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Most every American alive at the time remembers where he or she was when word of John F. 
Kennedy’s assassination came. Members of the Third Infantry Regiment, the U.S. Army’s official 
ceremonial unit, were no exception.

As their fellow citizens reeled in horror and sorrow, however, the dedicated soldiers of the Third 
Infantry, the “Old Guard,” realized their professionalism and sense of duty would be called upon 
in this, their finest hour. Their normal duties ranged from burying soldiers at Arlington National 
Cemetery to welcoming visiting heads of state at the White House. The Kennedy state funeral 
imposed special demands. Whatever the task, it was performed with the precision and dignity these 
solemn events deserved.The shock they felt when they learned of the assassination had to give 
way to duty.

Their Finest Hour  was written by more than twenty members of The Old Guard—privates, 
sergeants, lieutenants, and captains among them—who were there for Kennedy’s funeral. 

They share their memories of going to Andrews Air Force Base to receive the body of the president, 
standing watch over the casket at the White House, transferring the casket to the Capitol to lie in 
state in the Rotunda, and then proceeding to St. Matthew’s Cathedral for the funeral Mass and to 
Arlington National Cemetery over four intense and sorrowful days.

The Old Guard’s tasks ranged from carrying the casket, managing spirited horses, and even holding 
the hand of an active John F. Kennedy, Jr., “John-John,” who had just turned three. Every step of 
the way required hours and hours of intense training and practice and making plans and changing 
plans at the drop of a hat.

These soldiers’ sense of duty was on display to a  grateful nation, an audience of millions watching 
on television, which drew solace from their professionalism and humanity.

Their Finest Hour presents the personal accounts by 22 members of the 3d U.S. Infantry Regiment 
(The Old Guard) who played key roles in the State Funeral for President John F. Kennedy…. 
The book provides the reader with a fascinating, behind-the-scenes view of how this great team of 
individuals overcame an incredible amount of obstacles in the four days between the assassination 
and the interment at Arlington National Cemetery and executed a world-class State Funeral that 
remains the standard 50 years later.  

Colonel David P. Anders
78th Commander
3d U.S. Infantry Regiment (The Old Guard)
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Almost every living American who was born before 1960 remembers where he or 
she was on November 22, 1963, when Walter Cronkite spoke the unspeakable by 
announcing on television to a shocked nation the stunning news that President John 
F. Kennedy had been killed by an assassin’s bullets.
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aC k n ow l e d g e m e n T

This book was first published in a different form in 2008 under the title Farewell to The 
President. After the first 100 copies were distributed, the manuscript was reviewed in 
2009 by Michael Wutz, of  the English Department, and Susan J. Matt and Branden 
Little, of  the History Department at Weber State University at Ogden, Utah. These 
three professors saw merit in the work and made numerous recommendations for its 
improvement. Chief  among these was a recommendation that the individual accounts 
of  the state funeral be arranged chronologically instead of  having each person’s 
account stand independently as in the original edition. This provides the reader a better 
understanding and a more comprehensive overview of  the sequence of  events. This 
major revision required that the book be completely reorganized and largely rewritten, 
and it received a new title. Without the vision shown by these three unpaid consultants 
and their invaluable advice on many subjects, the book in its present form would not 
exist. I am deeply grateful for their insight, wisdom, and unfailingly good advice and 
especially for their friendship.

Thomas F. Reid
November 11, 2010
Veterans Day
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d e d i C aT i o n

This book is dedicated to the memory of  Capt. Michael D. Groves and First Lieutenant 
Samuel R. Bird. Mike Groves was the company commander of  Honor Guard Company 
of  The Old Guard during the state funeral for President John F. Kennedy in 1963. 
Sam Bird was a platoon leader in Honor Guard Company also assigned as officer in 
charge of  the casket-bearing team. Honor Guard Company provided many of  the elite 
troops performing special duties during the four-day funeral, including being members 
of  the Death Watch, the casket bearers, the military escort, and the National Colors 
detail among others. As a result, Mike Groves was involved in almost every aspect 
of  the funeral. Sam Bird was highly visible, marching at the head of  the casket and 
lending a hand to the casket bearers at difficult spots.

