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In this “revelation” of a biography (USA TODAY), a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist examines the
life and times of Eunice Kennedy Shriver, arguing she left behind the Kennedy family’s most
profound political legacy.While Joe Kennedy was grooming his sons for the White House and
the Senate, his Stanford-educated daughter, Eunice, was hijacking her father’s fortune and her
brothers’ political power to engineer one of the great civil rights movements of our time on behalf
of millions of children and adults with intellectual disabilities. Her compassion was born of rage:
at the medical establishment that had no answers for her sister Rosemary, at her revered but
dismissive father, whose vision for his family did not extend beyond his sons, and at a
government that failed to deliver on America’s promise of equality.Now, in this “fascinating” (the
Today show), “nuanced” (The Boston Globe) biography, “ace reporter and artful
storyteller” (Pulitzer Prize–winning author Megan Marshall) Eileen McNamara finally brings
Eunice Kennedy Shriver out from her brothers’ shadow. Granted access to never-before-seen
private papers, including the scrapbooks Eunice kept as a schoolgirl in prewar London,
McNamara paints an extraordinary portrait of a woman both ahead of her time and out of step
with it: the visionary founder of Special Olympics, a devout Catholic in a secular age, and an
officious, cigar-smoking, indefatigable woman whose impact on American society was longer
lasting than that of any of the Kennedy men.
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Tim May and every unsung caregiver who does the work that makes the differenceDon’t call me
a saint. I don’t want to be dismissed so easily.—DOROTHY DAYAUTHOR’S NOTEThe language
used to describe people with intellectual and developmental disabilities has changed over time.
The use of the terms “mentally retarded” and “mental retardation” in the text reflects common
usage in medicine and politics during the historical period described.KENNEDY FAMILY
TREEINTRODUCTION[Y]ou are advising everyone else in that house on their careers, so why
not me?—EUNICE KENNEDY TO JOSEPH P. KENNEDY, UNDATED LETTERA correction in
the New York Times on August 28, 2009, noted a number of errors in a photo caption that had
accompanied the obituary of US Senator Edward M. Kennedy of Massachusetts the day
before.The caption, the nation’s newspaper of record acknowledged, “misidentified two of his
sisters and omitted a third in some editions. In some editions, Eunice’s name was omitted, and in
some editions, Rosemary and Kathleen were reversed.”Invisible or interchangeable. That was
the lot of the daughters of Joseph P. and Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy, relegated to the role of
decorative accessories to the outsized ambitions, first of their father and then their brothers.
Charming London society when Joe was US ambassador to the Court of Saint James’s in the
late 1930s. Hosting ladies’ teas during Jack’s first congressional race a decade later.
Accompanying one of their brothers during the continual campaign that defined the Kennedys’
lives for more than a half century. From Jack’s ascendancy as the first Catholic president,
through Bobby’s ill-fated run for the White House, to Ted’s long career in the Senate, Eunice,
Pat, and Jean—the three Kennedy sisters not lost young to tragedy—were a silent backdrop to
the nation’s storied political dynasty.In the case of Eunice, that image was wildly out of focus.
There was nothing silent or ornamental about the fifth of Joe and Rose Kennedy’s nine children.
Even as she hatched the idea for those tea parties, Eunice chafed at such a circumscribed role
in what was fast becoming the family business. “Dear Daddy, I know you are very busy,” she
wrote to her father at Hyannis Port, probably in the late fifties. “I also know you are advising



everyone else in that house on their careers, so why not me?”The answer was simple: as much
as Joe Kennedy loved all of his children, his sons, not his daughters, were his priority. Born in
1921, only a year after women in the United States secured the right to vote, Eunice came of
age a generation before the second wave of feminism expanded expectations and professional
opportunities for women. In many ways, her struggle to be seen—on the public stage and in her
own family—mirrors the experience of so many ambitious women in mid-twentieth-century
America who had to maneuver around the rigid gender roles that defined the era.But nowhere
were those roles more deeply ingrained than in the household of Joseph P. Kennedy. Bobby
Kennedy surely was not thinking of his sisters when he wrote in praise of his father: “In how
many families have the young been stultified? Again and again, young men with ability and talent
have been kept from taking their places in the affairs of business or on the national stage
because an older figure refused to make room and insisted on the glory and attention until the
very end.” When Joe Kennedy died in 1969, the subheadline above his obituary in the New York
Daily News reflected the societal value accorded his five surviving children: “He Left One Son,” it
read.Eunice accepted that hierarchy at an early age. “I am sure it’s normal for girls to look up to
their older brothers with some admiration and sense of dazzlement, but in our case it was fairly
extreme,” she said. “To us, they were marvelous creatures, practically godlike, and we yearned to
please them and be acceptable.”Until the end of her life, Eunice would give fulsome credit to her
brothers in the White House, the US Justice Department, and the US Senate for initiatives that
had been her ideas. She would cede the spotlight to the boys, but she would use her wits, her
famous name, her father’s fortune, and her brothers’ influence to make her own mark. In the
process, she would advance one of the great civil rights movements, on behalf of millions of
people across the world with intellectual disabilities. When she died, two weeks before her more
celebrated kid brother, Ted, it was Eunice who left behind the Kennedy family’s most profound
and lasting legacy.Her vision elevated a Chicago parks program into Special Olympics, which,
on its fiftieth anniversary, served more than 4.9 million athletes in 172 countries with more than 1
million coaches and volunteers. Her fervor transformed her family’s unfocused charitable
foundation into an engine for scientific research at universities from Stanford, to Wisconsin, to
Johns Hopkins. Her prescience led to the creation of a federal research institute devoted to
maternal and child health. Her determination to empty Dickensian institutions for the mentally
retarded sparked an unprecedented national commitment to community-based group homes,
educational inclusion, and job training that changed the lives of millions who had been
warehoused and forgotten.Fueled by a religious conviction that every life, no matter how
compromised, has value, she left her fingerprints on everything from the Mental Retardation
Facilities and Community Mental Health Centers Construction Act of 1963; to the 1976 Hyde
Amendment, restricting the use of federal funds for abortion; to the 1990 Americans with
Disabilities Act, barring discrimination against the disabled in every area of public life.And yet for
all of her influence and impact, Eunice Kennedy Shriver lives in public perception at the fringe of
her brothers’ life stories rather than at the center of her own. Of the hundreds of books written



about the Kennedys, none has focused on the member of the clan who made its most enduring
mark.This biography is an attempt to correct that record.I did not know Mrs. Shriver in life,
although it was impossible as a reporter at the Boston Globe for almost thirty years not to have
covered her and members of her family. As a congressional correspondent during the Reagan
administration, I got to know her brother Ted, who represented Massachusetts in the Senate for
forty-seven years, and from him I first heard the word most often used to describe his sister:
formidable. The adjective echoed again and again in interviews with family and friends, with
senators and congressmen, with the assistants she fired with numbing regularity and the
professional staff she drove no harder than she drove herself—even with the five Shriver
children, who carry on her work.Today her name is synonymous with Special Olympics, but
Eunice Kennedy Shriver’s career in public service began decades before she opened the first
games on a sunny July Saturday at Chicago’s Soldier Field in 1968. She worked at the US State
Department two years before Jack arrived on Capitol Hill in 1947. She administered a task force
at the US Department of Justice on juvenile delinquency fourteen years before she talked Bobby
into tackling that issue as attorney general in 1961. She denounced the long prison terms meted
out to the nonviolent offenders she counseled at Alderson, the federal penitentiary for women in
West Virginia, more than twenty-five years before Ted championed that same cause as
chairman of the Senate Judiciary Committee in the late 1970s.Eunice Kennedy took home only
one paycheck in her life, from her first job, at the US State Department. She sent that check for
$60 to her parents in Palm Beach, Florida, to spend “on something grand.” Thereafter, she
declined the proffered annual salary of $1,800 and became a “dollar-a-year-girl,” the informal
appellation for those wealthy enough to work without regular compensation. During and just after
World War II, Washington was full of young women whose well-connected fathers found them
interesting unpaid employment in what was expected to be a brief interval between college and
marriage.That interval lasted a decade in Eunice’s case; the interesting work lasted a lifetime.
When she married in 1953, it was to the man her father chose for her, the man who would
become her devoted partner in parenthood, religious faith, and social justice, the passions that
fueled their marriage and their lives. In the late fifties, while her father mapped out her brothers’
political careers, he entrusted to Eunice and Robert Sargent Shriver the resources of the family’s
charitable foundation. Over the years, the letterhead would identify Jack or Bobby or Ted as
president of the Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation, named for their oldest brother, killed in
combat in World War II, but it was always Eunice who ran the show, turning a small family
foundation into an engine of social change.She exerted no less sway when Jack arrived in the
Oval Office, goading her older brother into putting mental retardation on his agenda for the first
time in his political career, pushing him to throw the weight of the US government behind efforts
to combat juvenile delinquency, and prodding him to create the medical research institute
devoted to women and children that today bears her name.With the same persistence, she
badgered lawmakers and eight US presidents after Jack, influencing public policy across four
decades on issues that helped define the social upheaval of her times. In the 1960s, as the



movement to decriminalize state abortion laws gained momentum, she partnered with the
Harvard Divinity School to convene the first international conference on the issue. In the 1970s,
even as she chastised the women’s liberation movement for devaluing motherhood, she argued
for both publicly funded child care and a welfare system that did not penalize mothers who
stayed home to care for their children. In the 1980s, she lobbied for services for pregnant
teenagers with the same vigor that she opposed the use of federal funds for fetal research. In the
1990s, she championed expanded educational, employment, and housing opportunities for
those living with intellectual disabilities well into productive adulthoods because of medical
advances spurred by her relentless advocacy on their behalf.The ultimate family loyalist, Eunice
was also in many ways the anti-Kennedy. Her work upended her father’s dictum that only first-
place finishers count. She idolized her father, but his competitive zeal had proven disastrous for
Rose Marie, the older sister the family called Rosemary, who had been lobotomized in 1941, in a
botched attempt to treat the mental illness that compounded her intellectual disabilities. The
surgery, initiated by Joe without his wife’s knowledge, left their twenty-three-year-old daughter
incapacitated, exiled from her family by the patriarch’s decree until Eunice brought her out of the
shadows after her father’s domineering voice had been silenced by a stroke in 1961.In
reclaiming her discarded sister, Eunice was redressing not just her father’s choices but her own.
How had it been so easy to acquiesce in the banishment of the sister she had taught to sail, with
whom she had hiked the Alps and danced at debutante balls, to have put the inconvenient Rosie
out of her mind as well as out of her sight?Did she agree with her father, who wrote to one of the
nuns caring for the institutionalized Rosemary in 1958 that “the solution of Rosemary’s problem
has been a major factor in the ability of all the Kennedys to go about their life’s work and to try to
do it as well as they can”? Had Rosemary been sacrificed so they could thrive?There would be a
mania in Eunice Kennedy Shriver’s efforts to expiate that familial guilt for the rest of her life; a
relentlessness that could intimidate subordinates who did not share her sense of urgency,
congressional staffers who failed to do her bidding, and federal bureaucrats who obstructed her
path.Tantalizing signs of Eunice in the public record—photographs at the House of the Good
Shepherd in Chicago, memos over her signature at the US State Department, letters she
dictated at the US Justice Department, her handwritten observations at Alderson prison—only
hinted at the social activism in which she was engaged as a young woman.The files of Special
Olympics and the Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation and archives from Boston to London, from
Palo Alto to Washington, DC, helped clarify the contours of her life, just as conversations with
scores of her colleagues, family, and friends filled in its features. Unrestricted access provided
by her children to her uncatalogued private papers—thirty-three boxes packed with everything
from the well-ordered scrapbooks she kept as a schoolgirl in prewar London, to the poignant
thoughts on motherhood she scrawled on a scrap of notepaper after a day of bodysurfing with
twelve-year-old Maria at Hyannis Port—deepened the portrait.What emerges is a complicated
figure—a woman both ahead of her time and out of step with it. A devout Catholic in a secular
age, she was a daily communicant likelier to be carrying rosaries in her purse than a wallet. An



