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To Howard Donohue, a man who epitomised the very reason we demand dedicated and precise forensic science at the forefront of unravelling complex crime. Despite his arduous 25-year study he was snubbed and ultimately silenced by official suits and lawsuits. His ballistic expertise, his astute opinions and his skill live on through my story.
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PROLOGUE

JOINING THE DOTS

‘Truth is like the sun.

You can shut it out for a time,

but it ain’t goin’ away.’

ELVIS PRESLEY, 1964

There’s nothing more tantalising than a scandal. Spellbound television audiences ogle nightly as mannequin-faced presenters offer complex, at times convoluted theories behind what might have been a straightforward death. Our media has drawn to its bosom the adage ‘never let the truth get in the way of a good story’. Hardly a week in the world of current affairs journalism passes without a healthy dose of joining the dots. Sprinkling a rumour or two of a bizarre murder/terrorist/love-rat tryst whets the appetites of the rapacious gossip readers. Our weekend newspapers wouldn’t be the same without at least one juicy conspiracy story between their pages every now and again.

Our consumption of conspiracy-based thrillers is just as voracious, outselling the once clear-cut page-turning whodunits. The contrived, often tortuous scenarios of our modern novels can be as long as the book itself, with scant scope left for logic or realism. So sensational are some of today’s writings that it is unlikely an Edgar Allan Poe or Agatha Christie would make a living with their style of whodunits. And we need our bad guy to be a mix of terrorist or left-over Soviet, Muslim fundamentalist, or surviving fascist linked to a serial killer, renegade, bent cop, corrupt judge or sexually rampant priest veiled behind the order of Saint John or between the walls of the Vatican or on the pages of the Koran!

Going to the cinema is no longer an easy Hitchcockian experience either. The crime genre film now inevitably takes in a labyrinth of technology and weaponry interwoven with myriad suspects and subplots, culminating in often ludicrous outcomes that compete to surpass their predecessors in complexity. No one suffers a simple death any more. Rarely does a victim in a novel or on the big screen get shot with a single bullet. Nor does the killer drop the murder weapon to the ground and flee the scene. The cliché of an open-and-shut case is well gone, and the more celebrity attached to the victim, the more dots there are to join and the more outlandish the theories.

The thought process of a seasoned detective at a crime scene seldom involves considering the complexities of a conspiracy. Most murders are the act of an individual perpetrator and, while sometimes gruesome, are often easily explained. Forensics and years of detective training and experience, coupled with witnesses, exhibits and circumstantial evidence aid in solving the crime. In the arena of misadventure, accidents causing death are mostly due to malfunction, mishap or a series of events rolling together to a tragic outcome.

So, when did the conspiracy theory graduate from a rarely posed question by a detective while mulling over the facts to an unbridled and excessively used alternative? At what point in our history did the conspiracy theorist grow legs and run on to become what they are today: a regular intruder in the black and white world of investigation?

It’s hard to imagine a diligent Scotland Yard detective, in the heady days of nineteenth-century investigation, adrift on a conspiracy whim. The tenets of the Westminster system led to the flourishing of investigation as a science: practical answers to felonies using tried and tested crime scene principles, initial action procedures and forensic examination. A hundred years ago, catching a crook was uncomplicated. Fingerprints put the suspect at the scene or the murder weapon in their hand. Blood typing, blood splattering, soil tracing and a myriad other techniques underpinned the conviction that every contact leaves its trace. This went with that and before long the perpetrator was signing an admission, case closed. Then police got even smarter and forensic science matured. Before long the worldly tool kit for a detective was all-inclusive: gunshot residues; hair and ultimately DNA sampling; telephone intercepts; and, by the 1970s, listening devices.

It’s also interesting to note the parallel growth of the media. In the late 1800s, news travelled slowly and by its only medium, the daily broadsheet newspaper. Reporting on a crime was based on facts acquired by a reporter who would converse directly with the inspector or sergeant in charge of an investigation, or occasionally with a witness still lingering at the scene. It was rare for a reporter to pose an answer to a tragedy that hadn’t yet seen a courtroom. But, as the saying goes, you can’t stand in the way of progress. By the twentieth century the business of delivering news had become serious. A number of media innovations simmered in the background, allies that would ultimately dominate; black and white text was enhanced by the introduction of photography. Marconi invented the radio and by the 1920s his invention was delivering bulletins faster than any printer could arrange his typesetting. Television followed in a natural progression of sorts, the square box finding a place of honour in lounge rooms around the globe in the 1940s and ’50s. Both these innovations were instrumental in popularising the conspiracy theory. By the late 1950s the phenomenon called the tabloid newspaper had entered the race. Stories became features, serialised over many weeks. For the first time detectives were under pressure to be interviewed, questioned and probed. Investigations were scrutinised and juries were pre-armed with a little bit of knowledge that was often dangerous. All of a sudden the dots on the horizon began to tempt the journalist. Storytelling was being consumed just as much as hard-nosed news and, as everybody knows, a good story needs colour.

