The Kennedy Years
The national conventions dominated our television watching in the
summer of 1956. Mother supported Adlai Stevenson and Dad supported
Eisenhower. The slogan "I like Ike" caught my eight year old imagination,
so I sided with Dad.
The 1960 presidential election was far diﬀerent. John F. Kennedy was
a Catholic senator from Massachusetts, the first Catholic candidate since
Al Smith ran unsuccessfully in 1928. Mother always had a sad memory of
the 1928 election, not knowing how she would face her Protestant school
mates the morning after Al Smith lost. Thirty years later, Pittsburgh Mayor
David Lawrence became the first Catholic governor of Pennsylvania.
Change was in the air.
We followed Kennedy through the primaries and the mounting
tension leading up to the convention. The convention vote was close but
Wisconsin put him over the needed majority. We visited Kennedy
headquarters in downtown Pittsburgh to pick up campaign buttons and
watched the televised debates with Richard Nixon. On election night we
stayed up until votes came in from Illinois, pushing Kennedy over the top.
And on a cold day in January, we asked not what America could do for us
but what we could do for our country.

On a fall afternoon in 1963, my history class was interrupted by the
announcement that President Kennedy had been shot. Five minutes later a
second announcement confirmed that he had died. A weekend of shock
followed with everyone glued to the television, watching scenes of a nation
in mourning. That same weekend, Jack Ruby shot Lee Harvey Oswald, the
accused assassin of President Kennedy. The short reign of Camelot had
come to a tragic end.
The dream of Camelot did not die quickly. Despite race riots in
Watts, Detroit and Newark, despite the escalation of an increasingly
unpopular war, hope revived when Robert Kennedy challenged President
Johnson in the 1968 primaries. The flame of hope flickered wildly when
Reverend Martin Luther King was shot and riots broke out in many cities.
The flame went out when Robert Kennedy was shot a few months later. A
bitter Democratic Convention and the election of Richard Nixon pushed
away all thoughts of the flame reviving. Politics, after that, never seemed
the same.