ambivalent feminist, she embraced the cause of gender equality but rejected the idea that
access to abortion was necessary to achieve it. A champion of self-discipline, she enfolded
without judgment those in her family who fell victim to depression or substance abuse or eating
disorders, a private struggle she was loathe to confront in herself. A communitarian at heart, she
elevated the welfare of the whole above the supremacy of the self, less as a political philosophy
than a reflection of her Catholic belief that everyone is part of the body of Christ.For all of that,
Eunice Kennedy Shriver was not the saint her admirers hope the Vatican will one day declare
her to be. She enjoyed the entitlements of wealth too much to emulate the selflessness of the
women she revered most: Mother Teresa and Dorothy Day. Meekness did not become her.
Patience was not one of her virtues. She resembled more the pioneer aviator whose pictures
covered her walls as a teenager. She admired Amelia Earhart, the first woman to fly solo across
the Atlantic Ocean, Eunice said, for her “courage and toughness in a male world and as an
explorer of the unknown.”Eunice followed in her footsteps. She was part visionary and part
master tinkerer, quick to recognize a good idea and quicker still to appropriate it in the service of
her cause. She was “an intellectual mechanic,” in the view of one of her mentors, Arthur J. Dyck,
an ethicist who held a joint appointment at Harvard’s Divinity School and its School of Public
Health. “She wanted to fix things.”In Rockville, Maryland, she stunned the neighbors by
operating a summer camp for retarded children on the grounds of Timberlawn, the 250-acre
estate the Shrivers leased when they followed Jack to Washington in 1961. In Paris, she horrified
the staff by turning the marble foyer of the ambassador’s residence into play space for retarded
children from nearby institutions when her husband was US ambassador to France. In China,
she ignored protocol to elbow her way inside institutions for retarded children to see for herself
the conditions in which they lived. In Washington, she went straight to the Oval Office to chide
President Bill Clinton about changes to federal welfare regulations that took hard-won benefits
from those she continued to call her “special friends” long after the phrase had fallen out of
favor.“If that girl had been born with balls, she would have been a hell of a politician,” Joe
Kennedy is reputed to have said of Eunice, an observation that reflected less on her talents than
on the limits of his imagination. The self-made multimillionaire could envision either of his older
sons the first Catholic president but could not picture his daughter in public office—not among
the seven women serving in the House when Jack arrived there in 1947 or the three women in
the Senate when he entered the upper chamber in 1953. Breaking barriers was for Kennedy
men, not Kennedy women. Men play and women pray; that was Joe Kennedy’s attitude toward
his wife and daughters.Perhaps the least introspective member of a clan scornful of self-
reflection, Eunice wasted little energy ruminating about the second-tier status of women in her
family, but it hardly escaped her notice that her father had vetoed Jean’s plan to become a
doctor or a nurse and Pat’s ambition to pursue a career in business or the law. Of the sisters,
only Eunice broke out of the box to which her gender consigned her, finding her way around their
father to secure her place in the world and in history.“Needless to say, after so many years of
coming here to celebrate Jack and all the boys, it is nice to have an evening for one of the



women,” she told an audience gathered at the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and
Museum in Boston in 2007 to honor her. Her lips were parted in a smile, but her teeth were
clenched.Instead of stewing about the double standard, she had forged her own path,
competing as a young woman with her brothers in athletics, the one arena where gender did not
trump skill in the Kennedy family. She was the best sailor in a group of natural mariners, the best
tennis player among siblings who had volleyed on the grass courts of Wimbledon and the clay at
Cap d’Antibes. Trained by her father not to lose, she rarely did, despite a physical constitution so
delicate her family called her “Puny Eunie.”In Eunice Kennedy Shriver’s stubborn refusal to
accept either her body’s own limitations or her father’s low expectations, the seeds of more than
Special Olympics were sown. The same willful determination would chart her course on behalf
of those denied a chair in the classroom, a place on the playing field, or a job in the workforce.
She would provide them with the chance to thrive that had been denied to Rosemary, the sister
whose fate, their mother wrote in her memoirs, was “the first of the tragedies that were to befall
us.”It was “all so unnecessary” and so wasteful, Eunice wrote, remembering the long hours her
mother had spent working with Rosemary and “taking her to psychologists and to dozens of
doctors” only to be told her situation was hopeless. The disastrous lobotomy fulfilled that bleak
prophecy, convincing Eunice that doctors knew no more about the causes and treatment of
mental retardation than the eugenicists who, early in the twentieth century, had advocated
forced sterilization as the most effective means of ridding society of those medicine variously
labeled idiots, imbeciles, or morons.To try to understand what the so-called experts did not
about mental retardation became the purpose of Eunice Kennedy Shriver’s life. It is impossible
to make sense of that life without examining the cause that gave it meaning. Her story is that
story, too.Eunice was not the first to express outrage at the plight of those children. Her efforts
built on a nascent movement led by parents struggling to keep their disabled children at home,
by lawmakers fighting for funds to educate those children, by park workers developing
recreational programs for them, by progressive superintendents at state institutions
championing their right to be treated with dignity, and by civil rights lawyers seeking court orders
to force reform on less enlightened asylum administrators.Her genius was not in getting there
first. It was in finding and promoting the best ideas and carrying them out on a grand scale. She
used the Kennedy name to kick open doors all over the world, and for more than forty years, she
barged through them, hectoring, demanding, and working harder than anyone in the room to get
done what others said could not be done.It turned out that Joe Kennedy had been wrong about
his daughter. Her sex did not disqualify her from a career in politics. No one in Congress who
tried to cut an appropriation she wanted, no one in a corporate boardroom who tried to dodge a
sponsorship role in Special Olympics, no acquaintance who tried to avoid volunteering at the
games doubted that Eunice Kennedy Shriver was as equipped as any man to work her will and
get her way.But a mercurial temperament, common enough in men but anathema in women,
might well have proven an insurmountable bar to elective office. Impatient and insistent, she was
the definition of impolitic. In her missionary zeal, she did not much care whom she offended in



pursuit of her aims. She left it to others to smooth the feathers she invariably ruffled along the
way. The same was said of her father and of her younger brother Bobby. But they were Kennedy
men, not a Kennedy woman.The qualities that might have inhibited a career as a politician
enhanced Eunice’s effectiveness as an advocate. Good intentions did not impress her; results
did. She measured herself, and everyone around her, by what got done, not by what got
promised. It is no wonder then that President Kennedy instructed his aides to “just give Eunice
what she wants,” not because she was an irritant, although she could be that, but because he
trusted that, on issues that mattered to her, his sister had figured out what worked.Her influence
did not end that awful day in Dallas. For more than four decades, Republican and Democratic
presidents alike took her calls, read her memos, and responded to her requests. Presidents from
Lyndon B. Johnson to George W. Bush honored her. In 1984, Ronald Reagan awarded her the
Presidential Medal of Freedom. In 1998, Bill and Hillary Clinton celebrated the thirtieth
anniversary of Special Olympics with her at the White House.Every award, whether from the
Lasker Foundation for her contributions to medical research, or from the University of Notre
Dame for her embodiment of Catholic principles, cited compassion as the engine that propelled
her to fight for the forgotten. That she was moved by their plight is indisputable. But empathy
alone did not fuel her activism. There was also rage. Rage at the impotence of a medical
establishment that had no answers for her sister. Rage at the lack of respect for life in a society
more focused on personal fulfillment than communal responsibility. Rage at the inability, or
unwillingness, of government to deliver on America’s promise of equality for all its citizens, no
matter how diminished their capacities.There is little doubt that at least some of that passion
was private anger redirected to the public sphere. Anger at the adored but autocratic father who
lobotomized a beloved sister. Anger at the pious but passive mother who submitted to
Rosemary’s long banishment from the family. Anger at herself and her siblings for allowing
themselves to edit the inconvenient Rosemary out of their lives for so many years.Ironically, it
was from the father who had underestimated her that Eunice learned how best to advance her
cause. “It is not what you are, it’s what people think you are,” counseled the man who, in one
generation, recast the Kennedys from Irish American strivers into American royalty. Social
acceptance, of a Catholic president or a retarded child, first required a change in public
perception.That is exactly what Eunice engineered in 1962, when she invited photographers
from the Saturday Evening Post magazine to capture images of laughing children in pony carts,
on rope swings, in the swimming pool of her backyard; and in 1968, when she recruited
professional athletes as their coaches; and in 1972, when she convinced Roone Arledge to
televise Special Olympics on ABC’s Wild World of Sports.“When she told me what she wanted, I
thought, ‘Nobody is going to watch this, a bunch of crippled kids running around,’ ” Frank
Gifford, the former New York Giants running back and the program’s host, recalled more than
forty years later. “We captured it all on film, and it was one of the most moving things I have ever
done. It took away the despair and the fear. They were just kids, having fun. After we put it on
television, we picked up crowds all over the country. No one could tell her it wouldn’t work.”In



adopting Joe Kennedy’s marketing methods, Eunice Kennedy Shriver had turned her father’s
idea of competition on its head. In the process, she proved herself more than the equal of any
man in the Kennedy clan.PROLOGUEThe mentally ill and the mentally retarded need no longer
be alien to our affections or beyond the help of our communities.—PRESIDENT JOHN F.
KENNEDY, OCTOBER 31, 1963IN HER COBALT-BLUE wool suit and white kidskin gloves, she
could have been mistaken for a guest at a White House social reception instead of the architect
of the pioneering legislation the president of the United States was about to sign.As John F.
Kennedy slid into his leather armchair at the center of the conference table in the Cabinet Room,
the forty-two-year-old suburban mother of three receded behind a wall of dignitaries, including
the Speaker of the House, the Senate majority leader, the secretary of labor, the chief of
pediatrics at Johns Hopkins Hospital, and assorted senators and congressmen.She does not
appear in the formal group portraits from that day, having settled into a spot far behind the
president against the east wall, nearly enfolded by the green brocade drapes bracketing the
French doors that open onto the Rose Garden. President Kennedy does not mention her in his
recorded remarks at the signing ceremony for the Mental Retardation Facilities and Community
Mental Health Centers Construction Act of 1963, singling out instead Senator Lister Hill of
Alabama, chairman of the Senate Committee on Labor and Public Welfare, and Representative
Oren Harris of Arkansas, chairman of the House Committee on Interstate and Foreign
Commerce, who shepherded S. 1576 to passage.It was only after he had distributed all but one
of the ceremonial fountain pens that the president turned to look for Eunice Kennedy Shriver
and, rising from his seat, strode through the crowd toward the back wall to hand the last pen to
his sister, the guiding force behind an unprecedented federal commitment to combating mental
retardation.“This bill will expand our knowledge, provide research facilities to determine the
cause of retardation, establish university related diagnostic research clinics, and permit the
construction of university centers for the care of the retarded,” the president told those gathered.
“For the first time, parents and children will have available comprehensive facilities to diagnose
and either cure or treat mental retardation. For the first time, there will be research centers
capable of putting together teams of experts working in many different fields. For the first time,
state and federal governments and voluntary organizations will be able to coordinate their
manpower and facilities in a single effort to cure and treat this condition.”There had been no
reason to expect that Kennedy would make mental retardation a White House priority. Foreign
policy was his primary focus in 1963, a year in which he declared to the people of the divided
German city of Berlin that “in the world of freedom, the proudest boast is ‘Ich bin ein Berliner,’ ” a
year in which he would commit sixteen thousand US troops to South Vietnam and covert energy
toward ousting Fidel Castro from Cuba. Civil rights was the most pressing item on his domestic
agenda the year that Governor George C. Wallace of Alabama blocked the entrance of three
black students into the University of Alabama, the year that a white supremacist murdered
Mississippi NAACP field director Medgar Evers, and the year that the Reverend Dr. Martin
Luther King Jr. delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial



during the March on Washington.Kennedy’s indifference to mental retardation had long
frustrated advocates. The memory still stung of Kennedy, then a senator, brushing past
Elizabeth M. Boggs, the president of the National Association for Retarded Children, in a Capitol
Hill corridor where she was waiting to testify before the Senate Committee on Labor and Public
Welfare on the educational needs of retarded children. Kennedy was a member of that
committee, but he did not stick around for the hearing that April day in 1957 even though Boggs
knew—as the nation as yet did not—that mental retardation had touched Kennedy’s own
family.But Boggs and her cause would find an ally elsewhere in the Kennedy clan. Eunice
Kennedy Shriver took the reins of the Joseph P. Kennedy Jr. Foundation around the time Jack
blew past Boggs in that hallway, and she turned the attention of the previously unfocused family
charity exclusively to the needs of the retarded. With her father’s fortune and her husband’s help,
she traveled the country, consulting experts and educating herself about the scope of the
problem and the dearth of resources devoted to addressing it. Her efforts culminated in millions
of dollars in grants from the Kennedy Foundation to researchers at Harvard, Johns Hopkins,
Georgetown, Chicago, Wisconsin, and Stanford universities.It was only a beginning. She had
learned enough by the time her oldest surviving brother was elected president on November 8,
1960, to know that the efforts of a small family foundation were no match for what the federal
government could, and, in her view, should be doing for the 5.4 million children and adults in the
United States with mental retardation. The few federal programs that did exist were scattered
throughout the bureaucracy, intermingled with aid for the physically handicapped and geared
toward adults. It was not nearly enough.Her brother’s election gave her an opportunity to do
more. Before he had even taken the oath of office, Eunice secured from Jack a commitment to
appoint a presidential panel to investigate the needs of the retarded and to propose federal
legislation to meet them. The president gave her a free hand, and she seeded the twenty-seven-
member President’s Panel on Mental Retardation with the most knowledgeable people in the
field, including Boggs, a chemist by training and herself the mother of a severely retarded
son.Eunice Kennedy Shriver was not a member of the President’s Panel; she did not want
charges of nepotism to overshadow the work. Officially, she was “a consultant” to the group that
she had willed into existence and drove to produce a report for the president within one year and
legislation for him to sign within two.She had pulled it off.At the edge of that gathering of
luminaries in the Cabinet Room on the last day of October in 1963, how moved she must have
been to hear the president pledge the nation’s communal responsibility to those with mental
retardation, a commitment that was unimaginable only a few years before.“It was said, in an
earlier age, that the mind of man is a far country which can be neither approached nor explored.
But today, under present conditions of scientific achievement, it will be possible for a nation as
rich in human and material resources as ours to make the most remote recesses of the mind
accessible,” the president vowed. “The mentally ill and the mentally retarded need no longer be
alien to our affections or beyond the help of our communities.”It was the last bill John Fitzgerald
Kennedy would ever sign. No one in the Cabinet Room on that sunny Thursday morning could



