
On June 8, 1968, a funeral train began moving from New York City toward Washington, 
D.C., carrying the body of Robert Francis Kennedy. The journey should have taken about 
four hours, but it lasted more than eight because enormous crowds gathered beside the 
tracks. Black families stood near white families, working people appeared in factory 
clothes, children waved from rooftops, clergy members held crosses, railroad workers 
removed their caps, and people too poor to travel to Washington waited beside weeds, 
warehouses, backyards, bridges, and station platforms. Some mourners carried 
American flags; others simply raised a hand as the train passed. They were not united by 
party, race, religion, income, or even agreement with every decision Kennedy had made. 
They were united by the feeling that this wealthy man from one of America’s most 
powerful families had somehow begun to notice people power usually passed without 
seeing. Photographs preserved by the Library of Congress show the mourners standing 
so close to the tracks that the train appears to be moving through a human corridor. To 
understand Robert Kennedy, we must discover how a boy raised near the center of 
privilege became a man mourned along the forgotten edges of America. 

Robert Francis Kennedy was born in Brookline, Massachusetts, on November 20, 1925, 
the seventh of Joseph and Rose Kennedy’s nine children. The family called him Bobby, a 
name that remained attached to him even after he became the chief law-enforcement 
officer of the United States. He was the third son, arriving after Joseph Jr. and John, the 
boys upon whom their father had already placed his greatest political expectations. In a 
smaller family, Robert might have received more attention, but among nine competitive 
children, he sometimes struggled to be noticed. He was physically smaller, quieter, more 
awkward, and more emotionally sensitive than the older brothers whose achievements 
seemed to fill the house. His father reportedly called him the runt of the family, a 
description that could wound a child already measuring himself against stronger 
siblings. Robert responded by trying to become tougher than he felt. The fierce adult who 
later confronted mobsters, segregationists, dictators, labor leaders, and presidents was 
partly built by a little boy who feared being dismissed. 

Joseph P. Kennedy Sr. had accumulated great wealth through investing, banking, motion 
pictures, real estate, and other business ventures. Wealth gave his children private 
schools, servants, international travel, summer homes, sailing competitions, social 
connections, and protection from economic hardship. It also created a family culture in 
which winning seemed to justify almost any amount of preparation, pressure, and effort. 
Joe Sr. wanted his children to enter history, and he treated competition as preparation for 
public life. Rose Fitzgerald Kennedy contributed intense Catholic faith, emotional 
discipline, knowledge of history, and the belief that privilege carried responsibilities 
before God. Robert absorbed her religious seriousness more deeply than most of his 
siblings, serving as an altar boy and developing a strong concern with sin, duty, loyalty, 
punishment, and redemption. Redemption means the possibility that a person who has 
failed can acknowledge wrongdoing, change direction, and use later conduct to repair 
what can still be repaired. That idea would become essential to Robert’s life because he 
did not begin as the political figure remembered at his funeral. 
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As a child, Robert lived with two competing impulses. One pushed him toward 
gentleness, sympathy, family devotion, poetry, animals, children, and religious reflection. 
The other told him that gentleness would be mistaken for weakness unless he covered it 
with aggression. He tested himself through sports, physical challenges, arguments, and 
displays of daring, occasionally taking risks that seemed designed to prove something to 
his father, his brothers, and himself. Unlike John, who often used humor and emotional 
distance to protect himself, Robert could become visibly angry. His moral world was 
initially divided into heroes and enemies, loyalty and betrayal, good and evil. Such 
certainty can create courage because it makes action feel necessary, but it can also 
create cruelty because the person labeled an enemy is no longer examined with patience. 
Robert’s development would depend on whether he could keep his moral intensity while 
surrendering the belief that he always knew who belonged on which side. 

The first devastating break in the family came during the Second World War. Joseph 
Kennedy Jr., the oldest brother and the son originally expected to pursue the presidency, 
volunteered for a dangerous mission involving an aircraft loaded with explosives. In 
August 1944, the plane exploded before its crew could escape, killing Joe Jr. and his 
copilot. Robert was eighteen, still attempting to understand his own place, when the 
brother who embodied strength and family expectation disappeared. John now became 
the political heir, while Robert gradually became John’s defender, organizer, and most 
loyal lieutenant. Robert also served in the Navy, although the war ended before he 
experienced combat. He later served aboard the destroyer named for Joseph P. Kennedy 
Jr., an assignment that joined military duty with family mourning. He was learning a 
pattern that would follow him throughout life: when death removed someone he loved, he 
responded by trying to carry part of that person’s unfinished responsibility. 

After naval service, Robert attended Harvard, studied government, and fought to earn a 
place on the football team despite lacking the natural size of many other players. He 
broke his leg during practice but still appeared briefly in the Harvard–Yale game, wearing 
a cast so that he could qualify for a varsity letter. The incident captures both his 
determination and his appetite for proving toughness through pain. He graduated in 
1948, but part of his education occurred beyond the university. Working as a 
correspondent for the Boston Post, he traveled through Palestine, Lebanon, Turkey, 
Greece, and Italy during a period of war, migration, nationalism, and the creation of 
Israel. Journalism required him to observe people whose histories did not fit neatly into 
Kennedy family discussions about American power. He did not emerge with every later 
answer, but travel widened his understanding of how land, religion, colonialism, security, 
and displacement could shape political conflict. The young moralist was beginning to 
encounter a world more complicated than heroes and villains. 

Robert entered the University of Virginia School of Law and received his degree in 1951. 
While leading the Student Legal Forum, he invited Ralph Bunche, the Black diplomat and 
Nobel Peace Prize recipient, to speak before one of the university’s early integrated 
audiences. That decision did not make Robert a civil-rights visionary, but it showed that 
his conscience was not completely confined by the racial customs surrounding him. In 



1950, he married Ethel Skakel, an energetic, competitive, deeply Catholic woman from 
another wealthy family. Ethel understood the intensity of Kennedy life and did not stand 
quietly outside it; she campaigned, hosted gatherings, raised children, challenged her 
husband, and helped turn their home into a constantly moving center of family and 
politics. They eventually had eleven children, the youngest of whom, Rory, was born after 
Robert’s death. Their crowded home at Hickory Hill would reveal a side of him rarely 
visible during confrontations: a father wrestling with children, reading to them, bringing 
them into his office, and insisting that they notice people who had less than they did. The 
Kennedy Library’s biography traces this movement from the seventh Kennedy child to 
lawyer, campaign manager, attorney general, and senator. 