Mike Groves suffered an aortic aneurysm and died suddenly and unexpectedly in his 
home one week after the burial of  President Kennedy. Coming so soon after the 
president’s assassination, Mike’s untimely death was an additional blow and a great 
shock to The Old Guard. He was respected and admired by all who knew him, and he 
was revered by the men in his company.

After completing his assignment with The Old Guard, Sam Bird volunteered to be 
sent to Vietnam. On January 27, 1967, Sam’s twenty-seventh birthday and the last day 
he was scheduled to be in the field, Sam, who was then a captain, was shot through the 
head, suffering severe brain damage. He died on October 18, 1984 from the wounds 
he had received seventeen years earlier.

These two exceptional officers exemplified the high standards of  excellence for 
leadership and devotion to duty by which all other officers in The Old Guard are 
measured. They each gave their lives in the service of  their country. A greater love 
than this hath no man…

The Editors
Edward Gripkey
Wesley Groesbeck
James McElroy
Kenneth Pond
Thomas Reid
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P ro l o g u e
d a l l a s ,  Te x a s

At 12:30 p.m., Central Standard Time, on November 22, 1963, President John F. 
Kennedy was killed when he was struck in the head and neck by two 6.5 mm rifle 
bullets fired by Lee Harvey Oswald from the sixth-floor window of  the Texas School 
Book Depository building as Kennedy’s motorcade drove through Dealey Plaza in 
Dallas, Texas. President Kennedy was riding in an open-top limousine with his wife, 
Jacqueline, and Texas governor John Connally and his wife, Nellie. Governor Connally 
was wounded by one of  the three shots fired into the president’s car.

For the first time in history the entire nation mourned and shared its grief  at the loss 
of  its beloved president. When Abraham Lincoln was assassinated in 1865, a long, 
bloody Civil War had just concluded. A large part of  the population still supported 
the Confederacy and opposed President Lincoln. People obtained their news mainly 
from newspapers, which provided a one-day buffer between the assassination and its 
publication, which ameliorated the effects of  the tragic news. Still, an outpouring of  
communal grieving followed Lincoln’s funeral train as it plodded its circuitous course 
across the country from Washington, D.C., to Illinois for his burial.

During the bookend tragedies at the beginning and the end of  World War II, the attack 
on Pearl Harbor and the death of  Franklin D. Roosevelt, the populace still depended 
largely on newspapers for their news, but they also listened to the radio. There was a 
huge public outcry of  shock and sorrow at both events as the nation united in grief. 
Despite their loss, mourners were not able to participate in the president’s funeral 
directly, as the state of  the day’s communications technology did not permit it.

By November 1963, television had become the principal source of  the people’s news. 
Most Americans over age fifty remember hearing of  President Kennedy’s death from 
Walter Cronkite when it was announced on TV. For the entire four days of  the funeral, 
nothing else was on TV. The same scenes were broadcast over and over by the few 
channels available. People across the country were transfixed to their TVs. For the first 
time in history an entire nation attended the funeral of  its president and mourned him 
together; the depth of  their sorrow was reinforced by sharing it with each other.
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The youthful president had captured the imagination of  the nation, and, with his 
attractive wife, Jacqueline, projected a glamorous image of  Camelot in the White 
House. With his death it became obvious that if  Camelot was vulnerable, then we 
were all at risk.

The arrival at Andrews Air Force Base of  Air Force One with the president’s body on 
board marked the beginning of  a state funeral that lasted until November 25, 1963, 
when President Kennedy’s body was buried at Arlington National Cemetery.