have imagined that three weeks later in Dallas an assassin’s bullet would end the life of the thirty-
fifth president of the United States.As much as John F. Kennedy’s death would traumatize the
nation he led, it would upend the dynamics in the family he left behind. There would be no more
wall hugging for Eunice Kennedy Shriver. Without her brother in the White House, she would
have to come out from behind the curtains to lead the movement she had just put on the national
agenda.PART ONEIN HER PARENTS’ IMAGEONETHE MIDDLE CHILDIf my new
granddaughter is like her mother, she’s all right for me.—JOHN “HONEY FITZ” FITZGERALD,
JULY 10, 1921ROSE FITZGERALD KENNEDY went to a dance the night before she gave birth
to her fifth child in six years, on Sunday, July 10, 1921.Her husband, the young financier Joseph
P. Kennedy, had rented a summer cottage at Nantasket Beach, near the Victorian mansion
owned by Rose’s parents, Mary Josephine “Josie” and John F. “Honey Fitz” Fitzgerald, the
colorful ex-congressman and former mayor of Boston. On Saturday night, Rose enjoyed the
orchestra at the Hotel Pemberton, the forty-year-old Queen Anne confection of turrets and
gables at the tip of a sandy peninsula just south of Boston on Massachusetts Bay.The
fashionable hotel on Windmill Point, with its wide wraparound porches, echoed the style both of
her childhood home in the Boston neighborhood of Dorchester and the large white-trimmed
wood-frame house in Brookline Joe had purchased for the then-extravagant price of $16,000 for
his growing family the year before.The dance in the elaborate ballroom and the fireworks that
followed from the pier were a respite for the thirty-one-year-old expectant mother already
managing a household of two schoolboys, two toddlers, and assorted cooks, maids,
governesses, and a husband who was frequently away on business.Joe had made an effort to
be in town for the birth, declining an invitation to play golf in the White Mountains over the July
4th weekend. “Nothing I’d rather do than spend the three-day holiday on the 4th at Bretton
Woods but on account of Mrs. Kennedy’s condition, I do not feel I would want to be away from
home at this time,” he had written to Chris Dunphy, a friend who was then manager of the Mount
Pleasant Hotel in the New Hampshire resort town. Rose insisted she would have understood
had he gone: “The idea was [that childbirth] was something the woman had to do, and the less
bother she gave to anybody else including her husband, the better it was, and the easier it was,”
Rose told Robert Coughlin, the ghostwriter of her memoirs, in 1974.Labor pains had roused her
from sleep before dawn that Sunday. After the twenty-mile drive from the summer house to
Brookline, she arrived home at about six in the morning. The Kennedys’ third daughter was born
three hours later, in Rose’s private bedroom in the twelve room house at the corner of Naples
and Abbottsford Roads. “Mrs. Kennedy is an ardent follower of the Roosevelt doctrines, and she
is dead set against race suicide,” the Boston Daily Globe quipped in its account of the birth. “She
is one of a family of six children, but Mrs. Kennedy is out to beat her mother’s record.”Rose, who
would eventually give birth to nine children, named this baby Eunice after her fragile youngest
sister, living that summer in a sanitarium for patients with tuberculosis at Saranac Lake in New
York’s Adirondack Mountains. Eunice Fitzgerald had contracted the infectious respiratory
disease while nursing veterans of World War I at a Red Cross station on Boston Common when



she was nineteen. She would die of the disease at twenty-three, two years after her namesake’s
birth.The baby would inherit her aunt’s delicate constitution as well as her name. Eunice Mary
Kennedy, the first of her children that Rose did not nurse, was colicky and slow to gain weight,
an early sign of the medical problems that would plague her all her life. “Unfortunately when
Eunice was born, she didn’t get along very well because the bottle was not very well organized,
and I couldn’t nurse her at that time because I had breast abscess[es],” Rose recalled,
conceding that she had never nursed the older children with much regularity either. It was “a little
confining to be home every three hours to nurse the baby . . . [A] baby is usually fed at 10 or
10:30 [p.m.]. You’re at the theater, so what do you do?”The theater played an important part in
the Kennedys’ lives in 1921. Two years before, Joe had joined the Boston brokerage house of
Hayden, Stone & Co. Among his clients were small and midsized film production and distribution
companies. Negotiations to refinance or consolidate one overleveraged firm kept him shuttling
between Boston and New York in the weeks before Eunice was born. During this period, he was
also investing his own money in movie houses throughout New England and spending time in
Boston’s theater district, cultivating producers he hoped would recognize the potential he saw in
the motion picture industry.Joe had begun his business career far less glamorously, as a state
bank examiner, after graduating from Harvard College in 1912. A year spent poring over the
books of banks across eastern Massachusetts proved valuable in 1913 when the small East
Boston bank founded by his father, Patrick J. Kennedy, and other Irish Americans was
threatened with a takeover by a bigger downtown bank. P. J., as he was known throughout the
neighborhood he had served as saloon keeper, state lawmaker, and Democratic Party ward
boss, rewarded Joe with the presidency of the Columbia Trust Company when his son
succeeded in keeping the bank in neighborhood hands.Now, just a few years later, Joe’s
growing wealth from stock deals and burgeoning investments in the movie industry opened a
new world to the Kennedys, one more exciting than Wall Street trades or the work he had done
during World War I as assistant general manager of Bethlehem Steel’s Fore River Shipyard in
Quincy, Massachusetts.The Kennedys’ lives were changing in ways that reflected the social and
political upheaval of the decade into which Eunice was born. The 1920s were not yet roaring in
July 1921, but they soon would be, and fast. The nation’s wealth would double during the
decade as Americans moved from farms to well-paying jobs in the cities. Disposable income, in
turn, paid for admission to amusement parks, dance halls, and movie palaces, and for the
radios, phonographs, and vacuum cleaners in popular demand because two-thirds of American
households now had electricity, up from only 16 percent a decade earlier.Prosperity was not
universally distributed. Two in five American families survived on subsistence wages, forgoing
electric washing machines for basic necessities or buying big-ticket items on credit. But by the
middle of the decade, Joe Kennedy had made his first million. He swapped his Model T Ford for
a Rolls-Royce, and Rose exchanged her ready-to-wear wardrobe for the haute couture she
displayed on their frequent forays to Boston’s theater district.“It was all a completely new and
different environment, gay, exciting, and quite different and quite breathtaking to me, who was a



convent-bred girl. I had heard that chorus girls were gay, but evil, and, worst of all, husband
snatchers. But nothing shocking happened,” Rose said. “One characteristic of my life with Joe
was that we trusted one another implicitly. If he had occasion to go out with the theatrical people,
he told me where he was going and he went. There was never any deceit on his part, and there
was never any doubt in my mind about his motives.”Whether she was being discreet or
disingenuous, Rose was certainly being less than candid. Her husband’s serial philandering had
prompted her to move home with her parents for several weeks in 1920 when she was pregnant
with Kathleen. Since divorce was not an option for Catholics, her father sent Rose back to the
man she had chosen—against his wish that she not marry the first man to propose—and with
whom she would have five more children and live companionably, but largely independently, for
the rest of their lives. She omitted their separation from her memoirs fifty years later, well
schooled by then in the role of selective memory in the making of Kennedy mythology.American
women were at the center of cultural change in the 1920s. Flappers with short hair and shorter
skirts had a freer attitude toward cigarettes, sex, and the bootlegged alcohol available in the
speakeasies that sprang up during Prohibition. The Nineteenth Amendment to the Constitution,
guaranteeing women the right to vote, had been ratified the year before Eunice was born. The
year of her birth, Margaret Sanger founded the American Birth Control League, the precursor of
the Planned Parenthood Federation of America, which would liberate women—including those
with whom Joe Kennedy tarried—to have sex without fear of pregnancy.Perhaps to compensate
for how difficult it was to keep track of her husband, Rose kept meticulous track of her children’s
development. Her note-card system recorded their height and weight and each child’s encounter
with mumps, measles, or whooping cough. Eunice was worryingly thin, but Rose thought her
precocious, noting in her diary that at eighteen months she was “walking alone and talking a lot.
Best little talker of all. Also likes to take a bow and say, ‘Little Partner, dance with me.’ ”Reading
her entries decades later, Rose thought “those jottings foretold something about the girl she
became. Wonderfully well coordinated and with quick reflexes, one of the best athletes in our
active family, a ‘talker’ with a special way of expressing herself in a pithy and witty manner that
made her one of the livelier participants in our family conversations. But she was also a good
listener, and marvelously generous in her interest in others, especially her brothers and sisters,
but including waifs, strays, and anybody who needed her.”In her siblings, Eunice had a houseful
of potential partners for dancing or conversation. When she was born, Joe Jr. was six; Jack was
four; Rose Marie, whom the family called Rosemary or Rosie, was almost three; and Kathleen
was a year and a half. Pat, Bobby, Jean, and Teddy were yet to come, born in 1924, 1925, 1928,
and 1932, respectively.Her detailed notes notwithstanding, Rose was neither a warm nor doting
maternal presence. “I don’t think she was quite the same role as most mothers,” Eunice recalled.
“Mother wasn’t a nursemaid mother. We had a governess . . . I don’t remember [Rose] sweeping
the floor, quite frankly, or serving at table. I also don’t remember her cooking. Her role was a little
different.” Still, a diary entry on January 7, 1923, hinted at how exhausting Rose found
motherhood, even with a household staff to shoulder the routine tasks of diaper laundering and



food preparation: “Took care of children. Miss Brooks, the governess, helped. Kathleen still has
bronchitis and Joe sick in bed. Great life.”Rose was the enforcer of rules, the cultivator of
manners, and the incubator of good taste and religious faith. She was not averse to using a ruler
or a coat hanger to discipline a child or imposing a Spartan or fat-laden diet if a child came up
too thin or too heavy at her weekly weigh-ins. Rose made St. Aidan’s Church, a few blocks from
home, a regular stop on neighborhood strolls with her children to teach them “that church isn’t
just something for Sundays and special times on the calendar but should be part of daily life.”No
one absorbed those lessons more dutifully than Eunice, whom Rose described as “rather pale
and of a nervous, highly conscientious demeanor.” She craved her mother’s attention but rarely
got it because of Rose’s extended absences. The first five months of 1923, when Eunice was not
yet two, were typical of the long separations that marked the Kennedy marriage, ensuring that
the children would seldom see both parents under the same roof at the same time. “Joe Sr. left
on 5 o’clock for Palm Beach with Eddie Moore and a couple of other friends who joined them in
New York,” according to a January 14, 1923, entry in Rose’s diary. He would work from Florida
through the winter, enjoying the sun and the golf, returning in time for Rose to set off in April on
her own six-week sojourn with her sister Mary Agnes to California.To keep her household
functioning smoothly during her frequent trips, Rose relied on Mary and Eddie Moore, an older,
childless couple who served as surrogate parents for the Kennedy children. Eddie, for whom Ted
would be named, had been the personal assistant to Rose’s father when Honey Fitz was mayor
of Boston. He now performed that role, and much more, for Joe. “Eddie Moore became his
closest friend, someone he trusted implicitly in every way and in all circumstances,” recalled
Rose, who asked Mary to be Eunice’s godmother because she had become “an equally great
friend, confidante, and unfailing support for me.”The Moores made the Kennedys’ lives work,
especially after Joe led a group of investors in the purchase of the Film Booking Office of
America, in 1926, and another deal, a year later, with Radio Corporation of America (RCA) that
brought sound to what had been a silent picture studio. The acquisitions required him to spend
more time in New York and Hollywood, leading to the decision in 1927 to move his family to
Riverdale, a bucolic haven in the far reaches of the Bronx. The move, a practical response to his
business ventures, was personal as well. Boston was a hidebound, parochial town, its Brahmin
elites unreconciled to the growing influence of the Irish, even those, like Kennedy, who had
graduated from Harvard and built a fortune that would soon eclipse their own. Joe’s money was
as good as anyone’s on Wall Street, but in Boston, his bank statement could not gain him
admission to the right clubs, to the inner circles of Protestant power and respectability.Boston “is
no place to bring up Irish Catholic children,” Joe told a reporter, citing his conviction that his
offspring would be denied their rightful places in society because of the city’s intractable anti-
Catholic and anti-Irish bigotry. Robert Francis was the last of the Kennedy children to be born at
home in Brookline, in 1925. Two years later, Joe hired a private railway car to take Rose and their
seven children, ranging in age from twelve-year-old Joe Jr. to two-year-old Bobby, to a rented
three-story, twenty-room mansion on Independence Avenue at 252nd Street. Eunice spent the