His first major political responsibility came in 1952, when John Kennedy challenged 
Republican Henry Cabot Lodge Jr. for the United States Senate. Robert managed the 
campaign with an intensity that surprised people who still thought of him as John’s quiet 
younger brother. A campaign manager coordinates strategy, staff, travel, voter contact, 
advertising, fundraising, research, and the daily decisions that can preserve or destroy a 
candidacy. Robert demanded long hours, corrected mistakes sharply, distrusted 
excuses, and willingly played the unpleasant role that allowed John to remain charming 
before voters. He did not care whether staff members liked him as long as they 
performed and the public liked his brother. Kennedy money and connections gave the 
campaign major advantages, but Robert converted those advantages into a disciplined 
statewide organization. His sisters organized neighborhood gatherings, local volunteers 
built relationships, and the campaign reached groups that established political machines 
often ignored. John won, and Robert discovered that his talent was not standing at the 
center of the stage but building the machinery underneath it. 

The next step complicates every simple portrait of Robert Kennedy as a lifelong liberal 
hero. In 1953, he joined the staff of Senator Joseph McCarthy, the Wisconsin Republican 
who claimed that communists and Soviet agents had infiltrated the American 
government. Communism was not an imaginary Cold War concern; the Soviet Union 
conducted espionage, suppressed freedom, and competed aggressively with the United 
States. McCarthyism, however, turned legitimate security concerns into reckless 
accusation, public humiliation, guilt by association, and political fear. Robert’s father 
admired McCarthy, and the young Kennedy initially shared a black-and-white 
anti-communism that made McCarthy’s crusade attractive. He resigned after about six 
months amid staff conflicts and growing discomfort, then returned as counsel for the 
Democratic minority and helped produce a report criticizing McCarthy’s investigation of 
the Army. Yet Robert did not immediately break every personal tie with McCarthy, 
showing that his movement away from the senator was gradual rather than a sudden 
moral awakening. PBS’s account of Kennedy’s development shows a young man whose 
certainty initially attached itself to power before experience taught him to question the 
methods used in power’s name. 

Robert next became chief counsel to the Senate committee investigating corruption in 
labor and management. Labor unions exist to help workers bargain collectively for 
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wages, benefits, safety, and fair treatment, but some union leaders had formed corrupt 
relationships with organized crime. Organized crime is coordinated illegal activity 
conducted through durable networks that use money, intimidation, bribery, and violence 
to control businesses, unions, gambling, public officials, or other institutions. Kennedy’s 
hearings exposed questionable financial practices and connections between labor 
officials and criminal figures. His most famous adversary was Jimmy Hoffa, the powerful 
leader of the Teamsters union. Hoffa had genuine support among workers who believed 
he improved their lives, but his organization was also surrounded by serious evidence of 
corruption and criminal influence. Robert treated the investigation as a moral crusade, 
and the two men came to despise one another. The confrontation made Kennedy 
nationally known, but it also exposed a weakness: once convinced that a person 
represented evil, he could pursue that person so personally that justice began to 
resemble vengeance. 

The hearings sharpened Kennedy’s investigative skill. He learned to follow money, 
prepare questions, study contradictions, use public attention, and pressure reluctant 
witnesses. He also learned that wrongdoing committed through institutions can harm 
thousands of people without resembling an ordinary street crime. When pension funds 
are stolen, contracts corrupted, or unions controlled through fear, families lose security 
even if they never see the criminal organization responsible. Kennedy’s intensity helped 
reveal misconduct that timid officials had avoided. Yet the pursuit of Hoffa sometimes 
became so consuming that observers questioned whether Kennedy was seeking equal 
enforcement of law or the defeat of one hated enemy. This distinction matters because 
prosecution should be based on evidence and consistent standards, not the personal 
anger of the prosecutor. Robert’s strength was his refusal to be intimidated; his danger 
was the belief that righteous purpose automatically purified every tactic used to achieve 
it. 

In 1960, Robert again put his own path aside to manage John Kennedy’s presidential 
campaign. He tracked delegates, negotiated with party leaders, disciplined staff, 
answered attacks, confronted opponents, and absorbed resentment that might otherwise 
have reached the candidate. At the Democratic convention, he helped protect John’s 
nomination against challenges from more experienced politicians. John then selected 
Senate Majority Leader Lyndon B. Johnson as his running mate because Johnson could 
strengthen the ticket in the South and bring congressional experience. Robert distrusted 
Johnson’s style, while Johnson regarded Robert as an arrogant child of privilege who 
had never earned authority through election. Confusion over whether Johnson was being 
asked to withdraw from the ticket produced a humiliation neither man forgot. Their 
hostility was more than a personality conflict: Robert viewed politics as a moral struggle 
in which compromise could look corrupt, while Johnson viewed negotiation, favors, 
pressure, and compromise as the practical tools through which laws were passed. Each 
understood something the other did not, and each often despised the other for 
possessing it. 



After John won the presidency by a narrow margin, he appointed thirty-five-year-old 
Robert attorney general. The attorney general leads the Department of Justice, oversees 
federal law enforcement, represents the United States in legal matters, and advises the 
president on the meaning and enforcement of federal law. The appointment produced 
justified accusations of nepotism, which means granting an important position to a 
relative because of family connection. Robert had never tried a major case in court, 
managed a department of that size, or held elected office. Joe Kennedy reportedly 
pushed for the appointment, and John wanted the adviser he trusted most inside the 
administration. Critics were right to question whether the president’s brother should 
receive one of the most powerful legal offices in the country. Robert nevertheless worked 
with such energy that even some early doubters came to respect his administration. The 
appointment was unfairly obtained by ordinary standards, but he did not treat the office 
as an ornamental family reward. 