As if a perfect catalyst to the changing face of journalism, the 1960s exploded with a ‘make love, not war’ attitude to life. Individual expression through music, prose, drugs and freedom of speech became dominant. Out of nowhere the world seemed to be sprinting. The slow old days of only a decade earlier were a mere memory. The time was ripe to listen to the conspiracy theorist, wordsmiths vehemently chasing down quotes to complete their copy. Society became tantalised.

As an aside to the advent of the swinging ’60s, it’s worth mentioning the tragic death of James Dean in 1955, at a time when conspiracy theorists had not yet flexed their muscle. Dean was travelling alone in his silver Porsche Spyder on a Californian highway when he crashed. Fatally wounded, the screen idol, heartthrob of three blockbuster films, was at the top of his game – a celebrity in every sense of the word, gifted with good looks and an intriguing private life. He was homosexual. Had he died ten years later, any number of scenarios may well have played out in the media proffering what ‘actually’ happened on Highway 466 that afternoon. Instead, the world accepted that he died as the result of a tragic accident caused by excessive speed. There were no allegations of a perverse homosexual clique or a cocktail of drugs or of tampering with the mechanics of the car or criminal involvement by any rival film company!

Even more could have been made of ‘the day the music died’ in 1959 when an aircraft crashed, killing the Big Bopper, Buddy Holly and Richie Valens. With the rise of conspiracy theorists still to come, the tragedy was written up as just a plane crash. Questions over the deaths of Buddy Holly and his fellow travellers, like that of James Dean and virtually all high-profile fatalities prior to the 1960s, have definitive answers, detailed from court judgements, judges’ comments or police department media releases. Very much like the old era itself, the cause of death was black and white. The public read the article then turned the page.

How times have changed. The birth of the conspiracy has allowed the plotter to choose a suspect that best suits the case under scrutiny, much like another phenomenon of the 1960s, the supermarket. The theorist goes down aisles full of options when they construct their story, selecting the juiciest, tastiest morsels to add to their cart. Not limited by restrictions in the areas of truth or correctness or, in the case of the supermarket, budget, theorists can shop to their hearts’ content, adding whatever condiments or spices they need to pepper their stew. A quick meal knocked together in no time, the finished tidbit sitting appropriately alongside the bare-breasted page-three girl. Interestingly, the conspiracy theory as a plausible solution to a sensational crime found the American people at a time when that nation first embraced fast food, celebrity, pornography, consumerism and popular culture.

Conspiracy theorists evolved to become slick and racy, as ribald as the rest of society. By the 1960s popular culture ruled. Hedonism was evident in every facet of the arts, from fashion and painting to architecture and music. Excess was spread thick on the ground. Those same extremist tendencies soon became prevalent throughout the media, the conspiracy theorists’ logical collaborator. Comfortable livings were made presenting pseudo-documentaries, magazine and television programs proffering the most absurd explanations behind the death of anybody in the public eye. Such stories weren’t limited to pop singers or movie stars; they included politicians and sportspeople, indeed anyone with a public persona. By the 1980s ‘conspiracy’ had become an accepted outcome to a tragedy. Regardless of the lack of factual support, the dots became text and that was enough to satisfy the reader. The real outcome, sometimes straightforward, often dull, was irrelevant, as in all likelihood something a little bit more exciting, a little bit more intriguing, would come along and sell more copies.

A clever conspiracy theorist will select their facts at random or convenience and weave a yarn that will ultimately create a tapestry that is impossible to unpick. In time, the story offered sits as the truth, often quoted as the definitive answer years after first being woven. The only watchdog, the laws of libel and defamation, has proven easy to challenge, too expensive to implement or long-winded and ineffective. Few cases ever result in compensation or public apology. The result is tacit encouragement for grander and more hideous theories. It’s as if something that once started as a twitch of an idea and developed to a slight scratch on the arm of factual reporting has since festered into an abscess, infecting honest journalism.