trip doubled over with stomach pains—whether from nerves or illness, the record does not make
clear.In Brookline, Eunice had attended the Edward Devotion neighborhood public school, but in
September 1927, all of the Kennedys’ school-age children—Joe Jr., Jack, Rosemary, Kathleen,
and Eunice—were enrolled in the private Riverdale Country School, with its crisp uniforms,
sweeping lawns, manicured playing fields, and stately academic buildings. The oldest of the
girls, nine-year-old Rosemary, entered second grade with her seven-year-old sister, Kathleen,
whom the family called Kick. Rosemary had repeated kindergarten and first grade in Brookline,
where her teachers told her parents what they already knew: Rosemary was “slow” and her
development “delayed.”Rosemary’s struggles in school were not the first indication that the
prettiest of the Kennedy girls was also the slowest. “Physically she was very healthy, and there
were no signs I recognized that anything might be wrong,” Rose recalled of her birth. “She
crawled, stood, took her first steps, said her first words late, she had problems managing a baby
spoon and porringer—and yet, as everyone knows, babies always have their own individual
rates of growth and acquiring skills, so I was patient, concerned, beginning to be a little
apprehensive, but not worried, partly, I suppose, because of wishful thinking.”By the time
Rosemary reached school age, there was no denying her developmental delays. Her teachers in
Brookline told Joe and Rose that Rosemary had scored lower than normal on the intelligence
tests, just coming into use in the 1920s. How low is not clear from available records, but the
news would have been devastating for any parent.Rose “was puzzled by what all this could
mean. I had never heard of a retarded child, and I did not know where to send her to school or
how to cope with the situation.” She consulted her family doctor, the head of the Psychology
Department at Harvard, and a Catholic psychologist who ran a school in Washington. “Each of
them told me she was retarded, but what to do about her, where to send her, how to help her
seemed to be an unanswered question,” Rose said.There were no good choices, in Rose’s view.
If she had Rosemary tutored at home, her daughter would lack playmates. If she sent her to a
school for retarded children, Rosemary might never overcome her deficits. In lieu of an
alternative plan, Rose hoped that, with persistence and the extra help their financial resources
could provide, Rosemary might be able to hold her own in a regular classroom.Those hopes
collapsed after a year at Riverdale. Rosemary could not write in a straight line. She would
sometimes write from right to left. She could not steer a sled or row a boat. She could not keep
up on the playing fields, despite the hours Rose spent hitting tennis balls with her to develop her
coordination.Kennedy family biographers have speculated about the cause and extent of
Rosemary’s childhood disabilities, but available documents provide no definitive answers. Her
letters to her family and examples of her schoolwork are open to researchers at the John F.
Kennedy Presidential Library in Boston, but dozens of documents in the archives that could
shed light on her condition—much of her parents’ correspondence with her doctors, teachers,
and tutors, for instance—remain closed or heavily redacted at the insistence of the
family.Conjecture has filled the vacuum. Could a nurse’s decision to delay delivery until the
doctor arrived have deprived Rosemary of oxygen in utero? Could the Spanish flu epidemic of



1918 have affected Rose’s pregnancy? Could eighteen-month-old Rosemary’s exposure to Jack
when he nearly died of highly contagious scarlet fever in 1920 have compromised her
intellectual development? Could the epileptic-like seizures she suffered as a child have caused
brain damage? Did she suffer neurological damage from a bout of spinal meningitis?That last
explanation is what the family told Luella R. Hennessey, the nurse to two generations of
Kennedy children from 1935 to 1963, and that is what Joe told a reporter for Time magazine in
1960. But the Kennedys were not always reliable reporters of their own story, and their narrative
about Rosemary changed across the decades when it suited their political purposes.Whatever
their cause, Rosemary’s limitations were not conspicuous to casual observers, who
remembered her as quieter and less physically active than her siblings but not obviously
disabled as a child. “I don’t think that probably on the outside many people noticed that she was
much different from the others, except that she was probably a little less quick on the uptake,”
Rose recalled.She was able to do long division and to write simple letters to her parents and
siblings. That her letters were full of misspellings made Rosemary more similar to her siblings
than not. That she printed in block letters rather than wrote in cursive script meant that her letters
were more legible than those of her brothers and sisters, all of whom left their father “quite
discouraged with the penmanship of the Kennedy children,” as Joe wrote to Eunice in 1936.But
unlike her siblings, Rosemary’s academic skills plateaued at about a fourth-grade level. Short of
“curing” her, Rose focused on having Rosemary “pass” in polite society: “I always thought that if
she had a veneer of information—such as the names of the presidents, the mayor, important
cities, a little history and geography—and if she was attractive and well groomed and well
mannered, she would be able to get by.”Rosemary’s difficulties made it impossible for her to
continue at Riverdale. Both her parents wanted to keep her at home, according to Eunice, who
was only eight when Rosemary left day school. “When psychologists recommended that
Rosemary be placed in an institution,” she said decades later, her father resisted, asking, “What
can they do in an institution that we can’t do better for her at home—here with her family?” Rose,
too, had been adamant. “Much as I had begun to realize how very difficult it might be to keep her
at home, everything about me—and my feelings for her—rebelled against the idea, and I
rejected it except as a last resort,” she wrote in her memoirs.That time came when the family
moved in 1929 to the brick mansion high above the Hudson River that Joe purchased in nearby
Bronxville for $250,000—or $3.57 million in 2017 dollars. Her parents decided to send Rosie, at
age eleven, to the first of the many boarding schools for children with mental retardation she
would call home for the next twelve years. All but her youngest siblings would head off to
residential schools of their own in the next few years, perhaps making Rosemary’s early
separation from the family seem less unusual. But none of the other Kennedys went away from
home so young.Rosemary had a rocky adjustment to Devereux School, in Devon-Berwyn,
Pennsylvania. While administrators reported that she demonstrated “excellent social poise” and
could be “quite charming at times,” her disappointing academic efforts were punctuated by
“outbursts of impatience” and flashes of anger that would intensify as Rosemary grew into



adolescence and young womanhood—symptoms perhaps of an underlying mental illness that
went undiagnosed and untreated at a time when mental illness was even more stigmatized than
mental retardation.Joe’s unrealistic expectation that Rosemary could learn by sheer force of will
could only have exacerbated her anxiety. His letters to her over the years were alternately tender
and tough-minded, praising her at any sign of progress but exhorting her always to try harder.
Their father “was easily upset by Rosemary’s lack of progress, her inabilities to use opportunities
for self-development,” Eunice acknowledged.Rosemary’s loneliness is palpable in her letters
home. In one, to Eunice after an Easter visit to Bronxville in 1931, she reported having seen the
“exciting” new movie Rin Tin Tin, but wrote plaintively of wanting everyone to write to her more
often than they did. “Dear Eunice, I miss you very much. Didn’t we have fun together when I was
home? I was so sorry I had to leave all of you so soon. Tell the girls to write to me as much as
they can . . . I will see you quite soon sweetheart. I’m dying to hear from Mother and Daddy. Tell
Mother to send me my box of candy that she gave me Easter. I feel very upset when I don’t hear
from Mother tell her that. Write me a long long letter and make it as long as you can, darling. I
know you will dear, love Rose.”Even without Rosemary at home, the Bronxville house was a
noisy, chaotic place on which Rose imposed her own brand of discipline. She was, Eunice
remembered, “quite stern. She knew there were certain ways to behave. We went to dancing
classes once a week. We had our teeth straightened. I remember going five years with my
sisters, five or six of us in a car. We’d go all the way into New York [instead] of going to the local
dentist . . . We had to hop into the car once every three weeks. We’d drive for an hour to New
York to go to the dentist and back we’d come. We’d wait our turn, and then we’d go to the chair.
Then we’d go to dancing lessons, Arthur Murray. She bought the lessons, and then I would have
to go with my sisters. We’d go once a week. We were really organized.”The Kennedy’s Georgian
mansion, known as Crownlands, sat on six acres on a hill above the Hudson River at 294
Pondfield Road, with a basement projection room for movie screenings and separate cottages
for a chauffeur and a gardener. The third floor was the preserve of Joe, Jack, and Kick, with their
bedrooms, a large playroom, and a room for the governess. Sickly, easily tired, and already her
mother’s reliable companion for a nightly recitation of the rosary, Eunice watched, at some
remove, the spirited fun and social ease shared by Joe, Jack, and Kick, the latter of whom was
just a year older than she. Her bedroom was on the second floor with those of Pat, Bobby, and
Jean. Too young for the older set and too old for her younger siblings, Eunice made peace with
her place in the middle, studying her more sophisticated brothers and sister, unnoticed, while
honing her own athletic and intellectual skills.Rose executed the morning ritual before school at
Bronxville with military precision. “There was a downstairs bathroom in Bronxville, and after
breakfast we’d file in and out one by one, then stand inspection for spots on our clothes and
general neatness,” Eunice remembered.Playtime was no less regimented. Their mother “had us
out no matter what the weather was. Today children stay indoors and watch television or you
listen to the radio, but we were packed up with our clothes on, and out we’d go sled riding or go
ice skating all the time,” Eunice recalled. “I can remember going ice skating in Bronxville. Mother



would take us, and I remember her skating . . . It wasn’t a great emotional thing with her. She was
more of a teacher or an inspirer. She was more interested in whether you were reading or
whether, taking skating lessons, you just wouldn’t go skating off into the blue yonder. She’d say,
‘Use your right leg or use your left leg better.’ There was quite a little pressure around, I
think.”Appearances mattered to Rose, eager as she was to win the social acceptance that had
eluded the family in Boston. Eunice learned that the hard way at age ten when she decided to
raise some money for the Catholic missions in Africa. “We had a lot of apples in our apple tree. I
had the apples in a big basket, and I was going down the street selling them in Bronxville; and
then, suddenly, this low voice came up behind me and out pops my mama. She was absolutely
outraged, told me to go right home. ‘How dare I [sic] sell those apples? Never do that again! Go
right to my [sic] room. See that you go; stay there till morning.’ I thought it was one of the few
times I saw her so angry. I guess she [thought], living in Bronxville at that time, it was unseemly. I
was about ten years old”—too young to know that just a few miles south of her family’s estate,
men who had lost everything in the stock market crash of 1929 were selling apples and pencils
on the streets.The Kennedys were spared the fallout from the collapse of the then-unregulated
stock market. With the help of insider information, not then illegal, Joe had become a successful
Wall Street speculator. He saw the crash coming and sold off his holdings in time. He got richer
still by shorting stocks as prices fell and by buying up real estate at discounted prices in the
aftermath of the crash.He had also been prescient about the movie industry. By the end of the
decade, three-quarters of all Americans were going to the movies every week. Joe made certain
his children enjoyed the perks of his Hollywood connections. He gave Joe Jr. and Jack chaps,
like those worn by actor Tom Mix in Hollywood Westerns. He introduced Kathleen and Eunice to
Gary Cooper at the tony restaurant 21, in New York. He even brought his mistress, the film siren
Gloria Swanson and her daughter, “little Gloria,” home to Bronxville for a Halloween party.By
then, Eunice had transferred from Riverdale to the lower school at Brantwood Hall, a private girls
school in Bronxville. “Eunice [who] was not very strong went to a day school in Bronxville and
came home for her meals, a necessity in her case on account of her weight,” recalled Rose,
whose extra servings of buttered bread and cream-covered oatmeal could not fill out her
daughter’s skeletal frame.Health concerns prompted Eunice’s change of schools that time, but
maternal whim was just as often the precipitating factor behind a new school or a home tutor for
the Kennedy children. Eunice would attend six different schools and be tutored at home for long
stretches before she completed high school. Bobby attended three different boarding schools.
Teddy went to ten schools by the time he was thirteen.So many changes were not conducive to
forming deep childhood friendships. The Kennedy children were never in any one school long
enough. Such flux fostered, instead, the intense family loyalty for which the Kennedy siblings
became so well known. “We liked each other more than we liked other people, but I guess that’s
natural,” Eunice recalled.Eunice’s gastrointestinal ailments landed her in a Manhattan hospital
when she was twelve, by which time Teddy had arrived to occupy the nursery, and Joe Jr. and
Jack were away at school at Choate, in Wallingford, Connecticut. Even so, Joe Jr. managed to



visit her four days out of the seven Eunice was hospitalized, winning a $10 bet with her when
she proved, as he predicted, unable to sit perfectly still for ten minutes.That frenetic energy
allowed her to report to her mother on October 1, 1934, that despite her frequent illnesses, lanky
frame, and chronic fatigue she had been chosen as one of two team captains in gym class at
Brantwood Hall. “I am getting along fine in school. I am being excused at 12:15, and then I can
have time for a rest,” she wrote.Eunice took her illnesses in stride, having watched her even
more sickly older brother, Jack, display the stoicism the family prized. She slept lightly, even with
eye pads and earplugs, and adapted without complaint to the stomach cramps and insomnia
that would follow her into adulthood. Unlike Jack, who rode out his illnesses propped up on
pillows devouring books, Eunice was too agitated to read quietly in bed. Instead, she propelled
herself outside, willing her body to do what it should not have been strong enough to do. “I can
remember thinking that the first time I stayed indoors in my life was after my thirties when I had a
baby . . . I thought how odd, some people stay indoors and read all day,” she said. “In our family,
sickness was not a big deal. You just didn’t pay attention to it.”It was not unusual for one or both
parents to be away during those bouts of illness, to miss a holiday, a child’s birthday, a school
performance, a graduation ceremony. Rose went abroad seventeen times from 1929 to 1936,
most often to Paris to shop. And, despite her emphasis on religious observance, she missed
both Kick’s First Communion and Joe Jr.’s Confirmation.Eunice’s memory that Rose “was there
all the time” is contradicted by dozens of letters in the family archives that make clear how often
Rose traveled and how acutely Eunice felt her absence. “Dear Mother, I am sorry you are away,”
she wrote on February 13, 1929. “Tomorrow is Valentine’s . . .”“Dear Mother, I am sorry that you
are away,” she wrote again five weeks later. “I hope that you will be home soon. I am getting
along better at school. I am sorry that you will not be able to see the puppet show.”“Dear Mother,
I miss you a[n] awful lot but hope you are having a nice time and hope you will be home soon,”
Eunice wrote on March 2, 1932, a month after Rose had returned to Boston for Teddy’s birth. “I
love you lots and lots”—a sentiment Eunice underlined four times.Even when she was home,
Rose was aloof. “Mrs. Kennedy didn’t say she loved her children,” recalled Luella R. Hennessey,
the family nurse. “It just wasn’t said. It was all about respect.” When her father was home, Eunice
remembered, “she let him sort of take over.” When Joe bought a summer house on Cape Cod, in
1928, Rose had a garden shed installed at the edge of the water so she could escape her
boisterous brood and read in peace. When a storm washed it away, she promptly installed
another. “It’s solitary confinement, not splendor, I need. Any mother will know what I mean,” she
said.By the time she was thirteen, Eunice had adapted to her mother’s detachment. She struck a
breezy tone in her letters, updating Rose on the family news; it was a style Rose would emulate
years later in the round-robin notes she wrote to keep her adult children apprised of one
another’s activities. “Dearest Mother, We all miss you but hope you are having a nice time,”
Eunice wrote on October 1, 1934. “I just talked to Kick and she is fine. I had a letter from Rose
and she is having a nice time. Joe went to tea with her yesterday [Joe Jr. was at Harvard, and
Rosemary was living in Brookline with a tutor], Kiko [the family governess] went to Boston today.



