Updated 2017
How to Answer Challenging Questions/Comments
1) On the whole, visitors to the Library have great respect for the institution, the president, and for you as docents.  Visitors are curious about JFK’s life and about the Library, but it is rare that a visitor will argue with a docent.  
2) The Museum focuses on the period of 1960-1963 which is why, for example, you don’t see an exhibit on John Jr.’s adult years, etc.  Conversations about the museum design sparked by “difficult questions” can often be interesting and enjoyable for you and for the visitor.  Often people just want to know about the point of view of the exhibits and the choices that are made in their design.
3) If a visitor has a controversial question or comment, hear them out.  Take a moment to collect your thoughts before answering.  If you’re not sure what the question is, ask the visitor to clarify it.  

4) Your tone of voice, facial expression, and body language should all show that you are listening to the question and are doing your best to respond to it.  If a visitor continues to prod you or harass you, repeat your answer.   Say “OK, thank you.  Let’s move on.”  Avoid joking around or making offhand remarks.  Keep your answer clear and concise.    

5) Don’t feel you have to defend the Library or explain away what the person is asking.  
6) Never be afraid to say “I don’t know.”

7) Mention that there are three credible biographies on JFK that you encourage visitors to look at if they are interested. Biographies recommended by the education department are Kennedy by Theodore Sorensen, Profile of Power by Richard Reeves, and An Unfinished Life by Robert Dallek.

8) If a visitor has a complaint they want to make to staff, refer them to the front desk who will contact the manager on duty.

Common Challenging Questions
World War II

Q:
Was JFK asleep at the wheel when his PT boat was hit by a Japanese destroyer?

A:
No, there is no evidence to suggest this.  
Background: A thorough report was conducted by the Navy following the crash and no misconduct was discovered.  The conditions the night of the crash were very dangerous: no moon, PT boat running on one engine to avoid phosphorescence, and a code of radio silence.

Q:
If JFK’s health was poor, why was he accepted into the Navy?

A:
His father used connections to help him enlist.

Background: Knowing that his son wouldn’t pass his physical exam, Joe Kennedy contacted a navy commander he had met in London and pulled some strings to help John F. Kennedy enlist. 
Campaign and Election

Q:
Did John F. Kennedy write Profiles in Courage?

A:
Yes. Kennedy had help with the research and editing of Profiles in Courage from his wife and from Ted Sorensen, but the final words are his.  
Background:  In 1957 there was a charge made on a television show that the book was ghostwritten.  JFK had his lawyer review his handwritten notes and drafts, and together with Sorensen demanded a retraction on the TV show.  The Vice President of ABC read an apology on the air.  Sorensen wrote in an affidavit “The author is Senator Kennedy, who originally selected its characters, determined its contents, and wrote and rewrote each of its chapters.”
Q:  
Who wrote the Inaugural Address?  JFK or Ted Sorensen?

A:
Many people contributed ideas and wording but the final product is John F. Kennedy’s.
Background: According to our Curator Stacey Bredhoff, the speech was a collaboration, like many of Kennedy’s speeches.  Ted Sorensen was the biggest collaborator on it, but others such as John Kenneth Galbraith, Arthur Schlesinger and Harris Wofford contributed ideas and phrases.
John F. Kennedy took Ted Sorensen’s draft and reworked it a lot in places and very little in others.  Sorensen has said that he got to the point, after writing so many campaign speeches and other speeches with JFK, that he didn’t quite know where JFK ended and where he began, and vice versa.  

Q:  
Did Joe Kennedy “buy” the election?

A:  
He spent a considerable amount of money on the campaign and exerted a great deal of influence by meeting repeatedly with political bosses and delegates in key areas such as Chicago.   He never did anything illegal.  

Background: After the 1956 convention, rumors started to circulate among journalists and columnists, including Eleanor Roosevelt, that Joe Kennedy was buying the presidency for his son.  John F. Kennedy brought the criticism front and center when he joked about his father’s spending in 1958 saying he’d just received a telegram that read “Dear Jack.  Don’t buy a single vote more than is necessary.  I’ll be damned if I’m going to pay for a landslide.”  Again, the “Kennedy machine” as it was called was very well-organized and well-funded, but never did anything illegal.  
Q:  
Was there voter fraud in Illinois?

A:
It’s likely there was fraud in both parties.  

