
June 5, 1968, felt like the end of hope—a feel ing acutely fa mil iar to many Amer i cans to day.

ROBERT F. KENNEDY WAS killed 50 years ago June 6—the third in a trio of high-pro �le
as sas si na tions dur ing that decade, the bloody coda to an era of po lit i cal vi o lence. To day, in
our di vided, un civil time, it’s worth re mem ber ing that Amer i cans sur vived the hor rors of
the 1960s and early ’70s, which be gan with the mur der of Robert’s older brother, Pres i dent
John F. Kennedy, in 1963. But 1968 was some thing of a water shed: “The year that
shattered Amer ica,” as Smith so nian has called it, de mol ished the hip pie fever dream of the
’60s with an ex plo sive cock tail of es ca lat ing war, racially charged ri ots, po lice bru tal ity
and the as sas si na tions of Martin Luther King Jr. and then RFK.
There was no 24-hour news cy cle back then. So cial me dia was not spread ing hate or forg -
ing di vi sive bub bles. The pres i dent wasn’t fan ning �ames with reg u lar tweets, covert Rus -
sian hack ers weren’t prop a gat ing fake news, and books pro claim ing the end of democ racy
hadn’t be come a lu cra tive side line for pub lish ers—all of which ex ac er bates our cur rent
tur moil, which can feel in tractable.
And yet, in 1968 we ex pe ri enced far worse. “As strange and ter ri ble as th ese times seem—
and they are in deed strange and ter ri ble— it’s hard for younger peo ple who are de spair ing
over Trump to imag ine what it felt like to my gen er a tion, com ing of age in the late 1960s,”
David Tal bot, author of Broth ers: The Hid den His tory
of the Kennedy Years, tells Newsweek. “A hideous im pe rial war that kept grind ing on and
on, de spite mas sive protests in the streets; long-re pressed racial rage ex plod ing ev ery
sum mer in our ci ties; a Wash ing ton power struc ture that seemed in ca pable of un der stand -
ing th ese protests and erup tions, let alone do any thing sub stan tial about it.”

The as sas si na tion of Robert F. Kennedy on June 5, 1968, felt like the end of
hope, which sounds acutely fa mil iar to many Amer i cans to day
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Peter Gold man, who wrote for Newsweek at the time (see page 23), re mem bers “a wide -
spread sense that we were in big trou ble. The foun da tions of the coun try we knew were
crum bling. Our pop u lar cul ture was chang ing.” Amer ica, Gold man says, seemed to have
“come loose from its moor ings.”
And Robert Kennedy was, for a mo ment, the man who could lead the na tion out of dark -
ness. RFK had been his older brother's at tor ney gen eral and re mained in that po si tion for
sev eral months after Lyn don B. John son was sworn in as pres i dent. But he left to run for
the U.S. Se nate from New York in 1964 and won the seat, veer ing fur ther and fur ther left—
well be yond JFK'S more con ser va tive ide ol ogy—cham pi oning the poor, civil rights and
labor ac tivism and speak ing out against the Viet nam War.
RFK en tered the 1968 pres i den tial pri mary late, an nounc ing on March 16. He would chal -
lenge John son and Min nesota Sen a tor Eu gene Mccarthy, who was run ning on an anti-war
plat form. But un like his ri vals, the Ivy League–ed u cated Kennedy had a re mark able abil ity
to speak to both black and work ing-class vot ers, cre at ing a coali tion in a time of in tense
po lit i cal an tag o nism. “What other rea son do we have re ally for [our] ex is tence as hu man
be ings un less we’ve made some other con tri bu tion to some body else to im prove their own
lives?” he said in one of his speeches, typ i cally pep pered with eru di tion and an al most ec -
cle si as tic, Catholic com pas sion.
In an in ter view with Kerry Kennedy for her book, Rip ples of Hope, com mem o rat ing the
an niver sary of her fa ther’s
as sas si na tion, Barack Obama (who turned 7 in 1968) says he took in spi ra tion from RFK’S
abil ity to change his views, be com ing more pro gres sive on race and poverty. “By the time
he was run ning for pres i dent, you had a sense of some body who had re ally gone in ward
and ex am ined him self,” Obama said.
The rich and priv i leged Kennedy was also re mark ably op posed to the in ter ests of big busi -
ness (a 1968 For tune ar ti cle called him the most un pop u lar can di date since FDR). The
gross do mes tic prod uct, he fa mously said in a post-an nounce ment speech in Repub li can
Kansas, “mea sures nei ther our wit, nor our courage, nei ther our wis dom nor our learn ing,
nei ther our com pas sion nor our de vo tion to our coun try. It mea sures ev ery thing, in short,
ex cept that which makes life worth while.”
LBJ quickly re al ized the im pli ca tions of Kennedy’s pop u lar ity; he pulled out of the race on
March 31, leav ing it wide open.
Footage in a new Net �ix doc u men tary se ries, Bobby Kennedy for Pres i dent, shows his
charisma. That, cou pled with a na tion still mourn ing his brother’s death, led to pro found
pub lic yearn ing. As he plunged into crowds, peo ple would grab his hands, yelling, “God
bless you!” In an in tro duc tion to her book, Kerry Kennedy writes that her fa ther’s hands
were rubbed raw and his shirt cu�s torn at the end of each cam paign day.
The na tion, mean while, was drown ing in death. The Tet O� en sive that started in Jan uary
of that year led to the war’s blood i est pe riod for U.S. troops, with 1968 its dead li est year:
16,592 Amer i can sol diers killed. The year would also see a peak of more than half a mil lion
men �ght ing the war.
And then, on April 4, just weeks after RFK en tered the race, Martin Luther King Jr. was as -
sas si nated at a mo tel in Mem phis, Ten nessee. Anger and de spair erupted in black com mu -