In an era of internet, Twitter, Reddit, instant information and split-second communications, the conspiracy theory has found a cosy home in a culture that can change as quickly as it started. The bottom-of-the-alphabet generations expect their information to come at them brief, hard, and with as much colour and intrigue as possible. And there are plenty behind their computer, phone or tablet ready to upload directly from the action.

With the popularity of search engines such as Google and Bing, conspiracy theorists can chart, plot and write in one working shift. In an instant the search engine will throw back results, in the case of someone famous often thousands of hits. A writer lacking ideas or facts just needs to link the hits, join the dots and further add to the theorists’ maze. Journalism has changed since the times of the Watergate scandal, when a conspiracy investigation could topple governments and ruin a president. Conspiracies have blurred practical investigative landscapes so much that the public is sometimes dubious of a simple explanation of a death and bewildered by a minefield of alternatives thrown up by the theorists, none of whom are qualified investigators, and few with the character of a Carl Bernstein or Bob Woodward: in the pursuit of truth. Conspiracy is now the cheap trick in journalism, just like the Wonderbra is to a woman’s vanity, Botox is to ageing and reality television to entertainment. None are likely to fade away in a world that now demands quantity, not quality. We can expect the conspiracy theories to become an even more powerful obstruction to truth in the future. In fact, we are already seeing the search for truth as the ultimate victim in many tragedies.

JFK: The Smoking Gun looks at one death, a killing on a perfect Texan autumn day in 1963. A death in the public arena, surrounded by a complex set of circumstances that lasted less than six seconds yet caused the tragedy to fall into a category all its own, the most tragic event of its type. This ending of a human life would ultimately be brushed with countless conspiracy theories, suffer from more conjecture, more speculation and hypothesis than any other death in our global history. Interestingly, the case still remains unsolved in the minds of the masses and some of the solutions levelled towards the victim’s fate are among the most ridiculous and foolhardy ever conjured. In the case of the demise of the 35th President of the United States, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, conspiracies have thickly coated the facts since the moment he and Governor John Connally were shot. JFK’s death has become the Holy Grail of conspiracy theories, a label that may never fade. Not only has his name and reputation been muddied, so too have those of many of the bit players in the saga, a ruse to cover up the real cause of death and the identity of the individuals behind the killing.

‘Who killed JFK?’ is a question that might never be satisfactorily answered, so rightfully cynical is the public of the official version of events in Texas that afternoon. It could well be argued that 22 November, 1963, was the day the truth died, along with JFK. Certainly the official version of what happened was dead in the water before it was even printed and disseminated to a waiting nation. Paradoxically, 22 November, 1963 could be viewed as the day conspiracy theories were born. Yet, to a seasoned detective, the death of JFK can be explained, as long as the investigator takes the time to read all the available evidence and testimony. That is an enormous task in itself. The case is the perfect example of a riddle wrapped in an enigma and shrouded in mystery. And the solution is far more disturbing than any fanciful conspiracy could ever be.

Colin McLaren


CHAPTER 1

INTO THE WELL

With the passing of half a century, the identity of the killer(s) of John Fitzgerald Kennedy, 35th President of the United States, remains the world’s most talked about mystery. A recent survey conducted in America revealed that well over 70 per cent of the nation’s citizens believe a conspiracy was behind the assassination. Only 12 per cent deem that they have been told ‘the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth’ on the subject. And most don’t subscribe to the theory that lone gunman Lee Harvey Oswald was responsible. But if these suspicions are correct, then where is the truth to be found?

As a kid in short pants at the time of the assassination I have only vague, black and white recollections of the atrocity. I was too young to sense the impact, too young to recall where I was on the day the shocking news broke of the killing of a president. Yet, a few years after the crime I found myself doing school projects on the not dissimilar death of JFK’s brother Bobby Kennedy, and my interest in the siblings was sparked. I’d collect clippings from the Sunday newspapers and before long I was a ten-year-old Kennedy family aficionado. I believed what I read in the newspapers. I was certain that communists were behind the assassination of the American President and that Lee Harvey Oswald hadn’t acted alone. I believed that mafia mobsters or Russian spies probably had a hand in the killing and I saw the merit in levelling blame at Fidel Castro. On and on the suspect list went, another month, another theory and another suspect; the stories seemed to be endless. I believed them all mostly because I heard the snippets so often and no one was telling me any different. Certainly everyone I knew accepted that there was a conspiracy entwined there somewhere. The ‘one man, one gun’ theory didn’t seem to wash with my prepubescent mind and all the ‘facts’ that I read kept reinforcing the conspiracy angle. But, that’s how rumour can become truth. If repeated often enough, especially if the voice of the teller is charismatic, authoritative and earnest, just about any story will gain credibility. Mud, as they say, sticks. Repetition and reinforcement, over and over – it’s the way propaganda works, too: keep beating the same drum and eventually the majority will believe. There are many examples of this phenomenon in history. One only has to remember how Adolf Hitler convinced an uncertain Germany that he and fascism were the answer. Or how 918 followers of lunatic evangelist Jim Jones clung so tightly to the dreams he promised that they were convinced to kill themselves in the Jonestown horror of 1978. Repetition, rhetoric and the clever use of selected material are the keys to convincing people, the stuff conspiracy theorists thrive on.