Background : There may have been voter fraud, but even if Nixon had won Illinois, Kennedy still would have won the electoral and popular vote overall.  Republicans made allegations of voter fraud in Illinois after the 1960 campaign.  Sorensen says Nixon did not demand a recount for these reasons  1) Republican voter fraud was at least as widespread or worse than that alleged about Chicago. 2)  Had Kennedy not won Illinois, he still would have won the electoral vote.  3) A majority of the popular vote did not favor Nixon.  The Justice Department found no evidence of violation by the Kennedy campaign of federal law.  
The Kennedy Presidency 
Q:
Was the Peace Corps an instrument of the Cold War?
A:
No.
Background: Though the Peace Corps was established during the Cold War, it was not created for the purpose of spreading the United States’ system of government.  The Peace Corps was established with the same three goals it still has today :  1) Helping the people of interested countries in meeting their need for trained men and women.   2) Helping promote a better understanding of Americans on the part of the peoples served.   3) Helping promote a better understanding of other peoples on the part of Americans. 
Q:  
Did Kennedy really say “I am a jelly doughnut”?

A:
German language experts, Kennedy’s translator, even Germans who were there over the years have disagreed about the exact meaning of the sentence construction.  President Kennedy wanted to say convey solidarity with the people of West Berlin and the audience understood his message.
Background: However we translate Ich bin ein Berliner, he did not intend to say I am a jelly doughnut, nor did the audience think that’s what he said.  Many historians and linguists have stepped in to poke a hole in the doughnut story and clear JFK’s name of this controversy. Historian Andreas Daum notes, “saying ein Berliner is correct if used metaphorically,” which, of course, is what Kennedy was doing – not saying he was literally from Berlin, but that he was symbolically with Berlin. Historian Jürgen Eichhoff argues that the wording JFK used was actually the only way to express this particular meaning, and the German speakers (including West Berlin Mayor Willy Brandt) who heard JFK practice the speech agreed. Historians also point out that archival evidence (like recordings and witness interviews) debunk the idea that the German-speaking crowd found anything weird about JFK’s wording: “No one in the square,” Presidential advisor McGeorge Bundy later said, “confused JFK with a doughnut.”
Q:
Would the United States have gotten as heavily involved in Vietnam as it did had Kennedy remained president?
A:
This is called a counterfactual history question and it’s not something we engage with because it’s based purely on speculation. We cannot make any predictions about what President Kennedy would have done about Vietnam or any other issue.  Any conclusions are purely hypothetical.
Background: This is a question that historians have debated for years.  In answer to this question and any other hypothetical question about what would have happened had he lived, we can only speculate about what Kennedy would have done regarding Vietnam.  
Q: 
What happened to James Meredith after he graduated from the University of Mississippi?

A:
In 1966 Meredith began a solo march across the South.  He was shot in the leg on his journey and Martin Luther King took up the rest of the march.  In 1968 Meredith graduated from Columbia University law school. Meredith’s career has included a run for a congressional seat in 1972 a period of work for Senator Jesse Helms beginning in 1989.  Though his desegregation of Ole Miss is seen as one of the seminal moments in civil rights history, Meredith never identified with the movement.  He saw himself as a solo crusader again the injustices of Jim Crow.

Q:  
What do you think about assassination conspiracy theory X?
A:  
Several conspiracy theories have been suggested over time, but no one has 

   
produced enough evidence to prove any of the theories.
Q:
Doesn’t the Kennedy Library have more information about the assassination?

A:
No.
Background: The Museum doesn’t interpret the assassination in part because we don’t have any material related to it.  Assassination records are not part of the Library's collection and they are held by the National Archives in Maryland as of 1992.  We understand people have questions about the President's death, but we do try to focus on his life, presidency, and legacy here at the presidential library.  
Health
Q: 
I heard that President Kennedy was often ill.  Is that true?
A:
Yes, John F. Kennedy had several illnesses as a child and chronic conditions that continued into adulthood.

Background: President Kennedy was sick a lot when he was a child and even had scarlet fever once.  Robert Kennedy used to joke that if a mosquito bit his brother the mosquito would die.  When he was serving in the House of Representatives Kennedy learned he had Addison’s disease.  The disease affects the adrenal glands and causes weight loss and weakness.  If left untreated it can lead to the collapse of the circulatory system.  Kennedy managed his Addison’s with cortisone injections. His lifelong struggle with back pain started when he played football in high school and was exacerbated by the PT boat collision.  
Q:
Did JFK have back trouble?  What caused it?
A:
Football, spinal surgery, and the PT boat collision 