To understand the conditions prevailing at that time, one must be aware of  certain 
facts. President Kennedy was elected in 1960 and inaugurated in January 1961. 
By November 1963, when he was assassinated, the Cold War was at its peak. The 
Cuban Missile Crisis, which brought the United States and the Soviet Union to the 
verge of  thermonuclear warfare, had occurred one year earlier. When Kennedy was 
assassinated, there was initial suspicion among his staff  that the Soviet Union may 
have been involved. Furthermore, the presidential staff  that accompanied him to 
Dallas wondered at first whether this assassination was part of  a broader plot to 
eliminate the government.

There was great turmoil in Dallas immediately following the assassination. At Parkland 
Hospital, where the president was pronounced dead, his body was placed in a casket. 
There was a confrontation and a standoff  between the president’s staff, including 
the Secret Service agents, and the Dallas police authorities over the removal of  the 
president’s body. The president’s entourage announced their intent for an immediate 
departure on Air Force One with the president’s body on board. The local authorities 
objected, pointing out that Texas law required an autopsy to be performed before the 
decedent’s remains could be removed from their jurisdiction. The Texas authorities 
claimed custody of  the president’s body. The president’s entourage decided to leave 
at once because they feared the effect that such a delay would have on the president’s 
widow and felt vulnerable being on the ground in Texas considering the uncertainty 
regarding possible Soviet involvement.

Forming a phalanx around Jackie Kennedy and the casket, White House staffers and 
Secret Service agents rushed for the exit, pushing past the Dallas policemen stationed 
at the door, and beat a hasty retreat to their vehicles outside to take them to the 
security afforded by Air Force One. Even after the casket was safely on board the 
plane, anxiety remained high that the Dallas Police might try to prevent their departure 
with the body until they were finally airborne.
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Once on board the Boeing 707, much smaller than today’s Boeing 747, conditions 
became grim. Expecting an immediate departure, the crew had disconnected the 
ground-mounted air supply, and the airplane soon became an oven. To make matters 
worse, the plane was crowded. LBJ had flown to Dallas on Air Force Two, and the 
Kennedy staff  had expected him to return to Washington, D.C., the same way, and 
so they were surprised to see him on board. They thought of  it as “Jack’s plane” and 
viewed LBJ almost as an intruder at their private wake.

Brigadier General Godfrey McHugh, the president’s air force aide, was nominally in 
charge of  Air Force One and its pilot, Colonel James Swindal. Brig. Gen. McHugh 
told the pilot to take off  at once. Col. Swindal replied that he had been directed to wait 
on the tarmac for the arrival of  a judge to administer the presidential oath of  office 
to Lyndon Johnson. When he was informed that LBJ was on board, McHugh was 
surprised and shouted in a voice loud enough to be heard by LBJ, “My president is in 
that box back there.” McHugh was frustrated that Swindal would not obey his order 
to take off  at once, and his spontaneous reaction reflected the animosity felt by the 
Kennedy loyalists toward Lyndon Johnson.

Johnson phoned Bobby Kennedy from Air Force One to inform him of  his intent 
to take the oath of  office as president before the plane took off. When the judge 
arrived to administer the oath, LBJ requested that Jacqueline Kennedy stand by his 
side. The Kennedy camp took this action as being inconsiderate of  and insensitive 
to the bereaved widow and further evidence of  LBJ’s unsuitability for the office of  
president. After the plane finally took off, several of  those on board broke out the 
liquor stock and commenced to drown their sorrows and relieve their jangled nerves.

Bobby Kennedy personified the hatred of  LBJ felt by the Kennedy loyalists. Bobby 
and LBJ each considered the other his enemy, and their respective loyalists felt the 
same way. Anyone loyal to their enemies was also their enemy.

When Air Force One landed an Andrews AFB outside Washington, D.C., Bobby 
rushed onto the airplane, searching for Jackie Kennedy. In his single-minded haste, 
Bobby pushed past LBJ without even acknowledging the presence of  the person who 
was now officially the president. This affront was a serious breach of  protocol that did 
not go unnoticed by LBJ. The battle lines were being drawn.