In the case of the death of JFK, if one is to accept the conspiracy theorists, one is to accept that a communist subgroup with hidden ties to the Las Vegas mafia assisted Lee Harvey Oswald in the assassination; that a second shooter lay in wait behind the grassy knoll or high in the tree tops on Elm Street as the motorcade rolled along; that the driver of the President’s convertible was in on the play, as was the CIA, who aided Oswald with false identities, travel documents, as well as an introduction to a sleeper spy posing as a strip club owner cum double agent, Jack Ruby, who was in cahoots with the FBI and Vice President LB Johnson, in a plot that was hatched in Cuba at the instigation of Fidel Castro after the botched Bay of Pigs invasion, and that the Dallas Police Department acquiesced in the killing of the century, clearing their streets of detectives to permit the Secret Service to cover up the whole sordid affair. Phew! For me it’s a tad too busy, too fat on plot. Surely there’s a simpler answer? Yet, conspiracy theorists will actually try to sell this, or parts thereof, and many of them make a fine living plying their absurd threads of ‘fact’. Interestingly, none of them are qualified detectives.

The real casualty in all this is not only John F Kennedy, but also the truth. The American people have become so bogged down in fanciful explanations that they are missing the purity of evidence. They haven’t had the opportunity to read the facts, study the real back-story. As a story it’s a fine blend of the logical, the black and white recollections, and the memory recall of the hundreds of people who were at the Dealey Plaza on the day of the killing. The story is in the witness statements, fascinating and understandable, straightforward and easy to comprehend. It’s just that no one has presented their stories … yet.

By the time I reached my twenties and marched out of the police academy, my awareness of the granddaddy of all cold cases had sharpened. But it was not until I had undertaken years of crime scene courses and law modules and had begun specialising as a detective that solving the death of JFK entered my psyche. My police career had escalated into the world of major crime – rape, drug trafficking, police killings and homicides – and, in time, I became one of Australia’s most experienced task force investigators, with an eighteen-year career in my hometown of Melbourne, a city of four million people, of four million stories, many of them criminal. The more I learnt my craft of detecting, solving and unravelling, the more crimes I was charged with tackling. Murder and attempted murder by gunshot and knives were commonplace, head shot wounds part of the injuries, fatal or otherwise, that made up my workload. I will never forget being one of the chosen few to investigate what is still one of Australia’s most agonising crimes, the slaying of two policemen. One had his head near blown away, the other, his body ruined with rounds from his own hand gun. Nor shall my memory ever completely fade of being the first detective at a live and bloody crime scene, dozens of bullets whizzing in all directions, as a crazed gunman blasted seven victims to death, before succumbing to his own cowardly demise, leaving behind multiple murder scenes, each coated in blood splatters, dozens of deeply shocked survivors and human flesh at every step, every glance.

Or, the following year, the torching of a high-rise apartment and the attempted murder of six residents as they fled, on fire, by a physically powerful man hell-bent on revenge. I also investigated one of Australia’s worst killers, a gangland figure who murdered ten petty criminals, mostly with gunshots. On my crime scene tally went, a vast number of crime scenes attended, and investigated, many hundred by career end. Eclipsing my investigative career was my role overseeing the investigation into the bombing of the office of the National Crime Authority building by an organised crime target. The office was blown to smithereens, causing the execution of one of the nations’ finest detectives and seriously injuring many other law enforcement staff. It seemed the crime scenes became more ferocious, more complex to unravel, as my career went on.

Throughout, the Kennedy case sort of sat on my shoulder. I would be drawn back in time and again with the folly of the latest conspiracy theory: they always featured in prime-time news coverage.

