A Grieving Nation

The Death of a President is William Manchester’s account of the events of five fate-
ful days in November 1963. In this bestseller, he details the impact of President
Kennedy's assassination and funeral on millions of people in the United States
and around the world who watched the events and mourned along with the

President’s family.

As you read, picture yourself as one of millions of Americans who "remained glued to
television” for five days watching accounts of the assassination and funeral ceremonies.

acqueline Kennedy had appeared on the North

Portico, a child in either hand. The President’s
Son and daughter did not have to come out this
way. They could have been driven out the south
grounds and up Constitution, and before her
departure for Texas their mother would have
insisted upon that; at Andrews Field three days
earlier she had forbidden John to leave the heli-
copter because photographers were present. But
today and tomorrow were to be a season apart in
her life. The shock of that brief scene was
immense. In that one instant she revealed to the
great audience the full measure of its loss. Old
Guard infantrymen in dress blues and snowy
gloves flanked the fatherless First Family, strain-
ing at attention. Caroline, her eyes hazy in reflec-
tion, gently rested her black headband against her
mother’s slim waist. John squirmed, wriggled
free, and clenched his tiny fist behind his back in
a crimping gesture which brought a stab of pain
to those who remembered his father’s restless
right hand. Few saw it, however, for nearly every
eye was upon the widow. Transfigured beneath
the North Portico’s hanging lantern she awaited
the procession, her swollen eyes fixed on the cais-
son and the six matched horses. Her expression of
ineffable tragedy was, in that flicker of a moment,
indelibly etched upon the national conscience; in
a survey of New England college students con-
ducted later that week the investigators found
that “attention to Mrs. Kennedy’s actions and
deportment bordered on the obsessive.”

This was her first exposure to it. It was also the
first sunlight she had seen since Dallas, but she
did not blink. Steadfast and still, she awaited the
signal to move, her lashes heavy and her lovely
mouth drawn down in a classic curve of grief.

Immediately behind her, vigilant as always, stood
Robert Kennedy. The cameras were frozen on the
motionless widow, and omitting those who were
reading newspaper accounts or talking to friends,
nearly everyone in the United States was watching
Mrs. Kennedy. By its own account, a minimum of
95 percent of the adult population was peering at
television or listening to radio accounts. To the
Americans must be added all of Europe and those
parts of Asia which were periodically reached by
relay satellite. Even Russia had announced that
the Soviet Union would televise the funeral,
including the Mass in St. Matthew’s. By Sunday
noon the U.S.A. and most of the civilized world
had become a kind of closed-circuit hookup.
Nothing existed except this one blinding spotlight.

“ An entire nation was trapped

 in grief.”

Not only had commercials been canceled;
such routine reports as weather, newscasts, and
sports were unmentioned. The National Football
League was playing its full schedule, but the
country was unaware of it. The communication
industry’s coverage was unprecedented. . ... The
United States had become the victim of voluntary
hypnosis. There seemed to be no way for Armericans
to avoid concentration on the center of the national
stage. ...

It wasn’t necessary to stand on Pennsylvania
Avenue and see the Stars and Stripes flutter over
the coffin for a man to weep before his children. . ...
It was happening to heads of families in every
part of the country, ranging from a third of the
anti-Kennedy Southerners to nearly two-thirds of