At the Justice Department, Kennedy expanded efforts against organized crime, 
coordinated investigations, supported new legislation, and forced agencies to 
acknowledge criminal networks they had previously minimized. FBI director J. Edgar 
Hoover had long resisted emphasizing a national Mafia structure, partly because doing 
so would expose the limits of the bureau’s work. Robert pressured the department and 
FBI to use tax cases, financial evidence, informants, grand juries, and coordinated 
federal prosecution. A grand jury is a group of citizens that examines evidence presented 
by prosecutors and decides whether there is sufficient basis for criminal charges. 
Convictions of organized-crime figures rose substantially during his tenure, and Jimmy 
Hoffa was eventually convicted in separate cases involving jury tampering and misuse of 
union pension funds. Kennedy’s drive helped establish the principle that sophisticated 
criminals operating behind legitimate organizations should not be treated as 
untouchable. The Justice Department later commemorated his tenure for its emphasis on 
both organized crime and civil rights, the two areas that most clearly displayed his 
forceful approach to federal power. The Department’s historical record preserves that 
institutional legacy. 

Civil rights would change him more deeply than organized crime because the movement 
forced him to examine not merely individual lawbreakers but injustice supported by law, 
custom, police, judges, businesses, and elected officials. When Robert entered office, he 
tended to approach racial conflict as a lawyer concerned with federal authority, court 
orders, voting, and public stability. Civil-rights activists approached it as people whose 
bodies, livelihoods, homes, families, and dignity were already being attacked. Their civil 
disobedience—the deliberate, nonviolent violation of unjust practices to expose their 
immorality—created confrontations the administration sometimes wished they would 
postpone. Robert worried that demonstrations could provoke violence, weaken 
international perceptions of the United States, or damage the president’s legislative 
program. Activists understood that postponement was itself a victory for segregation 
because every quiet day allowed the system to continue. Robert would eventually 
become a stronger advocate, but Black Americans did not receive freedom because he 
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suddenly handed it to them. They educated him by making the cost of federal caution 
impossible to ignore. 

The Freedom Rides of 1961 became one of his first major tests. Integrated groups rode 
interstate buses through the South to test Supreme Court decisions prohibiting 
segregation in interstate transportation. Interstate activity crosses state boundaries, 
giving the federal government clearer authority than it possessed over some purely local 
matters. Riders were beaten, a bus was burned, police protection disappeared at critical 
moments, and a mob surrounded civil-rights workers and worshippers in Montgomery, 
Alabama. Robert initially wanted the rides paused, partly because he feared escalating 
disorder and international embarrassment. James Farmer, John Lewis, Diane Nash, 
James Lawson, Fred Shuttlesworth, and other organizers knew that stopping after 
violence would teach segregationists that brutality worked. Kennedy eventually sent 
federal marshals, supported protection measures, and petitioned the Interstate 
Commerce Commission to enforce desegregation in buses and terminal facilities. The 
National Park Service’s history records both the activists’ pressure and the federal 
response it produced. 

Robert believed voting could become the foundation for lasting change because 
registered citizens could influence sheriffs, judges, school boards, legislators, and 
presidents. His Civil Rights Division expanded legal action against discriminatory 
registration practices and school segregation. Yet this strategy sometimes 
underestimated the violence used to prevent Black registration and the refusal of local 
authorities to enforce federal rights. Registrars could invent literacy tests, alter office 
hours, demand impossible interpretations of state constitutions, publish applicants’ 
names, or allow employers and landlords to punish those who attempted to vote. The 
FBI, led by Hoover, often treated civil-rights activists with suspicion while claiming 
limited authority to protect them. Robert had access to federal lawyers but did not 
possess a reliable national police force capable of standing beside every organizer on a 
rural road. His frustration was real, but activists faced consequences far greater than his 
frustration. They continued organizing because a right that exists only in a court opinion 
but cannot be exercised safely is not yet a functioning right. 

In 1962, James Meredith attempted to become the first Black student admitted to the 
University of Mississippi. Governor Ross Barnett defied federal authority and tried to 
prevent Meredith’s enrollment, turning one student’s application into a constitutional 
crisis. Federalism is the division of governing authority between the national government 
and the states; it does not permit a state to disregard the Constitution or a valid federal 
court order. Robert negotiated repeatedly, hoping to secure compliance without 
bloodshed, but negotiations failed to prevent violence. Hundreds of federal marshals 
were sent to Oxford, and President Kennedy eventually used federal troops. A riot left 
two people dead and many more injured, but Meredith entered the university. Robert had 
tried to manage the crisis through law and controlled negotiation, then discovered that 
lawful authority sometimes had to be physically defended against organized resistance. 
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The Kennedy Library’s account describes the federal action that made Meredith’s 
enrollment possible. 

A private meeting in May 1963 drove the moral argument closer to him. Writer James 
Baldwin brought a group of Black artists, organizers, professionals, and intellectuals to 
meet Kennedy in New York. Among them were Lorraine Hansberry, Harry Belafonte, Lena 
Horne, psychologist Kenneth Clark, and Jerome Smith, a Freedom Rider who had been 
beaten and imprisoned. Kennedy expected a strategic conversation; instead, he 
encountered anger from people tired of explaining the obvious to powerful white 
officials. Smith described such profound distrust of the government that he could not 
imagine fighting for the United States. Kennedy initially reacted defensively, unable to 
understand why the administration’s actions had not earned greater appreciation. 
Hansberry and others forced him to confront the difference between measuring progress 
from inside government and experiencing delay from inside a Black life. The National 
Museum of African American History and Culture’s account shows why the 
uncomfortable meeting mattered: Robert left wounded, but the confrontation helped 
break through his remaining innocence. 