Midway through my career I took a few weeks off. I’d just completed a team leader role in a task force investigation into the murder of a little girl and the serial rape of many others. This required me to revisit and reinvestigate dozens of old crime scenes. By the end I was exhausted, troubled by the abhorrent crimes I had uncovered and in need of some time off. I chose New York City as my escape destination for a change of scenery and it was that trip that forever changed my thinking on the killing of JFK. I became fascinated with how bold American culture was compared with my own. Walking in and out of the dodgy knife and bong shops in Times Square, browsing, mostly sticky-beaking, I walked into a bookstore specialising in true crime. In search of a good read for an upcoming flight, I pushed aside the customary mafia books on offer, drawn to a book by Bonar Menninger on the research of ballistics expert Howard Donahue entitled Mortal Error: The Shot that Killed JFK. It was a discount copy due to poor sales; apparently it was too technical for most. I devoured the book on my flight to Chicago, couldn’t put it down. Donahue thought he had found the answer to the world’s greatest mystery. For 25 years he applied his technical skills, finally concluding that a second shooter had to have been at the scene of the crime. He was convincing and his science was sound; however, he was working with one hand tied behind his back. He didn’t have the opportunity to study the back-story at will. Testimony and documents on the investigation into the assassination were still being held under restrictive use provisions. Donahue was missing the purity of witness evidence. Here was a great ballistics theory but with no supportive evidence or, as detectives say, ‘all meat and no potatoes’ – no forensic analysis of the testimonies to support his premise.

I carried the book in my cabin luggage when I winged my way homeward. By the time I arrived in Australia I had read it again and was charged with a desire to undertake a cold-case forensic study into the killing of the 35th President of the United States. I wanted to apply my trade and uncover the truth behind the mystery. I wanted to lend help to Howard Donahue and his theory. I wanted it so badly that I could almost taste it. But, it was 1992 and as charged as I was, I soon realised that there was no way an Australian detective, or any detective for that matter, could ever have access to the case files. They were locked away, part of another time, another world, where secrets were stamped ‘Top Secret’, dust gathering on files under the secrecy provisions that shrouded the official investigation into the assassination. At least that’s what I thought.

Reality hit as my plane touched down and many more years of Australian crime scenes took precedence. I spent the last half of my career as a detective sergeant, team leader on murder task forces and at the National Crime Authority, Australia’s premier investigative agency. In all I investigated some of the most horrific and significant crimes of my time, capping off my career as a lecturer at the prestigious detective training school. I instructed rookie investigators in the art of working a crime scene: what to do and what not to do. I wrote a new investigator’s course, Field Investigations: the how, why, when and where of managing crime scenes and gathering forensic evidence. I lectured hundreds of student detectives, sharing my ways, offering advice. Then it was time to resign. When I did, I was at the top of my game.

Most detective training classrooms around the world give the JFK assassination a run, if not as a dedicated study, certainly as a case to debate at the end of a long day of law and investigative procedures. It’s more than the ultimate whodunit; it’s a fascinating look at the myriad mindsets that can bump into an investigator working a case. Tunnel vision, lack of resources, poor crime scene management, jumping the gun and playing to the media were all ticked off by the Dallas boys in blue in November 1963. How, I remember thinking as a detective, could they have got it so wrong? No wonder the conspiracy theorists flourished – the errors by the real investigators left so many stones unturned, so many avenues unvisited, it was always going to be the crime to attract the crazies!

On the day of the shooting, schools across America dismissed their students early and half of the country’s workers downed tools. Citizens stopped in their tracks, unable to go on; many wept openly, others suffered nervousness, anxiety, had difficulty sleeping and a lesser few festered in rage at the atrocity. A week after the death the general public was still reeling from the attack on their democracy. Newspaper reporters, television commentators and anchors from local and international networks devoted entire segments to the premature death of a man who had charmed his people. A grieving populace was seeking answers to far too many questions, but the only answers seemed to be coming from the conspiracy theorists.

FBI Director J Edgar Hoover announced to his staff that he, too, wanted action, ‘something issued so we can convince the public that Oswald is the real assassin’. His prejudicial pitch was not the ideal opening ball to any game; nevertheless, the US Government announced the formation of possibly the largest criminal investigative body assembled anywhere in the world at that time, the Warren Commission. At the helm was Chief Justice Earl Warren, a highly skilled and well-regarded man of the courts. He was to hear evidence from and cross-examine 552 witnesses as well as receive exhibits, images, photographs, affidavits and sworn statements.