ni ties across the na tion, with ri ots in ci ties like Chicago, Bal ti more and New York. Kennedy
was cam paign ing in In di anapo lis that night, and lo cal po lice urged him to can cel his rally,
held in a mostly black neigh bor hood. Kennedy wouldn’t hear of it, speak ing ex tem po ra ne -
ously with a few jot ted notes. He quoted Aeschy lus, call ing him “my fa vorite poet”: “Even
in our sleep, pain which can not for get falls drop by drop upon the heart un til, in our own
de spair, against our will, comes wis dom through the aw ful grace of God.”
Sad-eyed but with a daz zling smile, Kennedy stumped across the na tion through April and
May. His chance of win ning the Demo cratic nom i na tion wasn’t cer tain, but the like li hood
was strong. Mil lions—pro gres sives and oth ers— saw in Kennedy the light and love that
could, as King had preached, drive out dark ness and hate.
But on June 5, the night of the Cal i for nia pri mary—then the last one in the Demo cratic pri -
mary sea son—any hope of sal va tion was de stroyed. Kennedy was shot to death in the
kitchen area of the Am bas sador Ho tel in Los An ge les at what was sup posed to have been
his vic tory party. In the hours be fore his mur der, as suc cess be came clear, sup port ers were
ec static. “It was like ev ery thing you could ever hope and wish for was go ing to hap pen,”
re called labor or ga nizer Dolores Huerta.
Sirhan Sirhan, a Pales tinian in censed over Kennedy’s sup port of Is rael, was con victed of
killing Kennedy and re mains in prison; the in ci dent is con sid ered by some to be the �rst
act of vi o lence on Amer i can soil stem ming from the Arab-is raeli con �ict. A few months
later, be numbed Democrats nom i nated Vice Pres i dent Hu bert Humphrey at a Chicago con -
ven tion
scarred by protests and po lice vi o lence. Richard Nixon was elected pres i dent in Novem ber.
Two years later, Na tional Guards men killed four stu dents at Kent State Univer sity in Ohio.
By 1974, Nixon was fac ing im peach ment and re signed.
Author Tal bot was 16 and a pas sion ate sup porter of Bobby Kennedy when he heard the
news of the as sas si na tion on his car ra dio. “That burst of gun �re not only mor tally
wounded RFK, it deeply dam aged the dreams for a bet ter Amer ica that had been em braced
by mil lions of peo ple like me,” he says. “For many in my gen er a tion, th ese wounds haven’t
healed; we still have trou ble be liev ing in our coun try’s fu ture.”
Young Amer i cans, en er gized by the enor mous prom ise of JFK, RFK and MLK, were left
reel ing. Jour nal ist Jack New �eld, present at Bobby’s mur der, elo quently summed up the
feel ing in his 1969 mem oir, RFK: “Now I re al ized what makes our gen er a tion unique, what
de �nes us apart from those who came be fore the hope ful win ter of 1961, and those who
came after the mur der ous spring of 1968. We are the �rst gen er a tion that learned from ex -
pe ri ence… that things were not re ally get ting bet ter, that we shall not over come. We felt,
by the time we reached thirty, that we had al ready glimpsed the most compassionate lead -
ers our na tion could pro duce, and they had all been as sas si nated. And from this time for -
ward, things would get worse: our best po lit i cal lead ers were part of mem ory now, not
hope. The stone was at the bot tom of the hill and we were all alone.”
That sense of de spair, how ever, was not shared by all. Rep re sen ta tive John Lewis, the
long time con gress man from Ge or gia and a civil rights leader, tells Newsweek that he and
other pro gres sives fought to main tain faith in the fu ture. “Dur ing the ’60s, in spite of
[those three] as sas si na tions, we never be came bit ter,” he says. “We never be came hos tile.



We never hated. We kept hold ing on—we kept dream ing. Although some thing died in all of
us, we kept the faith. We kept dream ing for a bet ter day.”
And bet ter days did come. Fifty years on, the U.S. poverty rate is dra mat i cally lower, and
tol er ance and equal ity are dra mat i cally higher: Gay mar riage is le gal, and there is in -
creased aware ness of dis crim i na tion against women and mi nori ties. Ob vi ously, there is
still much to be done, yet if we have learned any thing, it is that Amer i cans can turn again
to ward hope.
Kennedy ad viser and labor leader Paul Schrade was at the Am bas sador Ho tel and was shot
in the head dur ing the at tack. His spir i tual re cu per a tion took much longer than his long
phys i cal re cov ery. He left his job as an or ga nizer and went back to work in an aero space
fac tory for sev eral years, “be cause I wanted a quiet place,” he tells Newsweek. But Schrade
joined peace marches in the early 1970s—which he cred its with lead ing to the end of the
Viet nam War. And while he doesn’t think the coun try has ever re ally come back from the
era of as sas si na tions, at 93 he still has un wa ver ing faith in the power of pro gres sive move -
ments. “I am as ap palled at Trump as many peo ple, but we are, I think, turn ing a cor ner
with Black Lives Mat ter, the #Metoo move ment, and with the stu dents against guns.”
Obama main tains his be lief in the coun try that elected him as its �rst black pres i dent,
�nd ing lessons, even in spi ra tion, in Amer ica’s worst mo ments, as RFK did. “If we’re go ing
to talk about our his tory, then we should do it in a way that heals, not in a way that
wounds, not in a way that di vides,” he said at a rally last Oc to ber. “That’s how we rise up.
We don’t rise up by re peat ing the past. We rise up by learn ing from the past and lis ten ing
to each other.”
“In spite of what is hap pen ing to day,” says Lewis, “we shall, and will, over come.”


