Rosemary Kennedy Forum with Kate Clifford Larson, author of The Hidden Kennedy Daughter, 2015
Larson’s book draws on research conducted at the Kennedy Library on letters and other primary sources made available in recent years.
Forum Notes by Katherine
Rose Marie Kennedy was born in 1918 in the house in Brookline.  She was born with what was then called “mental retardation” and what today we call “an intellectual disability.”  Rosemary didn’t receive enough oxygen during labor and that was at least one of the causes of her disability.
As a child when she was at home with the family, her siblings included her in activities and games, particularly sports (sailing, tennis).  Her enjoyment of family sports would lead Eunice to found the Special Olympics with its particular emphasis on physical activity. 

Rose and Joe sent Rosemary to boarding school starting at the age of 11 and she would change schools every two years during her youth.  According to Larson, she needed more time to adjust than they gave her before moving her to another environment and this was hard on Rosemary.  According to Larson, Rose and Joe had unrealistic expectations of the schools and of Rosemary, thinking if they just found the right set of teachers and environment that she would be “cured” – their word.  

Rosemary was able to achieve a 4th grade education and emotional maturity level.  If she were a child living today she would attend classes with a mixture of students with and without disabilities and as an adult would be able to live on her own with some assistance. 
 In the diary she kept as a teenager she described people she met, dances and concerts she attended, and a visit to the Roosevelt White House. When her father was appointed US Ambassador to Britain in 1938, Rosemary went to live in London and was presented at court along with her mother and sister Kathleen.

When the family returned to the States, Rosemary was having an increasingly difficult time.  She had unpredictable behavior, outbursts, seizures and was difficult to soothe when she became upset.  Her family suspected she had some mental health problems.  
In 1941, Joe and Rose discussed a risky but promising procedure -- a lobotomy.  It’s important to note for our 2015 mindset, that through the 1950s lobotomies were routine and generally thought to be a miracle cure for people with mental illness.  The doctor who developed the lobotomy even won a Nobel Prize for medicine.  Unfortunately the procedure did not help Rosemary and instead left her unable to walk and talk.  She lived at one institution in New York first, and then moved to St. Coletta’s School for Exceptional Children in Jefferson, Wisconsin where she fared better.  The doctors at St. Coletta’s reduced her medication and as a result she regained some speech and mobility.  She spent time with the nuns, going shopping in town.  She had friends, pets, and in the last years of her life she visited her family on Cape Cod.  She passed away at St. Coletta’s in 2005 at age 86.

Rosemary Kennedy died on January 7, 2005 at age 86. Eunice Shriver said in her eulogy that Rosemary had left a legacy that was long and deep. Along with inspiring Mrs. Shriver’s own work with Special Olympics, Rosemary had inspired her brother, President John F. Kennedy, to initiate sweeping legislation designed to improve the quality of life for Americans with disabilities. She had inspired her sister Jean Kennedy Smith to start Very Special Arts and her nephew, Anthony Shriver, to start Best Buddies, and her brother Senator Ted Kennedy to help sponsor the Americans with Disabilities Act.  
In Brief

In answer to questions that come up, here’s a summary:

Rosemary was born with an intellectual disability which kept her from learning at the rate she should have.
She achieved a 4th grade education level which means that today she would be in a mainstream classroom meaning she could go to school with other students with/without disabilities.  

There was a huge stigma about intellectual disability at this time.  Very little was known about disabilities of all kinds and people were often sent to live in institutions away from society.  In addition to her disability Rosemary most likely had mental health problems which also carried a stigma and which weren’t well understood.

Lobotomies were risky but routine through the 1950s, and thought to be a miracle cure for mental problems.  The doctor who developed the procedure was even awarded a Nobel Prize.  Joe Kennedy decided that Rosemary should undergo the procedure in hopes that it would “cure her.”  Unfortunately it made her worse, unable to walk or talk.  She spent the rest of her life in Wisconsin at a school for disabled children.  Through rehabilitation she regained some speech and mobility and was able to spend time with the family on Cape Cod.  She inspired her siblings to pursue several efforts including Eunice and the Special Olympics.    