In late September 1964, ten months after its inception, the Commission released a public report on its discoveries. This became known as the front volume of the ‘Warren Commission Report’. Hastily published and released for general reading, it was still a long time coming. The 726-page report was a document free of secrecy and promised to provide all the answers. Anyone could buy a copy; even the New York Times offered texts for sale. The months that followed saw the report top the bestsellers list; everyone wanted a copy; every sitting room had one, an important part of the home library. But after digesting the pages, the public appetite remained far from sated; many were left wondering whether this really was the definitive answer to the killing of their president. Unfortunately for those who needed more, the ‘front volume’ acted as more of a tease than a solution. Sitting down to a canapé when you thought you had been invited to a degustation.

Twenty-six additional volumes of factual comment were printed, making up the sum total of all evidence uncovered. So vast was this leatherbound material that when standing side by side the tomes of print would run to a length of over three metres, the equivalent of more than 100 normal-sized novels. Held in text libraries, these volumes were not for general perusal. In the middle of the cold war and just after the end of McCarthyism, the last thing Americans needed was secrets regarding the death of their handsome young leader. Here was the perfect scenario for the conspiracy theorist. Their ‘information’ was readily available, free to air and free to read. And it was relentless, wild story after illogical rationale, each week another edition, another ‘expert’ proffering fantastic explanations. In the absence of any counter-fact from law enforcement agencies or government the stories grew wilder and the fantastic soon became ridiculous. Few knew what to believe and even fewer believed the Warren Commission Report.

[image: image]

There is one type of evidence that a detective will always turn to, evidence so powerful that its presence can lead to convictions: the paper trail. A witness statement, contemporaneous notes, affidavit, sworn testimony, recording or transcript of observations and spoken words are invaluable. There’s nothing better for a detective than to see, touch, read and study verbatim comments made by a witness who has raised the Bible and sworn to tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. The fear of perjury charges, the worry of public humiliation, the fright of being exposed as a liar brings out the best in a witness. At least that would have been the case back in the conservative days of the early 1960s. And every detective knows the best sort of written evidence is that which is taken as soon as practicable after a crime and tested in a court of law, exactly the sort of evidence that the mysterious back volumes were likely to contain.

By 1993 the US Senate caved to public pressure and instigated a rethink on the secrecy provisions that held the ‘secret’ Warren Commission material, and a whole range of other documents under the ‘JFK’ banner. Hey presto and the back volumes of the biggest hearing in US criminal history were finally available, but only as photocopied documents. Able to be read, yes, but only at an excruciatingly slow pace and only if you could get to somewhere that held a copy, such as libraries or an archival research library. The sheer effort required to wade through the stuffy volumes coupled with the cumbersome manner of cross-referencing meant few bothered to satisfy their thirst for knowledge. And so it prevailed for some time.

These were the early days of the internet being widely accessible, and it was a few more years before software was developed that permitted limited access to the reports. Eventually a breakthrough came about with the invention of PDF technology and Adobe readers, and the rest is history. The new millennium opened the door to the aged yet fascinating material. PDF technology offered enthusiasts the ideal tool to study at leisure all 8124 pages, more than 6000 photographs, statements, images and witness testimony, without the restriction of library times, the burden of joining a queue or suffering unnecessary scrutiny. It also allowed the researcher the chance to go back and forth, to labour over points of interest, to copy and compare and to properly analyse the many thousands of files. Thank God for PDF!

So, with the free spirit of one who knows not what lies ahead, I wiped my reading glasses and commenced my research in early 2009, determined to hunt out all the information, online or in hard copy from the bookshops. My local bookstore owner beamed with delight at my request. I’m sure she was mentally calculating her percentage on the 1000 related titles on JFK that had at one time or another been in print. And would I like some of those sent to my home address? she asked. I politely declined and turned my attention to what was available at the library and online. It wasn’t proving to be easy, with more than 800 publications on the death of JFK! I spent weeks scouring websites, drinking lattes till the wee hours, lifting documents, eating take-away pizzas, reading reports and stories on the assassination, studying witness accounts and getting the ‘job’ inside my thinking. Social invitations soon dropped off as I dined alone on DVDs and breakfasted with videos of TV dramatisations and JFK feature films. I digested everything there was on the cyberspace menu and was left decidedly unsatisfied.