Events in Birmingham continued that education. Police commissioner Eugene “Bull” 
Connor used dogs and high-pressure fire hoses against demonstrators, including young 
people, while television carried the images across the country. Robert watched children 
assaulted for demanding access to rights supposedly guaranteed by the Constitution. In 
June, Alabama governor George Wallace stood at a university entrance attempting to 
prevent Vivian Malone and James Hood from enrolling. The administration federalized 
the Alabama National Guard, and Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach ensured 
that the students entered. That evening, John Kennedy addressed the nation and 
described civil rights as a moral question, a framing Robert had urged him to adopt. The 
shift mattered because law explains what government must enforce, while morality asks 
what kind of people tolerate the suffering that makes enforcement necessary. Robert was 
moving from protecting federal authority to recognizing the human beings for whom that 
authority was supposed to exist. 

The brothers then supported a comprehensive civil-rights bill addressing segregation in 
public accommodations, unequal access, employment discrimination, and federal 
enforcement. Robert testified before Congress and worked with Justice Department 
lawyers who helped construct the legislation. John was assassinated before it passed, 
leaving Lyndon Johnson to use his own political mastery to secure the Civil Rights Act of 
1964. Robert contributed to the bill, John publicly committed the presidency to it, and 
Johnson achieved the difficult congressional victory. Above them all stood the 
movement that created the political conditions in which continued refusal carried an 
unbearable national cost. Robert’s contribution should be respected without allowing a 
Kennedy-centered story to reduce Black activists to supporting characters. The 
movement changed federal law, but it also changed Robert Kennedy’s understanding of 
courage. He began seeing that order without justice can merely preserve the 
arrangement under which injustice operates. 
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One decision from this period remains an enduring stain. In 1963, Robert authorized FBI 
wiretaps on Martin Luther King Jr.’s telephone communications after Hoover claimed that 
people around King posed communist security concerns. Wiretapping means secretly 
intercepting telephone conversations, an intrusion that gives the government access to 
private speech. Robert did not authorize all the illegal bugs and vicious harassment 
Hoover later employed, but his approval gave the FBI an opening it abused. Hoover’s 
bureau gathered intimate information and attempted to discredit, intimidate, and 
psychologically destroy King. Robert’s fear of communist influence, deference to secret 
intelligence, concern for his brother’s presidency, and inability to control Hoover 
combined into a grave violation. The man who would later speak movingly after King’s 
murder had once approved surveillance of him. A Kennedy Library conference examining 
the record confirms the authorization and the distinction between the approved wiretaps 
and additional FBI abuses, but that distinction does not remove Robert’s responsibility 
for the decision he made. 

Foreign policy revealed similar contradictions. After the failed Bay of Pigs invasion of 
Cuba in 1961, Robert became deeply involved in Operation Mongoose, a secret program 
intended to weaken and remove Fidel Castro’s government. Covert action is activity 
through which a government tries to influence events while hiding or denying its role. 
Plans included propaganda, economic pressure, sabotage, support for opponents of 
Castro, and discussions connected to assassination. Robert pursued the project 
aggressively, demanding faster results from intelligence and military officials. The 
contradiction was severe: while attacking organized crime at home, the administration 
explored relationships with criminal figures who might help eliminate Castro. Robert’s 
impatience treated the removal of a hostile government as a problem that determination 
could solve, even though Cuban nationalism, Soviet support, popular forces, and the 
limits of American control made the objective far more complicated. Declassified State 
Department records document how strongly he pressed the operation. His later 
reputation for restraint must remain beside this earlier willingness to use secret power 
against another nation. 

During the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, however, Robert’s toughness became 
useful in a different way. American intelligence discovered Soviet nuclear missile 
installations in Cuba, placing weapons capable of striking American cities close to the 
United States. President Kennedy’s advisers considered air attacks, invasion, diplomacy, 
and a naval quarantine designed to prevent additional offensive weapons from arriving. 
Nuclear deterrence is the attempt to prevent attack by convincing an opponent that 
retaliation would cause unacceptable destruction; its terrible weakness is that 
miscalculation can kill millions even when neither side originally wants war. Robert 
supported the quarantine and helped resist immediate military action. He met secretly 
with Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin and communicated the terms around which 
the crisis could end. The Soviet Union would remove its missiles from Cuba, the United 
States would publicly promise not to invade the island, and American missiles in Turkey 
would later be removed quietly. Robert helped create a path by which both governments 
could retreat without making nuclear war appear preferable to humiliation. 
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His role in the missile crisis showed developing mental discipline. Earlier, he had often 
treated compromise as evidence that someone lacked moral strength. Now compromise 
became a way to preserve human life while protecting essential national interests. He 
understood that an opponent needed room to withdraw and that public victory could 
become dangerous if it required the other side’s public disgrace. This was not pacifism, 
which is principled opposition to war or violence; Robert still accepted military power 
and Cold War competition. It was restraint, the ability to possess force without allowing 
anger, pride, or fear to decide automatically when force should be used. Because he was 
known as one of the administration’s hardest men, his counsel against immediate attack 
carried special weight. Courage in that room did not mean launching weapons. It meant 
being willing to appear insufficiently aggressive while preventing an irreversible 
catastrophe. 

Vietnam remained one of the unfinished tests of his judgment. During John Kennedy’s 
presidency, Robert accepted the Cold War assumption that communist expansion in 
Southeast Asia threatened American security and credibility. The administration 
increased advisers, equipment, and involvement in South Vietnam while supporting a 
government that lacked broad legitimacy. Robert participated in discussions that 
contributed to American responsibility for the conflict, even though the enormous 
ground war developed later under Johnson. After becoming senator, he initially 
supported the goal of resisting communist victory while questioning aspects of 
Johnson’s escalation. This hesitation was partly political, partly personal, and partly 
intellectual: criticizing the war required him to examine policies connected to his dead 
brother. He could not honestly condemn Johnson without asking whether the Kennedy 
administration had helped place the nation on the same road. Growth became painful 
because it required more than changing his position; it required admitting that loyalty 
had once prevented him from seeing clearly. 