The tensions experienced by Brig. Gen. McHugh help to explain his erratic behavior 
upon landing at Andrews AFB. When the cargo hatch was opened, McHugh disdained 
the use of  the military casket-bearing team waiting on the tarmac to unload the 
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president’s casket. His behavior almost led to an altercation between the military casket 
team and the Secret Service agents on board over who would unload the casket. (A 
more detailed description of  the confrontation is in chapters 23 and 24.)

Major General Chester V. (Ted) Clifton, U.S. Army, was President Kennedy’s senior 
military aide. Maj. Gen. Clifton had not been in Dallas with Brig. Gen. McHugh, the 
air force aide, and therefore had not been subjected to the same stress that McHugh 
had experienced. However, both generals were exposed to the same adversarial 
sentiments concerning LBJ loyalists that prevailed among John Kennedy’s staff. They 
were also both aware that Kennedy’s death would likely adversely impact their future 
service with the new president, who would probably appoint new aides. Both of  their 
positions were jeopardized; both men faced the unexpected and imminent loss of  
their positions along with their power and prestige. This might explain to some extent 
why Clifton behaved harshly with Capt. Terence Cooney, the site control officer (SCO) 
in charge of  ceremonies at the White House and why he acted punitively toward 
Capt. Thomas Reid, the SCO at Arlington National Cemetery. (For more information 
regarding the Cooney incident, see chapter 32. For information regarding Clifton’s 
actions with Reid, see chapter 62) As the actions of  both generals do not seem to have 
been warranted by their objective circumstances, there may be a subjective explanation 
for their unusual behavior.

[NOTE: The information contained in the passage above is largely derived from a 
History Channel TV program, “The Kennedy Assassination: 24 Hours After,” first 
broadcast on November 21, 2009. - The Editors.]
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T h e  o l d  g ua r d

The president’s plane landed at Andrews AFB at 6:30 p.m. Eastern Standard Time on 
November 22, 1963. As the nation watched, the U.S. Army’s official ceremonial unit, 
the Third Infantry Regiment (The Old Guard), played the leading role in numerous 
ceremonies during the president’s state funeral. The troops who made up The Old 
Guard could not take time to indulge their sorrow at the loss of  their president. Their 
loss was acute and personal since they regularly conducted ceremonies for him, which 
gave them an affinity and affection for the late president. Instead, they suppressed 
their feelings and went into action immediately to organize, plan, and perform the 
many solemn ceremonies that made up a state funeral as their final tribute to their 
fallen hero. Their grieving had to wait until after the funeral.

The Military District of  Washington (MDW) was the headquarters with overall 
responsibility for planning, organizing, and conducting state funerals. MDW had a 
basic plan for state funerals and a specific plan for each person entitled to a state 
funeral, which were rehearsed regularly. However, there was no specific plan for 
Kennedy’s funeral. His was largely made up as it went along; the Kennedy family 
requested many modifications to the plan, and many of  its aspects were improvised. 
Several people, ostensibly speaking for the president’s widow, directed MDW to make 
numerous modifications to the basic plan. The Old Guard was left to adapt to the 
constantly changing situation as well as it could.

The Old Guard is the oldest regiment in the army, having been organized in 1784. 
It fought with distinction in numerous battles in the War of  1812, the Indian Wars, 
the Mexican War, the Civil War, the Spanish-American War in Cuba, the Philippine 
Insurrection, World War II, and Vietnam. It proudly displays fifty-one battle streamers 
attached to the regimental colors. Since 1948 The Old Guard has had the privilege 
of  providing the sentinels to guard the Tomb of  the Unknown Soldier at Arlington 
National Cemetery. The Third Infantry Regiment performs a variety of  ceremonial 
duties, including daily military funerals at Arlington National Cemetery, frequent 
parades for the public during the summer, and other military pageants open to the 
public. It routinely performs welcoming ceremonies on the White House lawn for 
visiting heads of  state.