Daddy left yesterday for Washington but expects to come home next Friday.”Like her mother, her
father “was gone a lot,” Eunice recalled. In 1934 Joe was living in Washington, serving what
would become a fourteen-month stint as the first chairman of the Securities and Exchange
Commission (SEC), the regulatory authority established by President Franklin D. Roosevelt to
prevent the kind of stock manipulations that had shattered the economy in 1929 and made Joe
Kennedy such a rich man. The post was Kennedy’s reward for his support of FDR in the 1932
campaign. When the appointment provoked outrage from reformers who likened Kennedy
regulating the stock market to a fox guarding the henhouse, Roosevelt countered that there was
no one better to find the weaknesses in the financial system than someone who had exploited
them so well.In taking up his new post that July, Kennedy rented Marwood, an estate on the
Potomac River, in Maryland, with fourteen bedrooms and as many baths, more than enough
room to accommodate his wife and children. But Joe left Rose in Bronxville with the younger
children and the older children at their various boarding schools. As if to underscore their
separate lives, Rose sailed alone for Europe that summer, the trip a twentieth-anniversary gift
from Joe.Joe compensated for the distance with frequent affectionate letters to his wife and to
his children, praising the younger ones for a race won or scolding them for a lapse in spelling. He
was most focused on the education of his two oldest boys, seeing Joe Jr. settled into Harvard
after a year in London studying with Harold Laski, the left-leaning economist and political
theorist, and worrying about Jack, whose forays at the London School of Economics and
Princeton University had both been cut short by chronic ill health. Her father, Eunice recalled,
“was more concerned with the boys’ future than the girls,” sending her brothers to elite
Protestant prep schools where they “would be more involved with people they would have to do
business with later in life.”Rose, by contrast, steered the girls to convent boarding schools that
replicated her own religious training and classical education with the nuns of the Sacred Heart
order. She was preparing her daughters for lives as frugal wives of accomplished Catholic men.
“[A]fter all, when girls grow up and marry, it is ordinarily they who actually spend most of the
family income on food, clothing, and other necessities. They have to know how to budget, keep
track of the dollars, how not to waste,” she reasoned. “I have always felt sorry for a couple when
the wife is heedless about money, piling up bills, forcing the husband into debt or to work harder
and harder to provide the means. It must be very disappointing and discouraging if he has to
follow her around pointing out unnecessary expenses.”The two places the Kennedy children
could count on seeing their parents together were Hyannis Port, the resort village on Cape Cod
where Joe had purchased the large, rambling house on Nantucket Sound that the family had
rented for several summers, and Palm Beach, where in 1933 he bought a red-tiled villa on North
Ocean Boulevard, with a pool and tennis court and direct access to the Atlantic Ocean.While
Palm Beach was a holiday respite from boarding school for the older children, the younger ones
could find themselves enrolled for the winter in the local public school if it suited Rose to have
them with her when she spent the cold weather months in Florida, as it did in 1935. In between
both camps of siblings, thirteen-year-old Eunice was tutored at home in Palm Beach that winter



by Alice Cahill, the family’s governess. Other winters, the children returned to school up north
after Christmas while Rose lingered for several more weeks enjoying the sun.Eunice, whom
Rose called “one of the most faithful correspondents in the family,” began to add colorful details
to her southbound letters: Bob had sold four of his rabbits for seventy-five cents apiece; there
was a “terrible” blackout in New York one afternoon; Bob had gotten a bugle and was playing it in
the house at a deafening volume; Teddy was shouting like a maniac because a big wad of gum
was lodged in his hair and Kiko could not get it out.But more than any place, Hyannis Port was
the center of the Kennedys’ family life. The white clapboard house with green shutters and two
acres of lawn sweeping down to the sea had fourteen rooms, nine baths, wide ocean-facing
porches, and a movie theater in the basement. Joe maintained a fleet of sailboats for his
children to ply the waters of Nantucket Sound. Eunice was just three when she first dipped her
toes into the chilly waters of Lewis Bay. No sensation would ever eclipse the feel of ocean water
when she dove into the waves or the taste of salt sea air when she tacked into the wind. Hyannis
Port was where Eunice would defy her Puny Eunie nickname, excelling at the sports and parlor
games that dominated the siblings’ interactions. In a sailboat or on a tennis court, at a game of
charades or 20 Questions, she would challenge all comers, especially her brothers.Here Joe Jr.
would teach her to throw a football. Here she would learn to play golf at the Hyannisport Club, a
short walk from what the Kennedys called the Big House. Here she would learn to swim at the
West Beach Club, where her mother distributed matching bathing caps so she could identify her
children in the water. Here she would pile into the blue Rolls-Royce touring car to be driven a
short distance inland to Lake Wequaquet for a freshwater swim. Here the more motivated
children would wake at dawn to accompany their mother to Mass at St. Francis Xavier Church on
South Street or their father on his early morning rides on the Irish horses he stabled at a nearby
farm in Osterville.Eunice was more likely to choose church, but she was no less an acolyte of
Joe’s catechism of competition. Hyannis Port was where he instilled in his children the primacy
of winning. “We don’t want any losers around here,” he told them. Eunice held her own against
the “golden trio” of Joe Jr., Jack, and Kick, learning to race a sailboat as well as anyone and
hoping that in so doing, she would command her father’s respect. As a skipper, her voice could
be heard echoing across the harbor before the start of each race, instructing her crew: “All right
now! Everyone say a Hail Mary!”Joe took less notice than her mother of Eunice’s competitive
spirit. “As a child, she was not outstanding in her scholastic abilities as her older brothers had
been,” said Rose. “But she was wonderful in athletics” and empathetic to the less
fortunate.Whether that empathy was the product of natural instinct or maternal mandate is not
clear, but what is certain is that Rose fostered in Eunice the mentoring relationship she
developed with Rosemary at Hyannis Port and that would follow them, with a long and significant
interruption, to their graves. Eunice remembered that her mother “would say to me, ‘Will you play
with Rosemary?’ She wasn’t very good, Rosemary, but I played tennis with her. Or she would
say, ‘Would you take her sailing, racing?’ I was quite good at racing in those days, so I handled a
boat all right by myself, so I would take Rosemary. Then I’d tell my mother she did well on the



boat, and she was pleased.”Eunice racked up more than her share of racing trophies in the
1930s at the Wianno Yacht Club, but she would say with some regret as she aged that she could
have beaten Jack in more than a few of those contests had her mother not insisted she take
Rosemary along as crew.“I will admit now that I sometimes yelled at Rosie on the water,” Eunice
confessed seventy years later. “Many times, when we were headed for the mark, she would let
the jib go and turn to me with a smile. ‘Get the jib, Rosemary!’ ‘Rosemary, look, the jib is flapping.
Pull it in!’ ‘For God’s sake, Rosemary, pull in the blasted jib!!!’ Usually Rosemary would then pull
in the jib. Despite my tone, she would never lose her somewhat distant but happy smile.”Her
father was harder to please. “After one race, Dad asked how I did with Rosie. ‘We came in third,
Dad.’ ‘For God’s sake,’ he thundered, ‘can’t you do better than that?’ Off I went, never quite sure
how to win but always sure that Rosie’s smile somehow had a value of its own.”She was caught
between her parents’ dueling expectations, just as she was suspended between the “grown-ups’
table” where Joe, Jack, and Kick held sway and the “kids’ table” where she cut up Rosemary’s
meat and supervised her little brothers and sisters. “Pat had a special empathy with Bobby. Jean
has always had a special relationship with Teddy,” Rose recalled. That left Eunice hovering in
that middle space, caring for Rosemary and developing a voice of her own. That voice could
sound bossy to her younger siblings or grating to the older ones, but, in her struggle to reconcile
her father’s rigid notion of success with her mother’s pious sense of duty, Eunice was figuring out
an alternative way of being a Kennedy.Luella Hennessey remembered her as fearless and
determined to get some of the attention Joe lavished on her older brothers: “If anyone in the
family wanted to do something but was afraid to ask, Eunice was the one who would jump up
and say, ‘I’ll speak to Dad about that, don’t worry.’ ”Joe’s prolonged absences in the nation’s
capital—Roosevelt appointed him chairman of the US Maritime Commission in 1937—
increased his godlike status to Eunice, who wrote her father frequent, fawning letters telling him
how impressed the nuns and her classmates at her convent school in Connecticut were by
whatever he had done or said to merit a mention in the newspapers. It was a pattern she would
repeat all her life.She kept up with gossip about her father by reading Washington Merry Go
Round, Drew Pearson’s syndicated column, and In the Nation, Arthur Krock’s political column in
the New York Times. “I have been hearing a number of stories about you in Washington, and I
get more surprised every day, as everyone seems to know more about what you are doing than I
do,” she wrote to him on November 7, 1937, from boarding school. “Are you really going to be
Treasury secretary?”A few months later, she was expressing similar astonishment about the
medical news she had just read about her mother. “Of all the surprising things that have
occurred in the Kennedy family within the past few months, the greatest shock came when I
heard that you had your appendix out,” Eunice wrote to Rose.So accustomed had Eunice
become to rumors and a lack of definitive information that she would write to her parents on
January 14, 1938: “Dearest Mother and Dad, Everyone that writes wants to know about Dad and
are we going and, if so, how long. And I know none of the answers, which they think is quite
strange.”Indeed, the Kennedys were going places. FDR would not satisfy Joe’s ambition to be



secretary of the Treasury, but the president would reward him for his generous campaign
support with an appointment no Irish American had ever held—one laden with symbolism for a
Bostonian whose Irish roots had rendered him a social pariah in that city’s Brahmin
preserves.When the school term ended in April, sixteen-year-old Eunice and nineteen-year-old
Rosemary boarded a luxury liner in New York to join the family, already ensconced in London,
where Joseph P. Kennedy had presented his diplomatic credentials to King George VI as the
new United States ambassador to the Court of Saint James’s.TWOLONDONIt always seemed
to me that if you worried less about your chances of getting into heaven and more about your
chances of getting a man . . . it would take a great load off your brother’s mind.—JOHN F.
KENNEDY IN A LETTER TO EUNICE, 1938IT FELL TO Joseph P. Kennedy and six-year-old
Teddy to meet the Manhattan when it docked in Plymouth on April 27, 1938, carrying Eunice and
Rosemary to England. The young women were escorted by Eddie Moore, who would serve as
Joe’s chief secretary in his new post. Even as war clouds gathered over Europe, the US
ambassador had less pressing matters to attend to in London than did his wife, Rose, and their
eighteen-year-old daughter, Kathleen.The Kennedy women were caught up in the London
“season.”The season, four months of parties, dinner dances, and country house balls that would
culminate in the formal presentation of debutantes to King George VI and Queen Elizabeth in
July, was to be the Kennedy family’s formal introduction to British high society. Accompanying
the festivities were fevered rounds of dress and hat shopping, curtsy practicing, and party
planning preparatory to the imminent coming out of Kathleen and Rosemary.As they always had,
the Kennedys included Rosie in every rite of passage, but the public focus was squarely on Kick.
In the seven weeks before Eunice and Rosemary arrived in London, Kick had already garnered
the positive attention of the British press, primed no doubt by the public relations staff Joe was
paying out of his own pocket to court just such coverage. Smitten with all the photogenic
Kennedy children, London’s newspapers touted Joe as “The Father of His Country” and “The
U.S.A.’s Nine-Child Envoy.”Joe had just announced that because of the staggering number of
requests, young women living in the United States would no longer be eligible to be presented at
court. Excluding all but Americans living in England would ensure that his own daughters would
rub shoulders with royalty and reap the lion’s share of press attention.Kick certainly did that.
Queen, a British society magazine, dubbed her “America’s Most Important Debutante.” Nancy
Astor, the American-born wife of Waldorf Astor, and the first woman to serve in the House of
Commons, smoothed Kick’s passage into the aristocratic world she would soon seduce with her
American brand of high spirits. Edward Cavendish, the tenth Duke of Devonshire and Kick’s
future father-in-law, pronounced her on first meeting “very sharp, very witty, and so sweet in
every way.” He found her to be “no great beauty, but her smile and her chatty enthusiasm are her
salvation,” an opinion widely shared. “Of course everybody loved her,” Deborah Mitford, a British
debutante herself that season, said of the American girl who would one day become her sister-
in-law. “It was the effervescent energy, all the things that go with, not beauty, but a kind of
liveliness which is very rare.”Eunice was, once again, out of sync with the older siblings to whom