At Hickory Hill, the public prosecutor and presidential adviser returned to an entirely 
different world. Ethel filled the home with children, animals, guests, athletic contests, 
political discussions, and unpredictable activity. Robert could be impatient and 
frequently absent, but he was emotionally engaged with his children and wanted them 
exposed to public service rather than insulated by wealth. He invited people from 
different backgrounds into the family’s social life and brought his children to 
communities where privilege could not hide poverty. His Catholic faith remained central, 
though it did not make him gentle at every moment or correct in every judgment. Faith 
gave him language for conscience, suffering, forgiveness, duty, and the equal worth of 
human life; ambition sometimes competed with every one of those ideas. The family 
expanded rapidly, and Ethel carried much of the daily burden while also participating in 
campaigns and public causes. Robert’s tenderness at home did not erase the severity he 
displayed elsewhere, but it proves that the severity was armor rather than the whole man. 

On November 22, 1963, J. Edgar Hoover called Robert and told him that the president had 
been shot in Dallas. Soon afterward, Robert learned that his brother was dead. The 
assassination did more than take a sibling; it removed the person around whom Robert 



had organized his adult identity. He had been John’s campaign manager, defender, 
enforcer, adviser, confidant, and interpreter. Grief is not simply sadness but the mind’s 
attempt to live in a world whose structure has been altered by permanent loss. Robert 
reportedly questioned whether his pressure against Castro had created forces connected 
to the assassination, although no credible evidence has established that Operation 
Mongoose caused John Kennedy’s murder. Guilt did not need proof to torment him 
because he knew how many dangerous operations the administration had set in motion. 
For months he withdrew into reading, silence, religious reflection, poetry, walking, and 
pain that friends could see in his body. 

Lyndon Johnson became president, placing the man Robert most disliked into the office 
his brother had occupied. Their mutual hostility made cooperation difficult even when 
they wanted similar policies. Johnson resented Robert’s family name, inherited influence, 
moral superiority, and ability to attract attention without years of legislative labor. Robert 
distrusted Johnson’s manipulation, appetite for dominance, and willingness to use 
personal pressure as a governing instrument. Yet Johnson passed the Civil Rights Act, 
pursued the War on Poverty, and later secured the Voting Rights Act and 
Medicare—achievements requiring a legislative ability Robert did not possess. Robert 
remained attorney general temporarily, but his position no longer had the same meaning 
without John. In 1964, he resigned and ran for the United States Senate from New York. 
Critics called him a carpetbagger, meaning an ambitious outsider who enters a place 
primarily to gain political office, and the criticism had force because Massachusetts had 
been the family’s political base. 

Kennedy answered the outsider charge partly with humor and partly through exhaustive 
campaigning. He had family ties and a home history connected to New York, but he was 
plainly using a major state as the next platform for his own political future. President 
Johnson’s landslide victory helped Democratic candidates, and Robert defeated 
Republican senator Kenneth Keating by roughly 719,000 votes. Election did not 
immediately give him purpose. As a junior senator, he lacked seniority, which is the 
accumulated status that often determines committee assignments and influence. He had 
moved from the center of executive power to an institution where speeches, hearings, 
relationships, and legislation could take years to produce visible results. Restless and 
grieving, he initially appeared uncertain about what kind of senator he would become. 
The important change began when he stopped asking how quickly the Senate could 
restore his power and began asking where his position might take him to see people who 
had almost none. 

In 1965, Robert climbed a Canadian mountain newly named Mount Kennedy in honor of 
his brother. He feared heights and had little serious climbing experience, yet he pushed 
himself toward the summit with experienced climbers beside him. At the top, he placed a 
copy of John Kennedy’s inaugural address in the snow. The climb resembled his 
childhood acts of daring, but grief had changed its meaning. He was no longer merely 
proving toughness to his father; he was trying to carry memory into a place pain could 
not easily follow. Physical risk remained one of his ways of confronting emotional 



helplessness. It could not restore John or decide Robert’s political future, but it forced 
him to keep moving when stillness brought unbearable thoughts. The larger ascent was 
only beginning: he had to emerge from his brother’s shadow without abandoning the 
love that had placed him there. 

As senator, Robert traveled beyond the comfortable routes political figures usually 
followed. He visited struggling neighborhoods in New York, communities in Appalachia 
damaged by disappearing work, migrant labor camps in California, impoverished areas of 
the Mississippi Delta, and Native American reservations where unemployment, poor 
housing, inadequate education, and despair had been allowed to continue for 
generations. Poverty is not merely having less money than another person. It is 
sustained deprivation that limits food, shelter, health care, transportation, safety, 
education, political influence, and the ability to imagine a future. Robert did not become 
poor by visiting poor people, and he could always return to wealth and protection. What 
changed was his willingness to let what he saw disturb his political priorities. He stopped 
treating poverty as an abstract statistic and began presenting it as an assault on human 
dignity occurring inside one of the richest countries in history. 

Civil-rights lawyer Marian Wright Edelman played a crucial role in bringing him to the 
Mississippi Delta in 1967. She had testified about families suffering after plantation work 
disappeared and federal programs failed to reach them adequately. Rather than allowing 
senators to remain in a hearing room, she urged them to see the conditions themselves. 
Robert entered homes where children showed signs of severe malnutrition, encountered 
families without sufficient food, and saw how racism and poverty reinforced each other. 
Malnutrition means that the body lacks the energy, protein, vitamins, or minerals required 
for healthy growth and function; in children, prolonged deprivation can damage physical 
and cognitive development. Robert reportedly tried to engage a weakened child who 
barely responded, an encounter that affected him deeply. He returned to Washington 
demanding emergency food assistance and broader attention to hunger. The importance 
of the visit was not that a wealthy senator discovered suffering no one else knew existed; 
local people and advocates had been describing it for years. Its importance was that he 
used his visibility to force Americans who had ignored them to look. 

His work with farmworkers revealed another widening of his political circle. Agricultural 
laborers, many of them Mexican American or Filipino American, performed exhausting 
work for low wages while facing unsafe conditions, poor housing, limited legal 
protection, and retaliation for organizing. Cesar Chavez and Dolores Huerta helped build 
the United Farm Workers through strikes, boycotts, organizing, and disciplined 
nonviolence. During a Senate hearing in California, a local sheriff defended arresting 
labor organizers before they had committed crimes because he believed they were 
preparing to violate the law. Kennedy told the official, in substance, to study the 
Constitution during the lunch break. The exchange mattered because Robert, once 
strongly identified with prosecution and public order, now challenged law enforcement 
for using anticipated disorder as an excuse to suppress lawful organizing. In March 1968, 
he joined Chavez as Chavez ended a twenty-five-day fast intended to keep the movement 



committed to nonviolence. Robert was beginning to understand that the law is not 
protected merely when officials arrest people; it is protected when power itself is 
required to obey constitutional limits. 

