for one other. 

I remember during the campaign . • I had a variety of 
jobs, none of which were of great significance and none really 
planned out in advance. But all turned out to be interesting. 
Working on the religious issue, I guess, in a way was important. 
It was certainly interesting. I spent a good deal of time in 
preparation of material on that. One night we were .riding 
home and Bob said, "You know, maybe Jackie ought to have a 
press conference. Why don't you call and ask her if she wants 
to campaign a little?" I said to him, "Gee, Bob, that's a 
little presumptuous of me. I don't really know Jackie that well. 
Why don't you call her?" So he said he would and he called her, 
and a couple days later he said to me, "If she's willing to do 
it, you give her a buzz." So I called her up and said, "How 

., are you getting .along?" An~ she said, "Fine." She said, . ,.I · 
understand you want me to have a press conference. Bob talked 
to me about it. I would be delighted to do it. Whe~ dp you . 

.. want to do it?" ··I ·said, "Wei!·;· what about doing it ori Friday?" 
And she said, "That's fine. As a matter of fact, I'm going to 
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New York on Friday. (She was at that time in Hyannis Port). 
Maybe we could do it in Boston in transit ~rom Hyannis Port 
to New York." I said, "Great." She said, "What do you want 
me to talk about, or what can I really talk about?" And I 
said, "Well, you are going to have a baby and maybe let's 
talk about that." And she said, "Oh, good. Let's get some 
other people involved in it." So I said, "Fine, I'll let 
you know." 

I had another chat with Bob about it and he said, "Why 
don't you get Dr. Good who delivered all of my mother's children, 
including me and the President. He's now in his mid 80's. Why 
don't you get Dr. Good to participate in the press conference. 
And there's a nurse · w~o's been with us for a long time and who 
was in the opera.ting room many times with the Kennedy children, 
the Kennedy grandchildren. Have an interview with Jackie and 
Dr. Good, who, as I say, is in his mid 80's, and the nurse." 
I said, "Fine." And I called Jackie back and she said she 

G would be perfectly willing to do that. I got in touch with Dr. 
Good and with the nurse. I called all the press from NBC, ABC, 
and CBS, the wire services and various newspapers and arranged 
for them to meet with Jackie and the other people at the air
port in Boston. I told them where we would meet. I got to the 
airport in Boston about 7 o'clock that morning and went to the 
room that had been designated. · I personally set up the chairs 
and did all the leg work for the interview. Then about fifteen 
minutes before the interview was to take place, I met Dr. Good 
and the nurse and went out to the place where the private ~anes 
land and met Jackie, who was coming in from Hyannis Port. I 
took her and went back into the airport and walked into the room 
where the press conference was to take place. And to my utter 
consternation, embarrassment, and mortification there wasn't 
a single, solitary person from the press there. And there I 
stood with the wife of the Democratic nom~nee, who everybody had 
wanted to interview, and with this 85-year-oid doctor, this 
nurse. I had somehow been a part of a mixup. She took a look 
at the room and turned and smiled at me and she said, "Maybe 
the press didn't want to see me as bad as you and Bob thought 

·. ·.·· ... ···they did." ·I explained to· ·he·r that that couldn't ·be. · · I was· · · '~ ·~ 
-..._ sure they would be there in a minute. So she said, "Well, 

let ' .s sit . down. and .talk. We .sat down on . . the couch and spent the 
.. :( _ next 45 minutes talking. Finally it came time for her plane to 
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go to New York. It became obvious that nobody was going to show 
up. I took her out and put her on the airplane and she went to 
New York. During tha~~~~minutes she was relaxed and ~~ous. 
She made every effort to keep me from being embarrassed. It was 
a delightful 45 minutes. 