By then I had secured a copy of the ‘retail’ front volume of the Warren Commission Report, one of the items I had bought from eBay. I scanned a few pages as I walked home from the post office. Once back in my ergonomic chair I settled in to read. I’d heard enough to indicate that before the first interviewee had even stepped into the witness box, Earl Warren’s team had been much maligned. I was curious to find out why. It was a properly constituted commission, akin to the Supreme Court of the United States, with a chairman, six representatives and fifteen assisting counsel. The chairman or his assistant would hear the evidence and one or more counsellors would do the lawyer work, hunt the truth. It reminded me of some of the task forces with which I had been involved, so why the doubt? Although the front volume report lay to rest many questions it was clearly just a briefing paper of what went before the Commission in its ten months of sitting. Obviously the story was bigger than this volume. I needed to get my hands on the unabridged account, the transcripts that contained every word by each witness, not an edited version. I needed access to the ‘back volumes’, all twenty-six of them.

I wanted to pore over the written words of the 552 American people who were there, the ones who heard the shots, saw the movement and felt the horror. I needed to read the testimony and affidavits and decipher the truth. When the opportunity presented itself to turn my own investigative know-how and extreme level of patience to finding an outcome, I had little hesitation. Trouble was, I also had no forewarning that like an investigative junkie I’d be drawn into a labyrinth of untruths, uncertainties, lies, courtroom twists and turns, the unravelling of which would see me burn the midnight oil for four and a half long years. So enslaved I became to finding the facts that I would stare at my laptop screen, greedily sampling one testimony after another for an estimated 4000 hours, criss-crossing the thousands of pages of Olivetti transcript. It was like falling head-first into a bottomless well of information. I would need to visit my optometrist six monthly and gradually increase the magnitude of my reading glasses by an overall three levels. Such was the intensity of the task, the strain to my eyes; such was the volume of information and the hold my forensic mission had on me.

Interestingly, as I read, I was always conscious of the many JFK websites that offered direct lifts, shortcuts through the maze of information and summaries and indexes that might have helped my task. Certainly the websites might have made life a tad easier, the task quicker, but there is one thing detectives tend to ignore: abridged versions of facts. However tempting it is to take the shortcut, the path itself is often dangerous. Who knows if the documents on the websites have been edited, the transcripts corrected or altered to suit the argument that is often the basis of the website’s very existence. When I did surf the web and read some of the dozens of sites, I came away concerned at their selectivity, their ignorance of many of the facts, their lack of investigative know-how, their inability to see the forest, through their own trees. It was obvious many of the sites existed solely to push an opinion, promote a position on the death of a president. Sadly, a good number of the sites were scathing, if not insulting, in their blog comments concerning anyone who chose to mount an argument that differed from their own. It was as if some of the websites had claimed ownership on the subject of the assassination of JFK. The only sites I seemed to be able to rely upon, to double-check the occasional event or incident, were: jfkassassination.net and the comprehensive site by Vince Palamara, a man who has turned a hobby into an important virtual library of data on JFK. And the exemplary ‘History Matters’ website that holds copies of all testimony, affidavits and statements.

Midway through the reading and research process, I found another database. It was a mini version of the Warren Commission documents in the form of the Assassination Records Review Board (ARRB) documents, the transcript testimonies of the pathologists, medical assistants and photographers who performed the autopsy on John Fitzgerald Kennedy on the night of 22 November, 1963. Their evidence, vital to the understanding of what really happened on that fateful day, proved just as riveting a read as the Warren Commission Report. Another (almost) 1500 pages of testimony amounting to thousands of questions and answers gathered during an extraordinary hearing undertaken between the years 1995 and 1998, more than thirty years after the assassination. This commendable anthology of evidence from those (still living) members of the autopsy team can best be described as the icing on the cake. And the Warren Commission heard virtually none of the revelations.

[image: image]

The following pages are a forensic analysis of the entire Warren Commission Report as well as the Assassination Records Review Board hearings of 1995 to 1998. During the course of the narrative I will chart the journey, movement, actions and reactions of key witnesses following verbatim testimony of the sights they saw that afternoon in Dallas, Texas. I will note what they heard and the words they uttered as I knit the narrative together, one line at a time, like a long scarf of truth. To save on repetition I have quoted only one witness to a fact unless the comment is a revelation important enough to the story and to the flow. Collectively, this is the witnesses’ story, good, bad or indifferent. Facts, until now largely unacknowledged, from affidavits, sworn testimony and cross-examination bring to life the (mostly) now dead citizens who had the bravery to step forward and the decency to raise their hand and tell the world what they knew. And as every detective knows, the way to find the truth behind a crime is invariably through the witnesses.