In addition to its substantial ceremonial responsibilities, the Third Infantry Regiment 
is also a combat-ready unit, having significant responsibilities for the defense of  the 
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nation’s capital. To maintain its readiness for this mission, the regiment regularly 
conducts tactical training at Fort A.P. Hill, Virginia, mainly during the winter, which is 
off-season for parades.

The regimental crest depicts many details of  The Old Guard’s storied history. The 
Third Infantry is the only regiment in the army permitted to use the United States 
shield as part of  its coat of  arms, commemorating its colonial origin. The fortified 
hill and the bayonet represent the willingness of  the Third Infantry to close with the 
enemy in bayonet assaults during the war with Mexico. On April 18, 1847, the regiment 
came under fire from the enemy strongly posted on the heights of  Cerro Gordo in 
Mexico and was ordered by Major General Winfield Scott to capture the position, 
which was done by a spirited bayonet charge. The Chapultepec Baton depicted on 
the regimental crest is made of  wood from the original flagstaff, which in 1847 stood 
in front of  the cathedral in the Grand Plaza of  Mexico City. It was presented to the 
regiment to commemorate the part it took in the capture of  the city, especially the 
successful bayonet attack it made on the fortress of  Chapultepec.

The traditional name of  the regiment came from the victory parade following the 
capture of  Mexico City, which the Third Infantry had had the honor of  leading. As 
the regiment approached the reviewing stand, the commander of  the army, Maj. Gen. 
Scott turned to his staff  and announced “Gentlemen, take off  your hats to The Old 
Guard of  the army.” In recognition of  the courageous use of  the bayonet shown by 
the Third Infantry, since 1922 the regiment has been uniquely authorized to always 
pass in review in parades with bayonets fixed. As its distinctive unit insignia members 
of  The Old Guard wear a cockade, signifying its colonial founding, and a Buff  Strap 
worn at the point of  the left shoulder, consisting of  a strap of  black leather one-half  
inch wide with a strip of  buff  leather woven into it so that two lengths of  the buff  
leather, each one and three-quarters of  an inch long, appear in front of  the shoulder, 
and three show to the rear.



18 | TheiR FiNesT houR ThomAs F. Reid | 19

i n T ro d u C T i o n

This book is published as a tribute to the memory of  President John F. Kennedy in 
anticipation of  the fiftieth anniversary in 2013 of  his death in 1963. It is also intended 
as a tribute to the U.S. Army’s official ceremonial unit, the Third United States Infantry 
Regiment (The Old Guard), which played the leading role in President’s Kennedy’s 
four-day state funeral, November 22–25, 1963.

This book is a compilation of  the personal remembrances of  twenty-two former 
members of  The Old Guard who participated in President Kennedy’s state funeral in 
November 1963. The seven parts of  this book are arranged in the chronological order 
in which the major ceremonial events took place: (1) Planning and Preparation, (2) 
Andrews AFB and Bethesda Naval Hospital, (3) Events at The White House, (4) The 
Capitol Building, (5) Saint Matthew’s Cathedral, (6) Arlington National Cemetery, and 
(7) The Gravesite and events after the burial.

This compilation of  twenty-two personal memoirs of  the JFK funeral is unique. It 
contains “insider” information not found in any other sources. Each of  the former 
Old Guardsmen who wrote his account of  the funeral saw only a small portion of  
the whole four-day event and wrote from their individual perspectives. Nobody saw 
the entire funeral, but by putting together the many viewpoints portrayed in this 
book, a more complete picture of  the funeral emerges. The personal accounts of  
these twenty-two participants in the funeral are organized into seventy-four chapters 
arranged chronologically.