she longed to be linked. A year too young to be a debutante in 1938, she would make her own
debut the following spring, during the last fraught London season before a world war rendered
slightly ridiculous the rituals of British elites. Now she watched with some bemusement as her
mother and Kick prattled on about tiaras and tulle, townhouses and country manors, horse
racing at Ascot and tennis at Wimbledon. Prettier than Kick, Rosemary had a far more
circumscribed experience as a debutante, always chaperoned by a brother or a family retainer to
ensure that her intellectual limitations did not expose her, or the family, to ridicule.Joe and Rose
had early fallen into the habit of pairing their older children by gender for competitive appraisal.
In 1938 the sickly, bookish Jack could only suffer by comparison with the rugged, outgoing Joe
Jr.; the gawky Eunice could only pale next to the vivacious Kathleen. It was an especially unfair
contest for Eunice, premised as it was on the questionable proposition that perky and popular
were more desirable qualities in a young woman than earnest and intelligent. In truth, the more
compatible pairing would have been Eunice and Jack, who shared an intellectual curiosity that
was as strong as their physical constitutions were weak.Page Huidekoper, a young American
press aide at the embassy during Joe’s tenure in London, was one of many who became fast
friends with Kathleen but was quick to acknowledge that the spirited Kick “did not have an
intellectual bone in her body.” Eunice did, Huidekoper recalled, “but she wasn’t as much
fun.”Their differences too often defined them as teenagers. Kathleen bantered, unhurried in her
courtship of new British friends; Eunice rushed in headlong, peppering people with questions,
impatient to get to know them. Kick was petite and graceful, sweeping into a drawing room with a
quiet confidence that there could be no more charming girl there than she. At five foot ten,
Eunice was tall and ungainly—as awkward in a social setting as she was impressive on a field
hockey pitch. As a teenager, she thought her feet were too large, her teeth too prominent, her
mouth too wide. But Eunice would grow into the prominent cheekbones and sharp, angular
features that suited her strong personality, prompting later comparisons with the movie star
Katharine Hepburn.Come fall, as Kick threw herself into London society, seventeen-year-old
Eunice headed to a cloistered world of cold water baths and blue serge uniforms. With her
younger sisters Pat, fourteen, and Jean, ten, she was enrolled at the Convent of the Sacred
Heart in Roehampton, in southwest London. It was a place of pastoral beauty, with rituals as
arcane as any that Kick and Rosemary encountered at Buckingham Palace. Their deep curtsies
to the British monarch mirrored the gestures of obeisance by Eunice, Pat, and Jean to Mother
Superior at Roehampton.Eunice had been initiated into the traditions of the Society of the
Sacred Heart at Noroton, in Connecticut. The order of then-cloistered nuns, formed by
Madeleine Sophie Barat in France in 1800 to educate Catholic girls, had expanded to the United
States by 1818 and to England by 1842. To Kick, who attended Noroton before Eunice, the brick
mansion at the tip of a narrow peninsula jutting into Long Island Sound had been a prison she
could not wait to escape. To Eunice, it had been an inviting world in which smart women wielded
power and authority. The nuns on the ten-acre estate on Long Neck Point were a self-sufficient
lot, dependent on a man only when the boiler blew or the priest arrived to say daily Mass.While



Kick had balked at being “stuck behind convent walls” and yearned for the house parties and
country club dances she enjoyed during vacations in Palm Beach, Eunice wrote to her parents
after an initial bout of homesickness, “I really like Noroton quite a bit now.”Rose had sent Kick to
the convent in 1933 at age thirteen when she found her spending more time on the telephone
than on her studies. “She was quite pretty and was getting altogether too popular with boys,”
Rose recalled, adding that “Eunice never liked this story because, she said, by comparison it
made her sound like a wallflower. At that age, Eunice was never distracted by boys, so I never
had this problem.”That anecdote says less about Eunice than it does about Rose. The qualities
she cultivated in her daughters—charm, virtue, style, and enough acquaintance with the world to
hold one’s own in superficial conversation with important men, preferably in French as well as
English—were the skills she prized in herself. Most of those qualities held little interest for
Eunice, who reported to her parents with some delight when Noroton eliminated the French
requirement for third-year students.A singular character among the Kennedy girls, she was
indifferent to the surface markers of femininity, as careless in her appearance as a teenager as
the adolescent Jack was in his. It would take marriage to a woman of style for her brother’s
wardrobe to reflect his public stature. The man Eunice would marry was as polished in his way
as Jacqueline Bouvier Kennedy was in hers. But Robert Sargent Shriver’s elegance and
fastidiousness would never rub off on Eunice, who, well into adulthood, was still receiving
churlish notes from her mother chiding her for wearing pants that were “too tight in the seat” or
instructing her on “the way some people wear their beads on a blouse.”Eunice was attracted
instead to ideas and to action, and she found an outlet for both with the Sacred Heart nuns. She
sent newsy letters from Noroton about winning one field hockey game and losing another,
snagging a role in a play, having snowball fights and sledding on toboggans, earning a prize in
geometry one week and in English another, swimming in the frigid Sound, and learning the
rhumba with her roommate. She wrote to her father about “a lecture up here last Thursday by a
blind woman on conditions in Japan.” The content was “interesting,” she reported, but she was
more impressed by the lecturer’s seeming indifference to her own disability. “The woman herself
was remarkable the way she talked and spoke to the girls even though she was completely
blind,” Eunice wrote.In London, Roehampton offered Eunice the reassurance of familiar rituals in
an unfamiliar setting. The nuns, like those at Noroton, wore floor-length black habits and
crimped white bonnets under black veils. They carried book-size wooden signals they clapped
to get their charges’ attention. They presided over a campus dominated by a hilltop mansion
known as Elm Grove, which the Society of the Sacred Heart had purchased in 1850 from a
wealthy Protestant reluctantly parting with the estate he and his wife had owned for twenty
years.Four marble Corinthian columns supported a wide portico at the entrance, facing acres of
rolling lawns and a small lake studded with rowboats and surrounded by willows and
rhododendrons. A tunnel connected the main campus to a small farm on the west side of
Roehampton Lane where the nuns grew vegetables and kept chickens, rabbits, and cows.The
nuns repurposed the rooms, turning the ballroom first into a chapel and then a reception room,



where parents were welcomed for Sunday afternoon visits. Each room bore the name of a saint
—no doubt a source of parental confusion when a daughter promised to meet them in Mary
Magdalene rather than in the parlor.Crowned with a statue of the Blessed Mother, the wing
housing the dormitories and classrooms was the main school building when Eunice, Pat, and
Jean arrived in 1938 at what was still an idyllic setting. That year, Mother Violet walked her
rabbits across campus on leashes, a scene memorialized in a series of sketches by Mother
Catherine, who had been an illustrator for Punch, the British satirical magazine, before taking
her vows; girls boosted one another onto the boundary wall to watch polo matches at the posh
Roehampton Club next door; and a thief made off with all the convent’s chickens but left behind
the cockerel wearing a black bow tie.Despite the placidity of the surroundings, the Sacred Heart
nuns stressed discipline and self-denial. Each day began with the Rising Bell at six thirty,
followed by Mass and breakfast. Another bell summoned the girls to the large Study Room,
where each was assigned a desk and a number to be inscribed on the inside of each book as
insurance against loss or damage. The same number appeared on their uniforms and bed
linens, guaranteeing order each week when they retrieved their fresh laundry from the
Needlepoint Room.A snap of the signal would send the girls scurrying to form a line for the silent
walk to classes in Catholic doctrine, English, French, history, geography, classics, or
mathematics. The sound of the large handbell would call them to the refectory for their midday
meal at long wooden tables. An older student presided at each, saying grace and keeping order
in the cavernous room dominated by a mural—showing the Blessed Virgin Mary ascending into
heaven—and, incongruously, a stag’s head “with magnificent antlers,” a gift that year from an
alumna.Classes and games of netball and field hockey consumed their afternoons before the
bell called the girls first to the evening meal and then to the Study Room for a silent review of the
day’s lessons, and, finally, to the large communal bathroom to wash up before nightly prayers
and bed.In the bathroom, installed a few years before the Kennedy girls arrived, “the washing
basins were arranged on each side, [and] down the middle stood racks on which each child in
the senior school had her own hand towel,” recalled April O’Leary, who was at school with
Eunice and later became a Sacred Heart nun and authored a history of Roehampton School. “It
was a crime of the first order, frequently committed by the lazy or the absentminded, to wash
one’s hands and then move to the towel rail, which left splashes on the floor.” No one “at school
in the thirties [could] forget Sister Fenwick’s “Towel to the basin, first, please, not wet hands to
towels,” Sister O’Leary wrote of the nun who always referred to the girls by their numbers rather
than their names.Each girl was assigned a curtained cubicle in the dormitory with a bed and a
chair on which she laid out her uniform in the manner prescribed. Stockings could be draped
over the back of the chair, but the more pious laid them out in the shape of a cross on top of their
uniforms. Girls were to dress and undress behind their curtains and, to discourage “particular
friendships,” were prohibited from walking in twos or visiting one another’s cubicles. A nun came
with holy water for each student to bless herself before sleep.The Sacred Heart convent was a
closed world, with its own rites and language. Students were “new children”; alumnae were “old



children” or “old ones.” In a nod to the order’s French origins, the midafternoon tea was the
goûter, and a holiday from studies was a congé. Nuns who taught were “Mothers”; nuns who
cooked and cleaned were “Sisters,” a distinction, no longer made, that reflected the class
divisions of the era. Sisters were often the maids of rich, young women who had brought them
along when they joined the convent. Nuns interacted with the outside world rarely and always in
the company of another nun when circumstances—a visit to a doctor or a dying parent, for
instance—necessitated venturing beyond the convent’s gates.Every week, after a local Jesuit
had heard their confessions, the girls assembled in the parlor, where the Mother Superior would
read each name and hand out a pale-blue card for a “very good” overall performance that week,
a dark-blue card for a “good” one, and a buff-colored card for work deemed “indifferent.” Worst of
all was not to have your name called, indicating effort or behavior so poor it merited no mention.
A girl who accumulated enough blue cards might be awarded a blue or pink ribbon, which
entitled her to a small treat or school privilege. The ribbon would be withheld, however, if the
prospective recipient evinced any pride in her accomplishment. Vanity was a serious sin at
convents of the Sacred Heart.For all of its order and ritual, Roehampton was not immune from
the rising tensions in the wider world. No sooner had the new US ambassador arrived in London
than Germany occupied Austria, and Adolf Hitler’s expansionist designs threatened to engulf the
continent and Great Britain itself. Refugees from the Spanish Civil War were among
Roehampton’s boarders in 1938, as were princesses from the old royal families of Germany,
Bavaria, and Luxembourg. The Mother Superior “lavished far more attention on these exiles than
the ‘commoners’ of the school thought necessary,” one student told Sister O’Leary.The school’s
newspaper recorded preparations the convent was making in the event of war: “In September
1938 the school had an exciting start when the war scare brought gasmasks to be fitted and a
wonderful rearrangement of the cellars, with electric lighting, matted floors, and accommodation
for us all; rumors, too, there were of preparation for a general exodus, if necessary.”It wasn’t quite
yet. Eunice shared in the school’s athletic victories that year as a member of the older girls’ field
hockey squad, playing with such vocal enthusiasm that her teammates had to caution her that
shouting on the pitch was considered a breach of decorum at Roehampton. Reports in US
newspapers that Eunice had been voted both the most popular girl at Roehampton and the girl
who had contributed the most to the school were likely the invention of her father’s public
relations team. Seventy-five years later, a classmate laughed heartily at the idea of such awards.
“No such thing,” said Dorothy Bell, who sat beside Eunice in the last row of the Study Room.
“That’s an American thing, isn’t it? Most popular? We certainly did not do that here!”Equally
suspect is the claim in Parents’ magazine that at Roehampton Eunice had “made herself a suit—
coat and skirt—which she can wear anywhere with pride.” She had written to her parents only
the year before from Noroton that “I have just finished trying to sew, but I am not so good at this
point.”Joe did not record the girls’ names in the official leather-bound school register, but their
presence hardly went unnoticed. The Kennedy girls looked “like birds of paradise, bringing a
glamour and worldliness that contrasted with the attitude of the dour daughters of displaced



