13 Days: History VS. Hollywood
Directions:


After watching the movie: 13 Days; read the following article. Answer the questions at the end. 

From Ordinary Joe to hero of Cuban crisis 

Hollywood goes back to time when Kennedys were unsullied heroes and finds a surprise star 

Fiachra Gibbons, arts correspondent
Saturday March 3, 2001
The Guardian 

Just for once, Norman Mailer got it right. "The world stood like a playing card on edge" during the Cuban Missile Crisis, he wrote, while the superpowers played poker with humanity. 

All over Europe and America, people packed their cars and headed for the hills or the sea to watch what might be the last sunset on earth. Young lovers vowed to die in each other's arms. Hundreds more chose not to wait for war and ended their own lives. 

That fretful fortnight in October 1962, when the US and the Soviet Union played a macabre game of nuclear chicken, with Washington threatening Armageddon if the Moscow did not withdraw the rockets sent to protect Fidel Castro's island revolution, was the closest the world came to the cold war endgame of "mutually assured destruction". 

The stand-off sealed the golden myth of the Kennedys as the young, handsome, idealists who called Nikita Khrushchev's bluff and saved the "free" world. "We were eyeball to eyeball," as their defence secretary, Robert McNamara put it at the time, "and the other fellow just blinked." 

What is less well-known is that the real hero of the hour was an obscure, working-class Boston Irish hard-chaw called Kenneth P O'Donnell. 

That at least is the impression you get from 13 Days, a widely praised but controversial Hollywood thriller which revisits Camelot's greatest triumph and recasts the Kennedys as the unsullied heroes they were before revelations of voracious womanising, interminable CIA plotting and Mafia links took the shine off. 

Not only has the film perplexed historians by elevating O'Donnell, hitherto seen as no more than a backroom White House fixer, to the status of key player- "it's like making Rosencrantz or Guildenstern the lead in Hamlet", one joked - but it has angered the American military by suggesting they tried to corral the Kennedys into all-out war. 

The furore has also raised awkward questions about the role O'Donnell's family played behind the scenes. His son Kevin, an internet tycoon, helped bankroll a buyout of Beacon Entertainment, which made the movie, and appears to have been the partial inspiration for promoting his father - played by Kevin Costner - to the role of the "ordinary Joe" hero audiences identify with. 

Nor has the symbolism of Costner, the star of Oliver Stone's incendiary JFK, playing Kennedy's closest aide been lost on the army of JFK conspiracy theorists who suspect a rogue military element had a hand in the president's assassination. For one of O'Donnell's few notable utterances after leaving the White House was to confirm their pet suspicion that Kennedy intended pulling US special advisors out of Vietnam as soon as he won the 1964 election. 

If that were not enough, 13 Days has reopened divisions over the Kennedys' place in history: whether they should be remembered as self-serving charlatans or flawed martyrs to the mission to make America a fairer and less racist place. 

Up till now O'Donnell, the "gate keeper" to the Oval Office, who controlled the president's diary, has been known, if at all, as the man who looked the other way as a procession of actresses led by Marilyn Monroe were smuggled into the West Wing. Even Angie Dickinson, who memorably described her own hurried congress with JFK as "the greatest 30 seconds of my life", could not recall his name when questioned by Seymour Hersh for his bestselling demolition job, The Dark Side Of Camelot. 

It was this notion of him as a procurer of women for Kennedy that has long rankled with O'Donnell's family, and prompted his daughter Helen to write A Common Good: The Friendship of Robert F Kennedy and Kenneth P O'Donnell. 

Roger Donaldson, the film's Australian director, readily admits some liberties were taken with O'Donnell, particularly in scenes where he gives pep talks to pilots about to overfly Cuba, but insists he played a much greater role in resolving the crisis than he has been credited with. He denies, however, that his family exercised any undue influence on the script. "Kenny's son is a friend of our producer Armyan Bernstein, but he only got involved in Beacon long after work on the film had begun and he did not call the shots. The film is accurate to the spirit as well as to the letter of what went on. Kenny O'Donnell was not the sort of man to boast about what he did. Maybe because he let others tell that story he has been somewhat forgotten. 

One of their own
"He was a tough cookie, discreet, and regarded as family by the Kennedys. He was one of their own, one of the Boston Irish Mafia. Most of the script is taken verbatim from the Oval Office tapes and Kenny O'Donnell is always there in the background and he had the Kennedys' ear." 

O'Donnell had the Kennedys' trust. He managed Jack's senate and presidential campaigns and according to veteran White House correspondent Haynes Johnson "was the perfect aide - tight-lipped, shrewd, tough, totally loyal and never hesitant to say exactly what he thought." 

"You see Kenny?" Jack Kennedy once told a campaign correspondent, pointing to O'Donnell asleep on a plane. "If I woke him up and asked him to jump out of this plane for me, he'd do it." 

His relationship with Bobby, whom the president charged with finding a way out of the crisis, was closer still. The two were room and teammates at Harvard, where O'Donnell, as quarterback of the football team, once scored a winning touchdown playing with a broken leg. 

In his book, With Kennedy, Camelot's spindoctor-in-chief Pierre Salinger describes O'Donnell as having "had the greatest responsibility, influence and accessibility to the president". Donaldson said that having listened to the Oval Office tapes, and talked to McNamara and Kennedy's speechwriter Ted Sorenson, he was convinced O'Donnell was more than an appointments secretary. 