I put her on the airplane and said goodby to the doctor and 
the nurse and was walking back from the gate where I put her on 
the airplane and turned in the opposite direction, walking out 
to eatch a cab, and ran into seventy-five newspapermen. I rea
lized that they had gone to the wrong room. It so happened 
that the manager of the airport the preceding day had given me 
definite instructions as to what room to go to, and I had told 
them to go to that room. But the room that they were in was 
the room that was ordinarily used and they had simply gone to 
the place that was ordinarily used, instead of to the room 
that had been designated. In the transmission, I guess, from 
their editors , or the people I had talked to at the news media, 
to the reporter , it had gotten lost as to just exactly where it 
was. I remember shaking hands with one of them and said that I 
was John Hooker, Jr. , and I had been there to help hold a press 
conference ror Mrs. Kennedy. one reporter spoke up--it must 
have been ten or twelve feet away--and in this loud voice said, 
"Well. where in the hell have you been?" I said, "Well, look, 
I don't want to be offensive about this, put · 4S minutes ago when 
I wa~ sitting in this room with Mrs. Kennedy waiting for you 
all. I wondered where in the hell you were. II And all of us had 
aomething of a laugh. She never had the interview. 

Shortly after she got back from India where she had been 
10 fabulously received by the press, by the people--everywhere 
ahe went she was surrounded by crowds and news media who wanted 
to tal~ to her and just get even a glimpse of her--when she got· 
baex to this country I sent her a telegram and said to her how 
proud I was of her great performance in India and abroad and in 
other eount~ies. She sent me word about two weeks later through 
Ethel. 11YO.u tell Hoo'ker I said I would like to have him back as 
my pr~ss agent." By this time she was being sa overcome with 
requests to appear in public that everywhere she went she was 
surrolJnded . What she wanted was some fellow who would g:i:ve 
her ~ few moments of reprieve and she had remembered that ex
perience that I had had. She was a person of such good cheer 
about it at the time, she turned_it into a bond of friendship 

1;,. 
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between us instead of an impediment to my rela'fionship with her. 
I have great admiration for her. I saw her not too long 

ago as state chairman f~r the Tennessee ~ennedy Library - Drive 
and I always look forward to seeing her . I remember one time 
in December of 1960 when I went to Georgetown to talk to the 
President-elect. I had a short visit with him. We sat in the 
kitchen of his house in Georgetown. He thanked me for having 
worked in the campaign and said he wished I would come to work 
for the Administration. I told him I couid not, that I needed 
to return to Nashville and get about the business of making 
a living practicing law. He said he understoodthat. As we sat 
down in the kitchen I said to him, "Mr. President, you know I 
have always had a kind of a crush on Jackie . " With that broad 
grin of his he said, "Well, she doesn't have one on you." I 
said, "Well, how .do you know?" He said, "I just know." I 
said, "Mr. President, I don't know why the President of the 
United States has to deflate a fellow's ego to that degree." 
And he looked at me and he said, "I'm saying that to you for the 
same reason you would have said thatm me if I had claimed that 
about your wife." 

He put his arm on my shoulder and we walked out and down 
the corridor and out to the front hall. He said, "Let me have 
my picture taken with you." We stepped out on the porch and 
there were a myriad of photographers, probably 300 newsmen 
standing out side his front door, and he stood there and shook 
hands and smiled and said, "Long John, thanks," and turned 
around and walked back in the house. As I started down the 
steps I recognized that there were some people who thought--it 
had been learned while I was inside that I was a lawyer from 
Nashville, Tennessee--there was a reporter there who thought 
that I might be the Attorney General, the. next Attorney General 
of the United States or tht Deputy Attorney General of the 
United States. He had talked to Adlai Stevenson and .Este s 
Kefauver and Byron White on that same morning and, of course, 
he had a formal appointment with each of them and discussed the 
forthcoming Administration. My appointment with him was less 
formal and -consisted of a ten-minute chat in the kitchen. Of 
course, he had no idea of making me the Attorney General of 
the United States but the mere fact that I was there, the 
warmth of his manner, there were some people there who thought, 
despite the fact that I was a little young looking, that since 
I was a lawyer, I was going to .• be the Attorney General. Bob 

and I hav e laughed about that a lot of times, how he got my 



c 

( .' 