European aristocrats and English girls in tweeds,” one classmate recalled.In Dorothy Bell’s
memory, it was not Eunice’s glamour that attracted notice; it was her piety. Eunice’s devoutness
marked her “as someone we all knew would become a nun,” she said, citing Eunice’s manifest
devotion to the Virgin Mary as singular even in a convent school that encouraged daily recitation
of the rosary. Dorothy became a Sacred Heart nun herself in 1947, after serving in China with
the British Foreign Service during World War II, and the head of school at Roehampton in 1969.
“I was more sure of her vocation in our school days than I was my own,” she said.It was not
uncommon for Catholic schoolgirls—even wealthy heiresses— to wonder whether God meant
for them to live out their faith by taking vows of poverty, chastity, and obedience. The Sacred
Heart nuns certainly encouraged them to listen prayerfully for a call to the religious life. To hear
that call was a mark of holiness; to spurn it was to turn one’s back on God and the church.
Eunice’s prayerfulness went beyond the usual, according to Sister Bell. “She certainly spent a lot
more time than the rest of us in chapel,” where other classmates remembered her prostrate on
the cold floor of Our Lady’s Chapel, her arms outstretched in supplication.Her brother Jack
wrote teasingly from Harvard about her preoccupation with saying novenas and saving his soul
after Eunice reminded him in a “charming letter” to remember to fulfill his First Friday obligation
to attend Mass. “It always seemed to me that if you worried less about your chances of getting
into heaven and more about your chances of getting a man . . . it would take a great load off your
brother’s mind,” he wrote.Her father, too, noted that Eunice was “going wild” with anticipation “as
it becomes nearer to the time to receive her Child of Mary Medal” for special devotion to the
Blessed Mother, on December 8, the Feast of the Immaculate Conception. The service, which
Rose described as “the most mystic, most beautiful, most inspiring ceremony” of the Sacred
Heart school year, culminated in a procession into the chapel by the select group of girls who
were being inducted into the Child of Mary sodality, all dressed in white and carrying white lilies.
From that day forward, for the rest of her life, Eunice would write “e. de. m,” for enfant de Marie,
next to her signature on all her personal correspondence.Her father’s diplomatic post provided
an unexpected opportunity for her to serve the nuns she so admired as well as an early lesson in
how to exert influence in her powerful family. More than two dozen nuns of the Society of the
Sacred Heart were trapped that spring in Barcelona, enduring heavy bombardment during the
Spanish Civil War. Six had died in an air raid. Alerting her father to the plight of the nuns, who
were the subject of the students’ daily prayers at Roehampton, Eunice spurred Joe to action. He
met with Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain and Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax to plead their
cause and, after months of negotiations with Spanish officials, prevailed upon the British to send
a destroyer to evacuate the twenty-eight women. It was to Kennedy that the Roehampton School
Association gave credit.Perhaps to show their gratitude or simply to accommodate the
circumstances that had brought the Kennedy girls to Roehampton, the nuns waived the usual
requirement that boarders remain at school every weekend. This freed them to participate more
fully in life at the US Embassy and at 14 Prince’s Gate, the ambassador’s thirty-six-room
residence in London.Joe made certain that his children maximized the opportunities afforded



them by his appointment to the Court of Saint James’s. For the older boys, that meant
broadening their political education. He dispatched Joe Jr. on a tour of Europe before sending
him to Paris to apprentice for US ambassador William Bullitt. He sent Jack back to Harvard for
his junior year that fall but arranged for him to return to London at the end of term to travel as Joe
Jr. had done and to research his senior thesis about Britain’s unpreparedness for war. Joe would
arrange in 1940 to have Jack’s thesis published as a book, Why England Slept.For the girls,
opportunity meant entrée into the most rarefied social circles and travel designed to broaden
their cultural appreciation more than their political perspective. Kick had been the immediate
beneficiary in the spring of 1938. Her parents hosted a dinner for sixty at the US Embassy,
followed by a coming-out party for Kick and Rosemary for more than three hundred guests. The
celebration solidified Kick’s place at the top of her debutante class, a status only reinforced as
she moved from country house balls to garden parties at Buckingham Palace and the races at
Ascot and Sussex Downs. Central to all those activities for Kick was Billy Cavendish, the eldest
son of the Duke and Duchess of Devonshire, with whom she had quickly fallen in love. Billy was
in line to preside one day over his family’s eight homes, including an abbey in Scotland, a castle
in Ireland, and a mansion in Derbyshire known as Chatsworth, where his family had been
Anglican stalwarts for generations, a reality that could only have alarmed Kick’s Catholic
mother.When the social bustle of the London season subsided, the Kennedys headed to the
French Riviera to engage in the vigorous play they had perfected in Hyannis Port. Sailing. Golf.
Tennis. Jumping from the cliffs above Cap d’Antibes into the clear-blue Mediterranean.
Swimming at Eden Roc, the saltwater pool carved out of the cliff at the edge of the sea.Joe had
leased a villa adjacent to the Hôtel du Cap, where the Kennedys indulged their fascination with
celebrities by dining with gossip columnist Elsa Maxwell and movie stars Beatrice Lillie and
Marlene Dietrich, who began an affair with Joe that summer despite the presence of her
husband, Rudolf Sieber, their thirteen-year-old daughter, Maria, and Marlene’s lover Erich Maria
Remarque, the author of All Quiet on the Western Front—to say nothing of Rose and the nine
Kennedy children.An only child, Maria was fascinated by the enormous Kennedy clan. “They
looked and were so American,” she recalled. “All had smiles that never ended, with such perfect
teeth each of them could have advertised toothpaste.” Lonely in the company of her mother’s
adult entourage, Maria was soon spending her days with the Kennedys, admiring “handsome”
Joe Jr. and Jack, “the glamour boy,” but wary of Eunice, whom she found to be “opinionated, not
to be crossed, the sharp mind of an intellectual achiever.” Rosemary, “the damaged child amidst
these effervescent and quick-witted children, was my friend. Perhaps being two misfits, we felt
comfortable in each other’s company. We would sit in the shade, watching the calm sea, holding
hands.”In September Joe sent his older children traveling. Kick and Jack went off to Austria;
Eunice, Rosemary, Pat, and Bobby headed to Ireland and Scotland with the Moores and the
governess, Elizabeth Dunn. Eunice reported to her father that on their first day in Ireland, they
had kissed the Blarney Stone, “so we should be full of it when you see us next.” From Scotland,
she wrote to say that her camera was “working wonderfully and so is my diet.”Travel was one of



the benefits Joe could offer his family in Europe, and Rose seized any opportunity to do so. That
Christmas, when Joe was in Washington to consult with President Roosevelt and Jack was at
Harvard, suffering from the stomach problems that would recur all his life, the rest of the family
flew to Switzerland for skiing and ice skating in St. Moritz. “Joe has found no girl for himself yet,
although he has gone to almost every hotel in St. Moritz,” Eunice wrote to her father about his
eldest son, assuring Joe Sr. “we still have some hope for him.”No outing impressed Eunice as
much as the Kennedy family’s trip to Rome for the installation of Pope Pius XII in March 1939.
While students at Roehampton gathered in Mary Magdalene to listen to the live radio broadcast
from the Vatican, the Kennedys were there—with the exception of Joe Jr., who was in Madrid
monitoring the Spanish Civil War. The new pope, formerly Cardinal Eugenio Pacelli, was a
Kennedy family acquaintance. He had come for tea in Bronxville three years before when he was
secretary of state for the Vatican. Joe had arranged for him to visit President Franklin D.
Roosevelt at his home in Hyde Park, New York, and the cardinal followed up with a house call.
Rose kept the sofa on which he had sat cordoned off with a velvet rope.Eunice, filled with
adolescent religious ardor and contemplating life as a nun, was overcome by the family’s private
audience with the new pontiff, writing of the encounter in overwrought prose that bordered on
the ecstatic, if not the hysterical: “On bended knee, I grasped his outstretched hand which
combined the grace of a debutante, the strength of a ruler, and the gentleness of a child.
Suddenly joy and peace radiating from this Man took possession of my being, and as I looked
into the intelligent and sympathetic eyes which screened a floorless inner beauty, my thoughts
turned to the Saviour. For if kneeling before the human man could give me such a feeling of
sublime peace and Christian love, what then when I kneel before Christ? Yes! I want to
die!”Earlier that spring, Eunice had left Roehampton behind to prepare for her social debut, a
prospect she faced with a mix of excitement and trepidation. When she visited Pat and Jean at
the convent in May, “all the girls thought I was so lucky coming out, but don’t I know it,” she wrote
in her diary. Decades later, Eunice would say that lucky was the last thing she had been feeling.
“I hated those parties,” she said. “They were terrible. I’d go into the ladies’ room and wait for the
dance to get over and talk to somebody. You’d go hide in there; anything to fill in the twenty
minutes of the dance. Then you’d go back, and maybe your card was filled for the next dance.
Then you’re all right for a while, and then—bam—you’d go back into the ladies’ room.”Almost
everything she did that season prompted comparison with the more informal social life she
preferred at Cape Cod, where summer dances at the Wianno Yacht Club were casual affairs and
visits with friends were more spontaneous and relaxed. “Would it be funny if I took a maid with
me when I went on a weekend in America,” she scoffed in one diary entry after recording her
discomfort with having a personal servant look after her clothes during country house weekends
in England. “American dances are much gayer,” she observed after attending a dance with Joe
Jr. as her escort, on May 16. “Everyone at these dances behaves their best cool and formal.”At
the horse races at Epsom Downs, too, she noted how reserved the English were after she
placed a winning eight-shillings bet on Blue Peter and had to repress the urge to let out a whoop:



“The Derby was terrifically exciting, although no one gets ‘het up’ during the race as we do in the
U.S.A.”Her diary entries reveal Eunice to be, at turns, amused and annoyed by all the fuss
related to the season. The dinner dances that lasted until the small hours of the morning. The
frequent “deb” luncheons with girls so numerous and apparently so forgettable that she often left
a blank in her diary where their names should have been. The cricket and polo matches in the
rain. The endless fittings for evening gowns, at Paquin and Molyneux, for afternoon dresses, for
tweeds, for hats, for an ermine wrap. “It takes about five times as long to buy clothes in this
country as in America,” she complained.Her tone is wry and self-deprecating, that of a teenage
girl swept up in the pageantry but not swept away by it as Kick had been. She is observer as
much as participant, making notes on how other young women comport themselves to guide her
own self-conscious steps. She took her “lovely mop” to Elizabeth Arden to be set in curlers. She
“packed” for a weekend at yet another country estate and then admitted the maid actually had
done the packing.Eunice did get “dressed in great excitement,” the night in May when the king
and queen came to dine with the Kennedys. Deliveries of fresh strawberries and baby orchids
had arrived from Paris early in the afternoon, and her father had set up the projector in a back
room for an after-dinner screening of Goodbye, Mr. Chips, which had not yet been released. “It
was a wonderful night,” Eunice wrote in her diary, even though her mother had seated her at the
children’s table at the end of the dining room. Seventy-five Londoners, who had waited
throughout the evening on the sidewalk, cheered the king and queen as they departed.The
equally anticipated four days of races at Ascot in mid-June were plagued with bad weather, but,
Eunice noticed, “everyone dresses in their best clothes, a different dress each day, and parades
them off at Ascot under the pretense of watching the horse races. Many, however, go for the
horse races, as the races are excellent. Watched the 6 races and heard plenty of ‘hot tips,’ which
were colder than ice.”The day she attended Ascot with her father and Clare Boothe Luce, the
playwright and wife of Henry Luce, the founder and publisher of Time magazine, it was cold and
rainy, but Eunice refused to wear a coat. “Not having all those fittings in vain to have my dress
covered,” she reasoned. In her diary, Eunice mangled Luce’s name and showed no sign of
seeing anything untoward in her father’s relationship with “Mrs. Lucas, author of the ‘The
Women,’ a very successful play at the present time in London and America.” Rose was away,
and Joe had been escorting Clare around London to the theater and to the races, as well as to
bed.As she had as a child, Eunice felt her mother’s absence keenly. Rose had been a constant
presence for the confident Kick during her debut the spring before, but just as the more reticent
Eunice became consumed by debutante luncheons, country house weekends, and horse races,
her mother returned to Hyannis Port for an extended stay. “Mother sailed for America today on
the Normandie,” Eunice wrote in her diary, “so life isn’t as cheerful as usual.”Like all of the
Kennedy children, Eunice had a complicated relationship with her parents. She admired them
both beyond measure and without question. Her father was the smartest man she had ever met,
and her mother the most glamorous woman. Any behavior on their part that might challenge that
conviction went unnoticed or ignored. Any small act of kindness by Rose only confirmed her