This book was compiled, edited, and published by five former Old Guardsmen 
who participated in JFK’s funeral. The five served together in The Old Guard and 
knew each other. After having no contact with each other for forty-four years since 
leaving Fort Myer, Edward M. Gripkey, Wesley A. Groesbeck, James W. McElroy, 
Kenneth S. Pond, and Thomas F. Reid (who, with amusement sometimes refer 
to themselves as “The Old Guard Geezers”) reestablished connections by e-mail 
and telephone. In 2007, after exchanging many messages, they decided to meet in 
person in some form of  reunion. Regrettably, due to scheduling difficulties, only 
three were able to attend the reunion, but that reunion became the origin of  this 
book. The three Old Guard Geezers met for two days in Monroeville, a suburb 
of  Pittsburgh, in 2007. Present were Tom Reid, who, in 1963, was the company 
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commander of  D Company, Ed Gripkey, who was Reid’s executive officer, and Jim 
McElroy, one of  Reid’s platoon leaders.

During their reunion, Reid disclosed that for forty-four years since the JFK funeral 
he had felt ashamed of  having been fired without explanation from presiding over 
the interment ceremony he had organized and planned. Reid surmises that his being 
relieved of  his duties was due to an unguarded comment he made to the wife of  Maj. 
Gen. Ted Clifton, the military aide to President Kennedy. Clifton’s wife was grieving 
heavily and apparently misunderstood something that Reid said to her. (The full story 
of  how Reid was fired by a general’s wife is in Chapter 62.) Reid’s former lieutenants 
wisely pointed out to him that he should not feel ashamed because he had done nothing 
wrong. They felt that Lieutenant Colonel Cross, the regimental commander, owed Reid 
the same degree of  loyalty and protection that Reid had shown to his subordinates and 
that the colonel should have protected Reid from interference outside the chain of  
command, which he failed to do. They thought that at a minimum, Reid deserved to 
be told why he had been relieved from such a significant position.

With this simple statement a miraculous healing occurred. The shame that Reid had 
carried for so long instantly disappeared. Reid’s former subordinates had become 
his wise and effective healers. The three refer to this event as “The Miracle in 
Monroeville.” For Reid it was an epiphany. The freedom from shame allowed Reid to 
discuss his part in the episode openly for the first time, which eventually led to the 
compilation of  this book.

The Geezers all shared an awareness that serving in The Old Guard and participating 
in JFK’s funeral were watershed events in their lives. Recognizing the importance of  
recording and preserving this valuable information, they all resolved to write their 
recollections of  the funeral for the benefit of  posterity. Producing their five personal 
memoirs of  the funeral led The Old Guard Geezers to try to locate other participants 
in the JFK funeral and to compile a collection of  their firsthand accounts. The twenty-
two vignettes in this collection represent the results of  the Geezers’ efforts. Each 
person’s individual account has been divided into separate chronological segments, 
resulting in the seventy-four chapters.

The state funeral was an intense four-day pressure cooker for those charged with 
planning, organizing, and conducting the various ceremonies the funeral required. 
To meet the arduous schedule of  events, many people were performing ceremonies 
during the day and planning, preparing, and rehearsing at night for the next round 
the following day. Sleep was in short supply. Keeping uniforms looking in prime 
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condition was a challenge. Some people did not see their homes and families for four 
days. In addition to handling the enormous demands of  the state funeral, The Old 
Guard simultaneously maintained its normal routine of  conducting a full schedule of  
military funerals at Arlington National Cemetery (ANC) each day. For instance, on 
the day JFK was buried, there were twenty-two other military funerals at ANC. The 
regiment’s resources were strained to the limit. The Old Guard has experienced many 
triumphs during its long and distinguished history. The regimental colors are adorned 
with fifty-one well-earned battle streamers. Notwithstanding its many other illustrious 
achievements, The Old Guard’s finest hour may well have been the week we buried 
President John F. Kennedy. - The Editors
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President John F. Kennedy

 



P a r T  o n e

P l a n n i n g  a n d 
P r e P a r a T i o n

s y n o p s i s
Activities before the funeral; How the various participants in JFK’s funeral learned 
of  his death; Steps taken to prepare for the state funeral.
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C h a P T e r  1

b u s i n e s s  a s  u s ua l

B y  Wo o d r o w  T. B l a i r

In November 1963 I was a platoon sergeant E-7 in D Company of  The Old Guard 
at Fort Myer, Virginia. During my tour of  duty there, my platoon regularly performed 
military burials at Arlington National Cemetery.