Native American communities drew his attention to injustices older than the nation’s 
modern urban crises. Federal policy had taken land, broken treaties, attacked languages 
and cultures, separated children from families, and imposed distant bureaucracies over 
tribal life. On reservations, Kennedy encountered schools lacking resources, limited 
employment, preventable illness, and young people losing hope. He helped establish and 
chair a Senate subcommittee focused on Indian education, using hearings to expose 
conditions hidden from most Americans. His language was not always free from the 
paternal assumptions of his era, and no senator could repair generations of 
dispossession through a few visits. Still, he listened to Native students, parents, and 
leaders and increasingly supported self-determination, the ability of a people to 
participate meaningfully in decisions governing their own lives. He connected their 
suffering to what he had seen in the Delta, Appalachia, and neglected city 
neighborhoods. Different histories were producing a common experience: people 
affected most by policy possessed the least power over it. 

In Bedford-Stuyvesant, a predominantly Black Brooklyn community harmed by 
disinvestment, housing discrimination, unemployment, and deteriorating services, 
Robert attempted to move from exposure to construction. He helped bring together 
neighborhood leaders, businesses, foundations, government officials, and political 
figures from both parties. The Bedford Stuyvesant Restoration Corporation became an 
early community-development corporation, a nonprofit institution designed to improve a 
neighborhood through housing, employment, business development, education, culture, 
and resident participation. Kennedy did not believe government could simply abandon 
poor communities to the market, nor did he believe federal programs should control 
them without local leadership. His model attempted to combine public resources, private 
investment, and community authority. The results were imperfect, and private companies 
did not invest as generously as supporters hoped, but the organization survived beyond 
his life. Bedford Stuyvesant Restoration’s history shows how an idea associated with a 
senator became an institution led and sustained by community figures such as Judge 
Thomas R. Jones and Franklin A. Thomas. 

Robert’s concern expanded beyond the United States in June 1966 when he traveled to 
South Africa. Apartheid was the government-enforced system of racial classification and 
white minority control that dictated where people could live, work, study, travel, and 
participate politically. South African authorities attempted to limit his contact with 
opponents of the system, but Kennedy met students, activists, religious leaders, and 
Chief Albert Luthuli, the anti-apartheid leader and Nobel Peace Prize recipient. At the 
University of Cape Town, Robert argued that oppression is challenged whenever 
individuals act against injustice, even if each act initially appears small. He described 
those acts as ripples that could join into a force capable of weakening powerful systems. 
The speech was effective because he did not present the United States as an innocent 
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nation lecturing South Africa. He compared the two countries’ histories of conquest, 
slavery, racial domination, and unfinished struggle. The Day of Affirmation address 
reveals a politician who had begun replacing American self-congratulation with 
self-examination. 

This widening concern changed his understanding of national success. Gross national 
product, now usually discussed through the related measure gross domestic product, 
calculates the market value of goods and services produced by an economy. Such 
measurements help governments understand production, recession, growth, and 
material capacity, but they do not determine whether life is just, healthy, meaningful, or 
secure. In a 1968 address at the University of Kansas, Robert observed that economic 
totals could rise through spending on locks, weapons, pollution cleanup, accidents, and 
prisons while failing to measure family stability, childhood health, educational quality, 
wisdom, courage, beauty, compassion, or public integrity. He was not arguing that 
economic data had no value. He was warning that a society becomes confused when it 
mistakes what can be counted for everything that counts. A larger economy can provide 
resources to reduce suffering, but growth that destroys communities, concentrates 
power, or leaves millions hungry cannot be accepted as a complete definition of 
progress. The preserved University of Kansas address shows how far his political 
vocabulary had traveled from the family instruction simply to win. 

Vietnam forced him to apply that deeper measurement to foreign policy. As the United 
States increased bombing and sent hundreds of thousands of troops, casualties rose 
while officials continued describing progress that events repeatedly contradicted. Robert 
gradually called for reduced bombing, negotiation, political participation for the National 
Liberation Front, and an end to treating military escalation as the only proof of resolve. 
He eventually acknowledged his share of responsibility for earlier decisions that had 
placed America on its course. Accountability means more than identifying another 
person’s mistake; it means naming one’s own participation without using ignorance, 
loyalty, or good intentions as an escape. His opposition developed later than antiwar 
activists wanted, and Senator Eugene McCarthy displayed earlier political courage by 
challenging Johnson for the Democratic nomination. Robert’s delay damaged his 
credibility among people who believed he entered only after McCarthy showed that 
Johnson was vulnerable. Yet once Robert publicly broke with the war, he did not merely 
condemn Johnson; he questioned the belief that American power gave Washington the 
moral right to decide which distant villages could be destroyed. 

The decision to run for president in 1968 tormented him. Entering too early might appear 
to be a personal attack on Johnson and a rejection of his brother’s judgment in selecting 
him as vice president. Entering after McCarthy’s strong showing in the New Hampshire 
primary would appear opportunistic, as though Robert had waited for another man to 
prove the risk was survivable. The Tet Offensive, a large series of communist attacks 
beginning in January 1968, contradicted official claims that victory in Vietnam was 
approaching and further weakened public trust. Robert announced his candidacy on 
March 16, four days after the New Hampshire primary. He argued that the nation was 
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traveling toward deeper war and domestic division, but McCarthy’s supporters 
reasonably resented the famous newcomer entering a movement their candidate had 
built. Moral action does not always arrive at a moment free from ambition. Robert wanted 
to change the country, protect his brother’s legacy, defeat Johnson’s policies, answer his 
own conscience, and become president; those motives could all exist together. 

