
 

     JOHN F. KENNEDY: YEARS OF LIGHTNING, DAY OF DRUMS is a belated First 

Quarter 2018 LVCA dvd donation to the Ligonier Valley Library. Below is Kino 

Ken’s review of that documentary film. 

 

16 of a possible 20 points                                                        **** of a possible ***** 

 

United States   1965   black-and-white and color   86 minutes   live action feature 

documentary   United States Information Agency (USIA)   Producer:  

George Stevens, Jr. 

 

Key: *indicates outstanding technical achievement or performance 

(j) designates juvenile 

Points: 

             Direction: Bruce Herschensohn 

0           Editing 

2           Cinematography 

2           Lighting 

2           Narration Written By: Bruce Herschensohn* 

1           Research: Gene Evans 

2           Music: Bruce Herschensohn  

             Orchestrations: Jack Cookerly, William Loose 

2           Sound Recording: Gordon Day 

2           Narrator: Gregory Peck* 

             Cast: John F. Kennedy, Jacqueline Kennedy, Caroline Kennedy (j),  



                        John F. Kennedy, Jr. (j); Lyndon Baines Johnson,  

                        Dwight David Eisenhower, Richard Nixon, Robert Kennedy, others 

2           Creativity 

1           Insightfulness 

16 total points 

 

     Compiled from pre-existing footage in 1964, this congratulatory documentary 

by Bruce Herschensohn pays tribute to the political achievements of an 

unwitting martyr. It cycles always back around to that period of international 

mourning following the assassination of President John Fitzgerald Kennedy on 

November 22, 1963 in Dallas, Texas. Both summation and valedictory 

document, the film is adequate in both respects. In their present restored form, 

its images strongly communicate the ambience and events of Kennedy’s White 

House years, a period not unlike the present.  

     Turmoil both domestic and foreign reigned, entangling an idealistic leader in 

controversies still raging. From the Bay of Pigs Cuban invasion fiasco in April of 

1961 to beatings administered Freedom Riders in the spring and summer of that 

year to the Cuban Missile Crisis (never adequately defused) of October, 1962, 

the Kennedy Administration lurched from one emergency to another: civil war 

in Laos (from January, 1961 onward); construction of the Berlin Wall (beginning 

August 13, 1961); founding of the Women Strike for Peace movement; 

escalating interventionism in Vietnam; the Ole Miss Riot in Oxford, Mississippi 

starting the night of September 30, 1962; the June 12, 1963 assassination of 

Medgar Evers in Jackson, Mississippi; the firebombing of the Sixteenth Street 

Baptist Church in Birmingham, Alabama on September 15, 1963.   

     These were some of the events shattering national tranquility during the 

misnomer Camelot years. Abroad, establishment of the Peace Corps went hand-

in-glove with financial and political support for military despotisms in Brazil, 

Paraguay, and Spain. These made a mockery of Alliance for Progress claims to 

be eliminating poverty and restoring democracy. 

     However, the arts received boosts in Federal grants. Civil rights legislation 

received essential executive support from the White House and Department of 

Justice. A Catholic President occupied the Oval Office for the first time.  

     Change was sweeping the land, ready or not. The photogenic Kennedy clan 

happened to be its most readily identifiable figureheads.  



     President Kennedy intended to take American prestige and influence beyond 

traditional boundaries into the New Frontier of Outer Space, throwing 

enthusiastic government patronage behind the Saturn-Apollo space program 

and its goal of landing man on the moon within the span of a decade. 

     There were plenty of critics and cynics who feared his ambitious undertakings 

would ultimately bankrupt the Federal treasury. Conservatives pointed in alarm 

to a rising number of rhetorical clashes with Moscow and a proliferating 

umbrella of nuclear weapons, all purportedly for national security. Civil defense 

shelters sprang into existence at an alarming growth rate. Church leaders 

decried soaring teenage pregnancies and shrinking mainline congregations. 

Movies, no longer censored, explored decadence and softcore pornography 

with increasing abandonment. China threatened to build its own atomic 

stockpile. 

     As if these factors weren’t gloomy enough harbingers of future trends, 

someone fired a fatal bullet or two from the Texas Book Depository in Dallas 

shortly before noon of November 22, 1963, bringing to a violent climax all 

political reforms then underway, clouding still further prospects for nonviolent 

social transformations. 

     Hirschensohn’s homage to the dead President revives his affability, the 

dynamism of his speechmaking, clamorous throngs of overseas optimists  

enchanted by youthfulness joined to a physical presence reinforcing verbal 

pledges. Bridges between nations seemed possible then, instead of walls. The 

concept of shared planetary life was not so alien as it seems at present. Church 

leaders relegated religious differences to secondary positions rather than 

permitting them to hamstring negotiations for peace. 

     No matter how critical of Kennedy’s policies viewers might be, they cannot 

fail to become swept up in the majestic somberness of funeral rites shot as 

witnessed in real time pomp and circumstance. These alternate between 

reverential silences and actor Gregory Peck’s piquant narration reminding of the 

principles and standards this particular President had represented. Would those 

lofty ambitions be suspended by the Johnson Administration? No, Peck 

informed us, it was just as deeply committed to carry the torch of freedom and 

progress ahead to its next stage. Grieving was justifiable, but not to the extent 

of imprisoning mourners in what was past.  



     Haunting faces of anonymous citizens from impoverished urban ghettos or 

rural backwaters warn viewers against forgetting issues still needing addressed 

and resolved in order to achieve the more perfect union pictured by Founding 

Fathers and generations of subsequent followers. The responsibilities of 

freedom weigh heavily on the shoulders of survivors, who must ward off any 

and all attempts to derail improvements in society. United effort is required 

now more than ever.  

     Here are scenes so iconically familiar to those who witnessed them firsthand 

in the early 1960s: the President identifying himself and the American people 

with Berlin’s westward-dashing refugees, John F. Kennedy’s imitative military 

salute at his father’s final trip down Pennsylvania Avenue, John Glenn’s historic 

orbit of the earth, a return to ancestral homeland of emerald hue.  

     Photography throughout, liberated from accretions of dirt and erosion, is 

startlingly pristine in clarity. 

      Sound has similarly undergone reversion to original fidelity, mufflings and 

static carefully eradicated into oblivion. 

     Though no pointedly negative content intrudes, the film nonetheless 

realistically preserves a moment of time when collective purpose propelled 

citizens of this country to seek a common goal of bettering a flawed society so 

all could enjoy the same privileges and share identical obligations. 

     At times almost soporific in pacing, YEARS OF LIGHTNING, DAY OF DRUMS 

lives up to its title. So audiences must patiently endure stretches of repetitive 

parading between sprightlier clips of campaigning and oratory. These are minor 

defects that should dissuade no one from watching and relishing a documentary 

appropriate for viewing by families for both historic and patriotic reasons.  

     However, the film is probably too somber in tone for children under the age 

of nine to appreciate. For others, it’s a must, with stirring music, intense 

narration, and memorable scenes of a pre-digital America where words carried 

equal weights with pictures.   