Background: President Kennedy first experienced back pain as a result of playing football when he was young.  His pain greatly increased after his PT boat accident when he was thrown against the cockpit.  He had to have 2 back surgeries in the 50s following his WWII service.  You may have seen him on the stretcher in the introductory film.  To help ease the pain he sometimes used crutches in private and would often sit in a rocking chair.  Notice the one in the Oval Office exhibit which he used in the Oval Office.  He also swam in the White House swimming pool every day.
Personal and Family Life

Q:  
Why doesn’t the museum discuss President Kennedy’s personal life?
A:  
The Museum focuses on President Kennedy’s public life as President.  The exhibits are one interpretation of Kennedy’s life, and there are other interpretations out there.  The museum doesn’t claim to present a whole picture or to force one point of view.     

Q:
Why doesn’t the museum have anything about Marilyn Monroe?

A:  
There are many rumors about John F. Kennedy. Any relationship with Marilyn 

Monroe is one of those rumors. 

Q:
What disability did Rosemary have?

A:
Rosemary Kennedy was born with what was then known as mental retardation, a phrase we don’t use today. Today we use the term cognitive or intellectual disability.  
Background: She was slower to crawl, to walk, and to speak in comparison with her brothers and sisters.  At school age began to show signs of learning disabilities.  We have to remember that this was a very different time and very little was known at the time about cognitive disabilities.  The following years she underwent a lobotomy, a common procedure at the time though not today.  

Q:
Why did Rosemary have a lobotomy?  What happened to her after the procedure?
A:
Lobotomies were common at the time.  She lived in an institution in Wisconsin following the procedure. 
Background: At the time, not much was known about mental retardation.  After being persuaded that a lobotomy would help to calm his daughter and prevent her sometimes violent mood swings, Joseph Kennedy authorized the operation. The relatively new procedure, which at the time seemed to hold great promise, left Rosemary permanently incapacitated and unable to care for herself.  Rosemary was sent to St. Coletta’s School for Exceptional Children in Jefferson, Wisconsin, where she would live the rest of her life.  Rosemary died in 2005 at the age of 86.
Q:
What was Rosemary’s relationship to her family?

A:
The Kennedy children felt very fondly toward their sister.  They always made an effort to include Rosemary in games and activities.  Her struggles inspired Eunice Kennedy Shriver to start the Special Olympics and John Kennedy to urge legislation for better research into the causes of disabilities.
Q:
Where is there information about Ted Kennedy?

A:
Clips from a Ken Burns documentary in the Legacy Room covers Ted Kennedy’s political career.  He is also featured in the Profiles in Courage video in that room.  
Museum Exhibits

Q:
Why doesn’t the museum have anything about John Jr. or Caroline as adults?

A:
The exhibits cover 1960-1963 and President Kennedy’s legacy.  The people who designed the exhibits felt strongly that visitors should experience events as they happened during that period.  Thus you will see Caroline and John, Jr. in photographs at the age they were at the time.  In the Legacy Room you can listen to John Jr. and Caroline as adults talking about Profiles in Courage.  

Q:  
Why doesn’t the Museum have more material on President Kennedy’s assassination?

A:  
It is true that the museum does not have an exhibit on the assassination.  When the Museum was designed it was decided that the exhibits would focus on President Kennedy’s life and legacy and not the way he died.  We hope that visitors will leave the museum inspired, with a sense of hope about the future rather than sadness about the past.  
Visitors experience that event the same way most people learned about it at the time, through television.  We do have a topic guide on our website about the Assassination under “JFK in History.”  You can also check out the book Case Closed by Gerald Posner.
Library Collections

Q:  
Does the Library have assassination records?
A:  
The Library does not have assassination records.  In 1992, Congress ordered that all assassination-related material be housed in the National Archives in Washington, D.C.

Q:
Can we go upstairs just to look at the Library?

A:
The Library is a research library, not a lending library.  Visitors cannot go upstairs for casual browsing, but anyone who has a research question can make an appointment to use the research room.  Call 617-514-1629.    

Q:
If you don’t know the answer, where can I find more information?

A:
The Library’s website, jfklibrary.org, has a digital archives where many of President Kennedy’s papers are online. There are also topic guides, image galleries and online interactives.  If you’re a teacher you can contact our Education and Public Programs Department at 617-514-1580. Some biographies recommended by the Education and Public Programs Department:  Kennedy by Theodore Sorensen, An Unfinished Life by Robert Dallek.  Profile of Power by Richard Reeves.  Visitors can contact the research room on their own to ask a question. Direct them to jfklibrary.org. 
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