The day President Kennedy was killed, I was at home watching TV when the special 
announcement was made that he had been shot. I was in disbelief. I immediately called 
the company to verify it and was told to report as soon as possible. I told the family 
I would probably not be home for several days. When I arrived at the company, the 
guys were already betting on where the president would be buried. I won the pool, 
$35. Most of  the duties for his burial were conducted by Honor Guard Company, 
and we in D Company were glad of  that. While other platoons and companies were 
conducting rehearsals all over Fort Myer for various ceremonies in the state funeral, 
my platoon continued to conduct daily burial activities in the cemetery. For us it was 
mainly business as usual.

I do recall there were a lot of  questions as to where the grave would be. They picked 
a site down the hill below the Custis-Lee Mansion, overlooking some of  Arlington 
National Cemetery (ANC) and the City of  Washington. A year or two later they moved 
him to another site a short distance away. I was beginning to think my platoon would 
not be called upon for any of  the ceremonial duties, but I was wrong. After President 
Kennedy was buried, we were detailed for duty at the new gravesite.
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C h a P T e r  2

b l aC k  J aC k

B y  A r t h u r  A .  C a r l s o n

When President Kennedy was assassinated, I was in an off-post laundromat. I 
had been charge of  quarters in the stable the night before; I had the day off  and 
was doing my laundry. When I was walking back to our barracks, I passed some 
people clustered around a car, listening to the radio. That is when I learned of  the 
assassination. I was stunned.

At the time I was a nineteen-year-old private first class in The Old Guard at Fort Myer, 
Virginia, and had been walking the caparisoned horse (usually Black Jack, sometimes 
Shorty) in funerals at ANC for about nine months. The caparisoned horse in a military 
funeral procession is an ancient tradition, symbolizing a fallen leader who will ride 
no more. A caparison is “an ornamental covering for a horse or for its saddle or 
harness.” A caparisoned horse with walker will follow a caisson in a funeral at ANC 
if  the deceased was an army or Marine Corps colonel or above or had ever served in 
a mounted outfit. The horse’s tack consists of  bridle, saddle and blanket, boots, and 
saber. The boots are turned backward in the stirrups to symbolize the fallen leader 
who will ride no more, looking back over his past life. I led the caparisoned horse 
throughout the state funeral for JFK.

Black Jack (named for General “Black Jack” Pershing) was the last horse with an army 
serial number. He had come from the remount station at Fort Reno and had “2CV-56” 
branded on the left side of  his neck and “US” branded on his left flank. He had very 
small hooves, and no one was allowed to ride him.

The horses assigned to the Old Guard’s Caisson Platoon come in two colors, white 
(gray) and black. There is one section of  each color so the horses assigned to any 
particular funeral are color coordinated. The six horses that pull the caisson are matched 
gray or black. They are paired into three teams, each two abreast—the lead team is in 
front, the swing team follows, and nearest the caisson is the wheel team. Although all 
six animals are saddled, only those on the left have mounted riders, postilion style. This 
is a tradition that began in the early horse-drawn artillery days when one horse of  each 
team was mounted while the other carried provisions and feed. In addition to the six 
horses hitched to the caisson, there is a seventh horse ridden by the section leader in 
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charge of  the section assigned to a particular funeral. This horse is not hitched to the 
caisson but is ridden freely as an outrider.