Others beg to differ. Chief among these is one of the film's own historical consultants, Graham Allison, professor of international affairs at Harvard and author of Essence Of Decision, a study of the crisis. "There's no evidence that O'Donnell played any such role. This is an invention, encouraged a little by O' Donnell's recollections. Many people remember about historical events that they played a bigger role than they did. I give the film high marks in other areas, particularly in its depiction of the difficulty of the task faced by the president, but not where O'Donnell is concerned." 

However, the film's co-producer Peter Almond is adamant O'Donnell's role was much wider than his title suggested. "O'Donnell's portfolio did not formally include foreign policy or national security affairs. But O'Donnell did have one of only two adjoining offices to the Oval Office, was a member of JFK's ExComm [Executive Committee of the National Security Council] and did attend meetings at the president's request. 

"The thing is, no one knows everything that was said, or who said it," Almond said. "While there is a taped record of a number of the ExComm meetings, there were also plenty of discussions in small groupings. We do know from memoir accounts, that Kennedy expressly asked O'Donnell to be at all the meetings where the president was in attendance and offer candid comments in private afterwards." 

The two men who know better than most what went on those informal gatherings, McNamara and Sorenson, will only say that were "some historical inaccuracies are inevitable with a movie". But as two of the chief keepers of the Camelot flame they pronounced themselves happy with film overall. McNamara, long saddled with much of the blame for Vietnam, must be particularly pleased at his portrayal as chief peacenik alongside the US ambassador to the UN, Adlai Stevenson. 

Kennedy biographer Richard Reeves's criticisms were much more specific. He said O'Donnell's only memorable recorded contribution to the discussions was his initial belief that Cuba meant nothing to the electorate. "Kennedy walked through O'Donnell's office with the aerial photos from the U-2 spy planes under his arm and said, 'You still think that fuss about Cuba is unimportant?' 

"'Absolutely,' said O'Donnell. 'The voters won't give a damn about Cuba.' 

"Kennedy unrolled the photos and O'Donnell said, 'I don't believe it,' to which the president responded: 'You better believe it'." 

Honest film
Reeves who also disputes whether O'Donnell was a member of ExComm, concedes that the film tries its best to be honest. "If the film were not made, a lot of people would never think about what happened, how close we came, or see John F Kennedy as anything but the playboy of the western world. Compared with most of the junk being made these days, 13 Days is practically Thucydides." 

Nevertheless, like Allison, he claims the depiction of the military as a Dr Strangelovian, rightwing clique, eager to manoeuvre the Kennedys into all-out war, does not quite tally with the facts. "The chairman of the joint chief of staffs, Maxwell Taylor, was a Kennedy ally - Robert Kennedy named one of his sons Matthew Maxwell Taylor Kennedy." 

Even so, some of the most melodramatic, Strangelove moments are true. The hawkish Air Force Chief of Staff Curtis LeMay, who later stood with the ultra-rightwinger George Wallace for the White House, did indeed say that the "big red dog is digging in our backyard and we are perfectly right to shoot him" and growled that the "the Kennedys are going to destroy this country". 

According to Almond, they also cut one scene straight from the White House tapes where the joint chiefs of staff exchange meaty profanities about the president when he walks out of the room. "It was so over the top, as if to suggest we were making them look bad." 

Another priceless moment from the tapes, when LeMay pounded the table and bellowed, "It's the greatest defeat in our history!...We should invade today!' after the deal was agreed with Moscow, was also excised for the same reason. 

Neither Khrushchev nor the Cubans get much of a look-in, which may be just as well for Fidel as it now appears he urged the Soviet Union to attack. 

Although the film has been well received, with some caveats, in the States, Donaldson said he was surprised that the most vehement attacks came from Britain. "I hold no particular torch for the Kennedys myself. I had to go to New Zealand to avoid being called up for Vietnam. But it is very noticeable how we were accused of rewriting history in Britain before a single shot was in the can. There is no doubt the name Kennedy divides people, and there seems to be a real resonance here. Obviously, their father did not win many friends here during his ambassadorship leading up to the last war, and a lot of residual hostility against them is that they were seen as interlopers, being the first non-White Anglo Saxon Protestants in the White House. 

Costner, who co-produced the film and fought for several years through six directors to have it made, makes no bones about his admiration for Camelot and is convinced the film will claw back a little of the dirt the Kennedys have been caked in. "If you didn't see Ali fight, you didn't know how great he was," he said. "If you didn't see John Wayne in Red River or Liberty Valance, you didn't know how good he could be. And for me, this movie offers us the opportunity to drop some of our cynicism and see one of the moments when Jack and Bobby Kennedy became golden." 
Questions:
1. What does the article say about Kevin Costner’s character Kenny O’Donnell?

2. What is the effect of making O’Donnell the lead character in the movie?

3. What are some of the controversies surrounding this movie that this article mentions?

4. The article says that a lot of the information for this movie was taken from Robert McNamara and Ted Sorensen, who were they?
5. Identify the following people: What position were they and what were their actions and opinions in this movie?

General Curtis LeMay


McGeorge Bundy


General Maxwell Taylor


Robert Kennedy


Dean Acheson


Adlai Stevenson

6. Why did the Soviets place nuclear missiles in Cuba? Why were Cuba and the Soviet Union allies?
7. How was the crisis resolved? Why did President Kennedy decide against using military force?
8. What does the Cuban Missile Crisis have to do with Berlin? Why was Berlin an issue in the Cold War?
9. Did the United States make the right decision? How could things have gone wrong had they acted differently during the Crisis?
10. If faced with a similar situation as President Kennedy and his advisors, what would you have done?
11. What lessons about decision-making can we draw from the Crisis?