The presidential nomination system of 1968 differed from the modern process. Primary 
elections allowed voters in some states to express preferences, but many convention 
delegates were controlled by governors, mayors, labor leaders, state organizations, and 
party officials. A delegate is a person authorized to vote for a candidate at the party’s 
national convention. Robert therefore needed to win public contests dramatically enough 
to persuade unelected power brokers that denying him the nomination would divide or 
defeat the party. His campaign assembled an unusual coalition: Black voters, Latino 
farmworkers, Native Americans, white working-class families, antiwar students, older 
urban Democrats, poor rural communities, and some voters attracted mainly to the 
Kennedy name. A coalition is a group of people with different interests who cooperate 
around enough shared purposes to act together. Robert did not resolve every tension 
among these groups. His political gift was making each feel that its suffering belonged in 
the same national conversation. 

The campaign itself was disorderly, physical, and emotionally intense. Crowds pulled at 
his clothing, removed cuff links, reached into moving vehicles, and pressed toward him 
in ways that alarmed security staff. Robert was not the effortless public performer John 
had appeared to be; he could be nervous, awkward, thin-voiced, and impatient. Yet those 
qualities sometimes helped because audiences sensed that the emotion was not entirely 
manufactured. He spoke about hunger to communities that knew hunger, racial injustice 
to people living through it, and war to parents whose children had been drafted. He also 
used humor, often turning attacks on his wealth, family, or ambition into jokes before 
returning to serious subjects. His message did not promise that government could 
eliminate pain. It argued that government should stop pretending not to see pain merely 
because the people experiencing it possessed little influence. 

On March 31, President Johnson unexpectedly announced that he would not seek 
another term. Four days later, Robert traveled to Indianapolis for a campaign appearance 
in a predominantly Black neighborhood. While he was traveling, Martin Luther King Jr. 
was shot in Memphis, where he had gone to support striking sanitation workers. By the 
time Kennedy arrived, King was dead, but many people waiting for the rally had not yet 
heard. Police officials warned that entering the neighborhood could be dangerous, and 
there was no time to construct an elaborate presidential statement. Robert climbed onto 
a flatbed truck and told the crowd what had happened. He then spoke about hatred, grief, 
racial division, and the murder of his own brother, publicly mentioning John’s death in a 
deeply personal way he had usually avoided. He asked people not to answer violence 
with violence and directed them toward compassion and justice rather than revenge. 



The Indianapolis speech lasted only minutes, but it contained the result of years of 
development. The former McCarthy aide no longer divided humanity comfortably into 
good groups and evil groups. The former investigator who had pursued enemies with 
personal fury now warned that fury could reproduce the destruction it claimed to oppose. 
The attorney general who had authorized King’s surveillance now stood before grieving 
Black citizens and acknowledged that their distrust had causes. He did not claim that his 
suffering was identical to theirs, but he used his knowledge of violent loss to reach 
across a racial boundary. Indianapolis remained relatively calm while unrest occurred in 
many other cities, although it would be simplistic to credit one speech for every local 
decision that prevented violence. Community leaders, residents, organizers, clergy, and 
local circumstances also mattered. Indiana’s historical record of the event preserves the 
moment when a campaign rally became a public act of mourning. 

The following day, in Cleveland, Robert spoke about the broader culture of violence. He 
refused to limit violence to assassination or street crime. Hunger, discrimination, 
hopelessness, indifference, war, humiliation, and public language that strips opponents 
of humanity can prepare the ground upon which physical violence grows. This did not 
mean that a murderer was excused because society was unjust. It meant that punishing 
the final violent act without examining the conditions that normalize cruelty leaves the 
deeper system untouched. Robert was developing a view of public safety larger than law 
enforcement: people need protection from crime, but they also need dignified work, 
legitimate government, functioning schools, equal law, and the belief that peaceful action 
can produce change. When lawful channels appear permanently closed, despair 
becomes politically dangerous. His earlier career had taught him how to prosecute 
wrongdoing; his later career was teaching him to ask what kind of society repeatedly 
produces it. 

Kennedy won the Indiana and Nebraska primaries, lost Oregon to Eugene McCarthy, and 
then concentrated on California. Losing Oregon mattered because no Kennedy had 
previously lost an election, puncturing the appearance of family invincibility. Robert did 
not collapse. He campaigned intensely among Black neighborhoods, Mexican American 
communities, Jewish voters, labor households, students, and working-class whites. On 
June 4, he won the California primary and also prevailed in South Dakota. Victory did not 
guarantee the Democratic nomination because Vice President Hubert Humphrey 
possessed powerful support among party leaders and had accumulated delegates 
without competing in the primaries. Robert still faced a difficult convention struggle. The 
image of him inevitably becoming president is a story created after his death; on the 
night he won California, his campaign had gained momentum, not certainty. 

Shortly after midnight on June 5, Robert addressed supporters in the ballroom of the 
Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. He left through a crowded kitchen passageway while 
moving toward another gathering. Sirhan Bishara Sirhan, a twenty-four-year-old 
Palestinian Christian angered by Kennedy’s support for Israel, opened fire with a 
.22-caliber revolver. Kennedy was struck three times, including a devastating wound 
behind his right ear, and five other people were wounded. Hotel employee Juan Romero 
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had been shaking Kennedy’s hand and knelt beside him, placing a rosary in his hand as 
he lay on the floor. Robert reportedly asked whether everyone else was safe, a final 
expression consistent with the protective instinct that had defined much of his life. 
Doctors performed extensive surgery, but the damage was beyond repair. He died at 1:44 
on the morning of June 6, at forty-two years old. 

Sirhan was captured at the scene, tried, convicted of first-degree murder and five counts 
of assault, and originally sentenced to death. His sentence became life imprisonment 
after California invalidated existing death sentences. Questions about bullet direction, 
witness accounts, evidence handling, and the possibility of additional gunfire have 
produced continuing demands for reinvestigation, including from people close to 
Kennedy. Those questions should be examined seriously, but questions are not 
themselves proof of a second gunman or a larger conspiracy. Sirhan’s conviction 
remains legally intact, and he was physically apprehended firing at Kennedy in the 
pantry. Responsible history separates established evidence, disputed evidence, 
interpretation, and speculation instead of pretending they carry equal weight. California’s 
assassination-investigation archives preserve the extensive records through which those 
claims can be studied. Robert Kennedy, who spent years examining evidence and 
prosecuting criminal networks, would deserve no less disciplined a standard in the 
examination of his own death. 