Chief  Warrant Officer John McKinney, the leader of  Caisson Platoon, picked the 
White Horse Section for the caisson and named Black Jack and me as the caparisoned 
horse and walker for the funeral. My usual replacement would ride swing with the 
caisson. Black Jack was taller than Shorty and had an even temperament; Shorty was 
an evil kicker that did not deal well with loud noises.

Last year I got a phone call from the first man who walked Black Jack in funerals. He 
said that Black Jack was wild when he arrived at Caisson Platoon. It took six months 
to settle him enough to use him in funerals, and he still would dance a lot. We had 
known nothing about this prior history at the time of  Kennedy’s funeral, but I found 
out the hard way.



T H E I R  F I N E S T  H O U R

T H E  O L D  G U A R D  A T  T H E  S T A T E  F U N E R A L
 O F  P R E S I D E N T  J O H N  F .  K E N N E D Y

T H O M A S  F .  R E I D

$19.95

W O R D  A S S O C I A T I O N 
P U B L I S H E R S
www.wordassociation.com
1.800.827.7903

T
H

E
I

R
 
F

I
N

E
S

T
 
H

O
U

R
 

T
H

E
 

O
L

D
 

G
U

A
R

D
 

A
T

 
T

H
E

 
S

T
A

T
E

 
F

U
N

E
R

A
L

 
O

F
 

P
R

E
S

I
D

E
N

T
 

J
O

H
N

 
F

.
 

K
E

N
N

E
D

Y
T

H
O

M
A

S
 F. R

E
ID

T H E I R  F I N E S T  H O U R 
T H E  O L D  G U A R D  A T  T H E  S T A T E  F U N E R A L

 O F  P R E S I D E N T  J O H N  F .  K E N N E D Y

Most every American alive at the time remembers where he or she was when word of John F. 
Kennedy’s assassination came. Members of the Third Infantry Regiment, the U.S. Army’s official 
ceremonial unit, were no exception.

As their fellow citizens reeled in horror and sorrow, however, the dedicated soldiers of the Third 
Infantry, the “Old Guard,” realized their professionalism and sense of duty would be called upon 
in this, their finest hour. Their normal duties ranged from burying soldiers at Arlington National 
Cemetery to welcoming visiting heads of state at the White House. The Kennedy state funeral 
imposed special demands. Whatever the task, it was performed with the precision and dignity these 
solemn events deserved.The shock they felt when they learned of the assassination had to give 
way to duty.

Their Finest Hour  was written by more than twenty members of The Old Guard—privates, 
sergeants, lieutenants, and captains among them—who were there for Kennedy’s funeral. 

They share their memories of going to Andrews Air Force Base to receive the body of the president, 
standing watch over the casket at the White House, transferring the casket to the Capitol to lie in 
state in the Rotunda, and then proceeding to St. Matthew’s Cathedral for the funeral Mass and to 
Arlington National Cemetery over four intense and sorrowful days.

The Old Guard’s tasks ranged from carrying the casket, managing spirited horses, and even holding 
the hand of an active John F. Kennedy, Jr., “John-John,” who had just turned three. Every step of 
the way required hours and hours of intense training and practice and making plans and changing 
plans at the drop of a hat.

These soldiers’ sense of duty was on display to a  grateful nation, an audience of millions watching 
on television, which drew solace from their professionalism and humanity.

Their Finest Hour presents the personal accounts by 22 members of the 3d U.S. Infantry Regiment 
(The Old Guard) who played key roles in the State Funeral for President John F. Kennedy…. 
The book provides the reader with a fascinating, behind-the-scenes view of how this great team of 
individuals overcame an incredible amount of obstacles in the four days between the assassination 
and the interment at Arlington National Cemetery and executed a world-class State Funeral that 
remains the standard 50 years later.  

Colonel David P. Anders
78th Commander
3d U.S. Infantry Regiment (The Old Guard)