-35-

§ 

job. And that's the kind of man he was. He was most friendly 
and most apprec i ativ e and he delighted in seeing other people 
get recognition and other people be happy'. He would go out of 
his way to facilitate that. 

GEOGHEGAN: Did you ever have an opportunity to observe the 
President with his children? 

HOOKER: Yes, Bill, on one of the visits to Hyannis Port 
I had several hours . We were playing touch 
football in the yard. He was sitting there in his 

golf cart. He played not only with Caroline--John-John was 
then too young--but he played with all of his nephews and nieces. 
He knew each by name and had a special relationship with each 
one of them. People to him, like to his father, were never 
just a part of a group. People to John F. Kennedy were indivi
duals, and that included children . Whether he was playing with 
little Bobby or Joe or Kathleen, or courtney, some of Bob 
Kennedy's children, or whether he was playing with Sargent 
Shriver's children or Eunice's children or Pat and Peter Lawford's 
children, he did so with gayety. He would hide things from them 
behind his back and let them climb all ov er him. Many of them 
called him Jack, and he obviously got a great deal of relaxa-
tion and a great deal of pleasure out of seeing them. They 
obviously got a great deal of pleasure out of seeing him and it 
couldn't have been just pecause he was President of the united 
States because most of them were too young to realize the signi
ficance of that . But his arrival on the weekend was a gre at 
occasion for them all. The helicopter would set down. Some of 
them would want to play in the helicopter; some of them would 
do the things that children would do at the exciting moment 
when somebody comes out of the sky and sets down . right in the 
backyard. But it wouldn't be long until they were all quickly 
interested inpiaying with him. They would leave the helic opte r 
and golf cart and return to him to play. That's the kind of 
magnetism and the kind of relationship he had for them. 

GEOGHEGAN: John, I would like to, before we conclude this 
interview, turn to the sad events of the ~resi~ 
dent ' s de ath. Would you tell me where you were at 

the time you heard the news the President had been shot and wha t 
your inv olvement wa s in the events of the ensuing thre e or f our 
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days? 

HOOKER: Bill, we are sitting here' now in my law office 
in Nashville, Tennessee, and I was sitting in 
the same chair that I am sitting in right this 

minute. And the telephone rang and I was in the midst of a 
conversation with my brother, who is my law partner . We were 
discussing a matter of interest to us. It was another law 
partner of mine on the other end of the phone and he said, 
"John Jay, the President's been shot and he may be dead." I 
have a television set and heard the news. This was before, 
it must have been maybe ten minutes after the event, before 
the network really organized. You were just getting ·flashes 
of news. The commentator hadn't taken over his assignment 
with the type of coverage that took place beginning a few 
minutes later, and so there was this announcement on television 
that he had been shot, but then they returned to some program 
for maybe two or three minutes. Then the network came on. I 
was listening to NBC and I think Frank McGee came on with the 
beginning of the details of the fact that he had been shot. I 
would say within fifteen minutes there were fifteen people in 
my office, secretaries of the lawyers, people who happened to 
know that I had a television set, and we sat here until I just 
didn't feel I could stay here any longer--and still no word. 
But despite the fact that there was no confirmation of his 
death, the minute I heard th~t he had been shot I knew he was 
dead. I don't think it then really occurred to me, from the 
minute my partner said to me he had been shot and may be dead, 
I don't think it ever occurred to me that:: .he was not dead. The 
fact that he was shot, the suddenness of it, was so compelling 
I didn't even think. . . . I had felt so involved with him, 
I had admired him so greatly. He had introduced me to new 
horizons, to new ways of thinking, to new ideas, to new concepts 
of what man should do. I don't think, in retrospect, that at 
that moment I could allow myself the luxury of hoping that he 
wasn't dead for fear of the disappointment five minutes later. 
The shock was so terrific. I remember putting my hands on both 
s_iqes of. the chair and holding on as if something was going to 
quiver and give way, in an effort to steel myself from the fact 
that my idol, in a way--I guess that is the only way to describe 
it, had been killed. ActuallY before the final confirmation 
came, I said to my brother, I motioned to him in this room that 
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was full of a lot of people, and we in silence walked out of the 
b~ding and got in the car and turned on the radio and started 
driving. Then finally the word came that he was dead. And I 
remember tears rolling down my cheeks. Then I remember just 
crying openly and my brother the same way. We rode around for 
about an hour and a half, listless and unable to talk to one 
another. You had a thousand thoughts and ~would labor this 
interview long past endurance .... 