Now the funeral train returns to the center of the story. Following a funeral Mass at St. 
Patrick’s Cathedral, Robert’s body traveled south toward burial near John at Arlington 
National Cemetery. The people beside the tracks were responding to more than a 
murdered candidate. Some saw John Kennedy’s surviving promise; others saw the 
attorney general who had enforced desegregation; others remembered the senator who 
entered poor homes and listened; still others saw an imperfect white politician who 
appeared capable of being changed by Black truth. Farmworkers remembered him beside 
Cesar Chavez, Native families remembered his visits and hearings, students remembered 
his opposition to war, and working people remembered that he spoke of dignity rather 
than treating them as economic units. None of these groups owned the whole Robert 
Kennedy. Together they revealed the widening circle of people he had learned to 
consider part of his responsibility. 

He was buried after darkness fell because the crowds had delayed the train for hours. His 
grave is simple, marked by a white cross and a selection from his South African address. 
Ethel was pregnant when he died and later gave birth to Rory, their eleventh child. She 
raised the family while continuing work connected to human rights and social justice, 
refusing to allow assassination to become the final action associated with her husband’s 
name. The children inherited love, opportunity, public expectation, grief, and the burden 
of being interpreted through a father most of them barely had time to know. A political 
legacy can guide descendants, but it can also become a standard under which each 
person is judged before choosing an independent life. Robert’s name has since been 
used by people with sharply different beliefs, making it important to return to his actual 
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record rather than assuming family membership guarantees political continuity. 
Arlington National Cemetery’s account records the long journey and evening burial. 

His actual record resists sainthood. He benefited from enormous wealth and family 
power, accepted an appointment shaped by nepotism, worked for Joseph McCarthy, 
pursued Jimmy Hoffa with personal hostility, pressed covert action against Cuba, shared 
responsibility for early Vietnam policy, approached civil rights too cautiously, and 
authorized wiretapping Martin Luther King Jr. These were not harmless mistakes added 
merely to make a heroic portrait appear balanced. Real people faced surveillance, foreign 
intervention, intimidation, delayed justice, and war because powerful officials made 
those decisions. Robert’s later compassion cannot retroactively protect them. An honest 
account must resist using his assassination to wash the record clean. Death froze his 
development at its most promising stage, inviting admirers to imagine that every future 
decision would have fulfilled that promise. 

It is equally mistaken to freeze him at his worst stage and pretend that change was 
performance. He built a serious Civil Rights Division, protected federal court orders, 
helped navigate the Cuban Missile Crisis, confronted organized crime, exposed hunger, 
supported farmworkers, examined Native education, challenged apartheid, developed 
community investment in Bedford-Stuyvesant, questioned material definitions of 
progress, and accepted responsibility for his connection to Vietnam. His sympathy grew 
through contact rather than remaining a campaign slogan written by advisers. People 
who met him in poor communities often described a man who asked direct questions, 
noticed children, became angry at suffering, and carried what he saw back into hearings 
and policy. He did not merely become softer. His original toughness remained, but its 
target gradually shifted from people he considered enemies toward systems that denied 
people dignity. 

That shift is the key to his thinking. Young Robert believed moral seriousness meant 
identifying evil and defeating it. Mature Robert increasingly understood that moral 
seriousness also requires examining the evil supported by one’s own government, 
family, assumptions, and previous decisions. Young Robert saw doubt as weakness; 
mature Robert learned that doubt can prevent confidence from becoming catastrophe. 
Young Robert directed loyalty upward toward his father and brother; mature Robert 
began directing responsibility outward toward strangers. Young Robert wanted to prove 
that he could endure pain; mature Robert tried to let pain teach him how other people 
felt. His development did not move in a straight line, and he never reached a finished 
state. Human growth usually looks less like replacing one personality with another than 
teaching old powers to serve a wider purpose. 

Whether he would have won the 1968 Democratic nomination remains unknown. Whether 
he would have defeated Richard Nixon is unknown. Whether he would have ended the 
Vietnam War quickly, transformed American poverty policy, prevented later national 
division, or disappointed the people who believed in him is also unknown. Assassination 
creates a dangerous historical temptation because imagined achievements encounter no 
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Congress, budget, opposition party, bureaucracy, crisis, compromise, scandal, or second 
election. The president Robert Kennedy might have become cannot be evaluated. The 
man who lived can. His greatness rests less securely in hypothetical victories than in the 
documented fact that he was capable of discarding some of the certainties that had once 
given him identity. 

The mourners beside the train were therefore standing before an unfinished human 
being. They were not waiting for a man born outside power, but for one who had begun 
using access to enter places power neglected. They were not honoring someone who 
had always understood injustice, but someone increasingly willing to be corrected by 
those who understood it better. They were not looking at gentleness without aggression; 
they were looking at aggression gradually disciplined by grief, conscience, and contact 
with suffering. His courage did not consist only of confronting hostile officials, criminal 
organizations, or political opponents. It appeared most clearly when he allowed 
experience to place his own record on trial. The hardest enemy he ever pursued may 
have been the certainty of the younger Robert Kennedy. 

The train finally reached Washington, and darkness covered Arlington as his family 
gathered near John’s grave. Yet the people along the route had already delivered the 
more revealing memorial. They stood from New York through New Jersey, Pennsylvania, 
Delaware, and Maryland because Robert Kennedy had made them feel that public life 
might still recognize their existence. His life did not prove that suffering automatically 
produces wisdom; suffering can also produce bitterness, isolation, or cruelty. It 
demonstrated that pain can widen a person when that person chooses to use it as a 
bridge instead of a throne. Robert began by fighting for his place in a powerful family, 
then for his brother’s rise, then for the authority of government, and finally for people 
whose names government barely knew. He did not complete that journey. The power of 
his story lies in how far he traveled before the train carried him home. 

 