profound goodness in Eunice’s eyes. When Eunice’s bathtub overflowed and dampened a few of
Rose’s dresses and hats in a closet the floor below, Eunice braced for a reprimand that never
came. “Mother wasn’t a bit angry about last night. She was calmer than any of the others, but
then Mother is amazing anyhow,” she wrote in her diary not long before Rose left her to face
most of the London season alone.The pace of Eunice’s social life left little time to brood about
her mother’s absence. She played tennis with Spencer Tracy when the actor visited London,
finding him “terribly nice, a little older than I thought.” She watched Bobby Riggs defeat Elwood
Cooke at what the British press called the “American Wimbledon” because both finalists were
US citizens. She accompanied her father to the BBC Symphony Orchestra to see Toscanini
conduct and to the Royal Opera House to hear Don Giovanni. She went to see Dracula, a play
she found “awful, awful spooky,” especially after a woman in the audience fainted. “Still it was
great fun.”She went to the ballet and to Parliament, where she observed Prime Minister’s
Questions, when the head of the government is required to field often-hostile volleys from the
opposition. Sitting with other visitors in the Strangers’ Gallery, Eunice was amused to watch
members of the House of Commons all “start to speak at once,” except for Lady Astor, who
“spent most of the time opening her mail.”Rose returned to London in time to join Joe in greeting
the king and queen at Waterloo Station, fresh from their own visit to the United States, where
they had enjoyed an especially American lunch at Hyde Park when the president and Mrs.
Roosevelt served hot dogs.That night, the Kennedys hosted Eunice’s coming-out party in the
same mirrored ballroom at the US Embassy where Kick and Rosemary had debuted the spring
before. She wore a peach gown by Paquin and a new diamond bracelet. The crowd was smaller
than the year before, though, at 225, not truly small. The Bert Ambrose swing band entertained a
no less raucous group of dancers, and Jack cut an impressive figure on the dance floor in white
tie and tails. He stayed up with Eunice until five thirty, having breakfast and talking. “Wonderful
party,” she wrote in her diary. “Everyone says Best party of the year & I really think so. Danced
the Big Apple about 10 times, everybody yelling and screaming from 1:00–4:00 running in snake
lines through the halls. Mother had to stop it at 4:00.”At Berkeley Castle on July 2, Eunice
explored with Joe Jr. and Jack the twelfth-century stronghold’s two dungeons, rode horses, and
played tennis. But no party was more extravagant than the coming-out ball for Sarah Spencer
Churchill on July 7 at Blenheim Palace, the Oxfordshire estate of the Duke and Duchess of
Marlborough. A thousand guests were in attendance, including the debutante’s cousin Winston
Churchill, the Duke and Duchess of Kent, Anthony Eden, and Jack and Eunice Kennedy. The
grounds were illuminated by twenty-four floodlights, bathing in a soft glow the terrace beside the
lake where the young people dined. The palace was so enormous that Eunice contented herself
with a tour from Sarah of the stables and the chicken coops. “It would take hours to see the
whole house,” she concluded.Massive stone palaces have their disadvantages, Eunice
discovered in the middle of the night: “Last night I awoke about 6 times as I was so cold,” she
wrote, describing how she wore her overcoat on top of her nightgown “and yet remained freezing
until 9:00 when I got up.”For her eighteenth birthday later that month, she had dinner with Joe



Jr., Jack, and Kick at Café de Paris in London and saw the play Alien Corn, based on a short
story by Somerset Maugham, whom the family had met the previous summer on the French
Riviera.Two days later, Eunice rode to Buckingham Palace with her mother and father to be
presented at court, carrying a fan that Queen Mary, the mother of King George VI, had sent as a
gift. She thought her dress by Paquin “really lovely, white with a big hoop and a number of white
bows on the front . . . White dress, white flowers, gloves, and feathers in my hair. Also had a
white train. Photographers took quite a number of pictures of Mother and I . . . One of greatest
evenings in England.”In her ivory tulle and crinoline gown with its long satin train, she was not
out to land a duke or a marquess. Marriage, on the minds of many of the English debutantes
whose beaux would soon see war, was not on hers. Eunice could not imagine herself or her
siblings married; they were having too much fun together. She knew that Kick was spending a lot
of time with Billy Cavendish, but Eunice would laugh later that summer when a reporter for the
Boston Globe called to ask whether they were engaged. “Certainly not true,” she told her
diary.She attracted plenty of male attention herself during the season. Hugh Fraser, a future
Conservative Party member of Parliament, found her funny and a little fresh. A soldier at
Buckingham Palace invited her “to the barracks for lunch, but I had to refuse, for debs in this
country go nowhere unchaperoned.” She also “received an invitation from a navy boy to go on
his ship for tea and to watch a navy drill.” She spurned him, too.When the debutante parties
came to an exhausting end, the Kennedys went off again to the French Riviera. The pace hardly
slackened. After a particularly energetic game of water polo, Eunice noted that “Jack almost
drowned me.” She visited a Trappist monastery and ran afoul of a local Catholic parishioner who
“bawled me out for appearing in shorts at church.”Joe had leased a villa on the Côte d’Azur
called the Domaine de Ranguin, but the approach of war cast a pall over the Kennedys’ days of
golf, tennis, sailing, and water skiing, a sport Eunice mastered that summer. Joe Jr. and Kick
arrived with Hugh Fraser from Madrid, bringing stories of the fallout from the Nationalist victory
in the Spanish Civil War. On August 21, Germany and the Soviet Union announced a
nonaggression pact, sealing the fates of Poland and Britain, which had committed to intervene
on Poland’s behalf if Germany invaded. Joe returned to London to confer with Prime Minister
Neville Chamberlain; Jack and his Harvard roommate set off on a brief fact-finding trip to
Germany, where, Eunice noted, Jack found “85% of people for Hitler, 15% are not. Outside of
Germany or Germans, everyone seems to hate him.”Summoned back to London, the Kennedys
prepared to divide themselves among ships and planes to return to the United States. Joe would
stay, as would Rosemary, who had been thriving since her convent school near the embassy
had been evacuated to Belmont House, a pastoral estate in Hertfordshire, thirty miles outside of
London, where she would be safe from German bombers.“The whole issue rests with 1 man,
Hitler,” Eunice wrote in her diary, where she also noted the appearance of balloon barrages
above London to thwart German dive bombers, the silence in the streets—the children having
been evacuated to the countryside—the car fenders painted white so they could be seen in a
blackout, the trenches dug in Hyde Park, and the instructions for air raids posted in the



Underground.Both the weighty and the mundane occupied her thoughts during those last days
of peace. She nearly fell from her horse in Rotten Row when the horse stepped into a rabbit hole.
Eunice did fall from her bicycle, opening up a cut on her arm that took three stitches to close.
She went to the tailors to pick out a tweed. “Don’t know if it is to be for Scotland or New York,”
she wrote. “Depends on Mr. Hitler. War or not.”It would not be for Scotland. On September 3, two
days after German troops crossed into Poland, Britain declared war. While Joe met with
Chamberlain in advance of his speech, Rose, Joe Jr., Jack, and Kathleen went to Parliament to
hear the prime minister tell the nation and the world, “Everything that I have worked for,
everything that I have hoped for, everything I have believed in during my public life has crashed
into ruins.” Though her diary is filled with her thoughts on the deepening European crisis, Eunice
did not accompany her siblings. She was not with them when a photographer snapped a
celebrated photograph of the glamorous trio of Kick, Jack, and Joe Jr. striding through the
London streets on their way to witness the most historic moment of their young lives. Eighteen-
year-old Eunice had been left at home with the younger children.In the next few days, Joe
scrambled to get his family passage back to New York. Jack flew home on the Yankee Clipper.
Pat, Jean, and Teddy went with Luella Hennessey on the Manhattan. Joe Jr. boarded the British
ship Mauretania. Rose, Eunice, Kick, and Bobby sailed from Southampton on the
Washington.The Kennedys’ extraordinary sojourn in London was at an end.“Kick doesn’t want to
go at all and neither do I,” a despondent Eunice wrote in her diary, calling her sister
“heartbroken” and their situation “so sad.” Kick wanted to stay to be near the man she loved.
Eunice wanted to stay to help the war effort. But neither would think of defying her parents. “I
want to be a nurse or driver, but family says no,” Eunice wrote. “They want Kick and I to go to
college. What a puzzle. God help us.”THREEFROM THE SACRED HEART TO STANFORD
UNIVERSITYGive me the Cape and a boat, man or no man, I don’t care.—EUNICE KENNEDY,
LETTER TO HER FATHER, 1939AT CAPACITY, THE Washington usually carried 1,040
passengers, but as the transatlantic liner pulled away from the Southampton docks on
September 12, 1939, there were 1,746 people on board, sleeping seven to a cabin. The
swimming pool had been emptied and outfitted with cots, as had the lounge, the gym, the
ballroom, and the post office.British submarines formed a protective corridor in the English
Channel to shield the departing ship, the sides of which had been painted with enormous
American flags to identify it as the vessel of a noncombatant. There was good reason for
caution. On September 3, only hours after war was declared, a German U-boat had torpedoed
the Athenia, an unarmed British passenger liner. As the ship sank off the coast of Ireland, 1,306
people were rescued, but 112, including 30 Americans, died. Five survivors of the Athenia
sinking were on board the Washington.Spying torpedo netting in the channel as she strolled the
deck with Rose, Kick, and Bobby, Eunice understood the danger, but she was cheered when
several passengers stopped them to say “they felt safe, as the American ambassador’s wife is
on board.”Eunice might well have imagined that the parents she idealized possessed magical
protective powers. In letters to her mother and father throughout her adolescence, she heaped



praise on them, conveying the admiration she heard from, or projected onto, unidentified nuns,
classmates, and strangers. This trip would be no exception. On their fifth night at sea, she wrote
to her father: “Everyone we have met on the boat, even the young people, think you have done
and are doing a marvelous job.”There was something surreal about this return trip across the
Atlantic. Their hasty evacuation from London and the congested conditions on board did not
keep Eunice or her siblings from finding it all “great fun.” They attended daily Mass and played
games of deck tennis, shuffleboard, and ping pong. She and Bobby played catch with “a big
medicine ball” so vigorously she reported she “almost got my chest crushed.” They resumed the
celebrity stalking that had been a favorite pastime in Cap d’Antibes, spotting the novelist
Thomas Mann, the impresario Sol Hurok, the violinist Fritz Kreisler, and the movie star Robert
Montgomery, who had been assigned a cot in the drained swimming pool.One hundred forty
Mormon missionaries, returning home from a year of proselytizing abroad, were on board, as
was Democratic senator Robert R. Reynolds of North Carolina, a staunch isolationist, who had
just been in Paris and seen soldiers boarding trains for the front. The passengers had to ration
their bath water and eat in shifts, but it was not all privation on the Washington. The Ocean Press
was distributed every day with the latest baseball scores and war news from the United Press
wire. The dinner menu for the last night of the voyage included iced beluga caviar, clear turtle
soup, and tenderloin steak with béarnaise sauce.
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HappyGoLucky, “WOW. Eunice Rocks!. This was written so beautifully written, sharing the
good, the bad and the ugly. I felt like I really knew Eunice and her work when I finished the book.
A few sections seemed overly detailed about the committees, the senators, while following the
various bills she worked on in congress, but it was ALL there.You could see Eunice in all of her
contradictions. Her passions, her blindspots, her ups and downs with her children, her
relationship with her husband, her devotion to the Kennedy family, including her sister
Rosemary, her brothers, and her parents. Her full out efforts to fight and protect their legacy. Her
path to creating the Special Olympics, her management of the Kennedy Foundation. She was
guided by her religious convictions~ even if you don't agree with her, you have to respect her
ability to move mountains in a time when women were more seen than heard. HIghly
recommend this book!!”

P. Claudio, “Inspiring!. Eunice Kennedy is one of my heroes. I love what she did with the Special
Olympics and prior: how she fought an unpopular war to improve the conditions people with
special needs then called “retarded”. She welcomed them in her home and treated them with
decency, gave them hope, trained them in sports and proved they are indeed special and not
hopeless outcasts. This woman grew up in privilege but chose to serve people who couldn’t
fight for themselves. I love the book but wish I’d met her. The book is objective in that Eunice is
not always portrayed as a saint but as a flawed human like the rest of us, who just fought very
hard for her life’s  purpose outside herself.”

Elizabeth Finney, “Fascinating read. I loved reading about her. What a fascinating woman! I wish
there was more about her as a mother - I know that’s hard, when her children are alive and so
visible - and there are hints of how difficult it was. And, somewhat conversely, would there have
been as much about her impatience with subordinates had she been a man? But overall a
fascinating look at a hugely important woman.”

SBoyd, “Eunice Kennedy was very instrumental in starting the Special Olympics.. I was so
impressed with the life of Eunice Kennedy! Such a picture of stamina, drive and resolve! I loved
reading about her dedication to motherhood and the unborn. She was a visionary with
revolutionary ideas for her time - using Kennedy monies to champion the disabled and mentally
challenged. A great read that also keeps the reader abreast of the Kennedy clan and their lives.”

kathleen Callahan, “Eunice Kennedy. I have many books on the Kennedys, I enjoy reading about
them. This book on Eunice was one of the best and I shared it with a friend who also found it
interesting and an easy read.”

Jacqueline Leferink, “Must read. This book is packed full of information using entries from



Eunice diaries and letters sent and received. It is so interesting to learn all the behind the scenes
lives of the Kennedy family. In all honesty I think Eunice should have held a congressional seat
rather than her brothers.”

Janice Price, “The most important Kennedy. This woman is an unsung hero.”

lynn levatte, “book. the book came in  just like in the picture great product 5 stars”

The book by Eileen McNamara has a rating of  5 out of 4.6. 143 people have provided feedback.
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