The next few hours it was a question of just feeling numb. 
And I remember when I got home about 5:30 and seeing my wife 
and the expression on her face. My little daughter, who was 
three years old at the time, she kn.ew that the President had 
been shot. My wife's eyet-·obviously she had been crying. I 
stayed up and watched the news. My wife finally, at about 
12 o'clock, said that she felt ·so bad that she thought .she ·would 
go to bed. I said, "Fine . I'll be up in a few minutes. I 
sat in the library for a couple of hours, alone, thinking about 
him and what he had meant, the struggle that he had made, the 
pain that he had~ffered, his complete determination to make the 
most of himself for the benefit of other people as well as for 
the benefit of himself. And I thought about Bob and about his 
mother, about his father being ill. 

Finally as the numbness wore off and the reality of the 
event began to com~ back into focus and the consciousness that 
the nation still stood, that this wasn't the end of the country, 
I began to think about the country and the fact that this wasn ' t 
the end of the country, that he would want more than anything 
else for the people who had been "his"--to use the vernacular 
of the Kennedys--"his pals," to respond with faith to the 
country. I remember the last thought I had before I went to 
bed wasthat the cold ground would never be so cold again once 
he was in it. This great human being had made a real dif
ference in my life. I wouldn't be--and I didn't think a lot 
of people would be--as qfraid to die knowing that he had done 
it, and was in the ground too. I went to bed and woke up the 
next morning and, of course, did nothing but watch television 
and trie d to dec ide whether to go to Washing ton . 

. I . finally did. decide to go to Washington to the funeral. 
Then on the night of t~e funeral I went out to Bob's house 
and he and Ethel and the children were there . It was about 
7 o'clock and we all knelt down in the middle of the floor in 
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the den and he said the prayers and sent them off to bed. we 
sat there in silence for maybe twenty or thirty minutes and 
watched the tapes of the funeral. I don't think I'll ev er 
forget the expression on Bob's face as he watched that. In a 
few minutes he picked up the phone and called Maxwell Taylor 
and said, "I just want you to know that the President had a 
special place in his heart for you." They had a short con
versation and he hung up. We began to talk again about the un
believability of the whole thing and Bob said there were 
certain parts of it he couldn't remember. He coudn't remember 
Air Force One, the President's plane, flying over the grave 
at Arlington . He just had no memory of that. He said that 
apropos of the fact that there was some mention of that made 
on television as we were sitting there listening. And then he 
reached over and picked up the telephone again and said to the 
White House operator, "You know, my brother always told me that 
one of the worst things about leaving the White House would be 
leaving the White House telephone operator. But I guess where 
he has gone now, he doesn't need telephones." And so in this 
moment of absolute deprivation anddespair--it is hard for me to 
even partially convey what. Bob Kennedy felt and showed on his 
face, or how he felt. He alluded to afterlife in the same sort 
of certain casull manner that he dlii the first time I ever saw 
him whenhe said that his brother Joe had gone to heaven. And 
there is no doubt in my mind that Robert Francis Kennedy thinks 
that John Fitzgerald Kennedy is in heaven today. 

GEOGHEGAN: Thank you very much, John. 
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