Where required, the narrative will cover pertinent events leading up to the assassination. In the case of Marina and Lee Harvey Oswald, I commence the story as far back as the late 1950s to allow the reader into the early life of the man who was undeniably in possession of a rifle and on the sixth floor of the Texas Bookshop Depository on 22 November, 1963. I have made sure to quote the exact words of Marina and the family and colleagues of Lee Harvey Oswald, and not to overstate with prose. The set-up chapters are there for one very good reason: history tends to have been rewritten on the subject of the death of JFK. The real story has suffered a mighty blow at the hands of sensationalism. I present the facts; the truth has long ago been pushed aside to make room for the fanciful, the exaggerated and the invented. The back-stories of Lee Harvey Oswald and his connections are fascinating in themselves, and they need to be read to be properly informed and see the broader picture.

I also provide an insight into the workings of the JFK autopsy procedure, the details of which may shock some readers. The rest is a narrative related to the crime scene analysis and the two facts that must be proved in any homicide investigation, motive and causation – the same two things that all conspiracy theories fail to deliver.

While stunned at my own findings, I now know why the truth has been concealed for so long; why this homicide, one of the most devastating in modern-day history, has been mired in absurd conspiracy theories for 50 years.

Here is the result … I hope you, too, can see the smoking gun.


CHAPTER 2

THE PRETTY RUSSIAN

Russia, 17 July, 1941. A baby girl is born to simple peasant folk and given the beautiful name of Marina Nikolaevna Prussakova. Tragically, World War Two claimed the life of her father soon after her birth, a man whose memory the pretty daughter would hold dear, learning at a tender age to live with sorrow. As a youngster she stayed close by her mother in their small house in Arkhangelsk, on the edge of the White Sea, where eventually a stepfather completed the family.

From her tiny bedroom window, Marina would gaze out at the tall, snow-capped mountains of Finland. She knew that the US was on the other side, out there somewhere far beyond. And like most of the new generation of Soviets, she dreamed of warmer climes, fields of daisies and Hollywood matinee idols. It was always so chilly in Northern Russia. Like the climate, her 1950s childhood saw relations between Russia and the US hit sub-zero, with both superpowers losing themselves to a Cold War. How President Eisenhower loved to throw this term around as he waved his finger at the Big Bear of Northern Europe. Perceived as an era of spying and political skulduggery, the intrigue was largely at government level. Most Russian workers needed to focus on keeping a fire burning, putting food on the table and enduring communism to be obsessed with any John le Carré-like fancies.

As the decade progressed, the teenage Marina and her family moved to Leningrad. With a learning institution on every corner and the finest ballet dancers in the world, Marina immersed herself in culture, history and Marxism, gaining a diploma in pharmacology. Soon afterwards, she began boarding with her uncle and aunt in picturesque Minsk. Uncle Prussakova was not only kindly towards his niece, he was a man with connections. As a colonel in the Interior Ministry Security Service and head of the local lumber industry, he was fortunate. His home was warm, a classic renaissance apartment nestled amid wide boulevards and seventeenth-century architecture. Marina adored her new world and secured a job in the pharmacy of a local hospital. Arm-in-arm with after-work friends, she delighted in long walks along the green-banked river that snaked through her city. Life was good and luxuries were plentiful, yet Marina, like many of her age group, believed that only in America would she be delivered all of life’s answers.

With striking dark features, Marina blossomed like a Russian orchid, taking her first interest in the opposite sex. A portion of her meagre salary was spent on lipstick and the occasional bottle of French perfume, and heads were turning. She took to daydreaming of better tomorrows, cashmere twin sets, pearls and country drives in stylish European roadsters. At nineteen, independent and quite the young lady, she didn’t know it but she was one step closer to her dream. It was then that a brash young Texan named Lee Harvey Oswald sashayed into her life. Of thin, almost weedy build, Lee had quit his capitalist homeland a year and a half earlier, lured east by a flirtation with Marxism. Ironically, he believed that Russia held all his answers.

As a teenager in the US Marines, Oswald was disliked by most. He rarely went drinking or left the base to socialise with others and failed to develop any significant friendships. None of his fellow marines ever saw him in the company of a woman; a few even thought him homosexual. Having achieved only slightly above the minimum rating required to become a sharp shooter, Lee managed to wound himself in the arm with a bullet from his own .22 calibre pistol while sitting in his barracks, an embarrassment for a kid who envisioned himself in the role of a weapons trainer. He was a loner and a sufferer, spending most of his free time poring over books. Conjuring a fascination for all things Soviet, Lee had even taught himself the Russian language. He confided to his sergeant that as a child he often went hungry and was tired of being ‘kicked around’, hence his manner towards his superiors was often belligerent.

In 1958 Oswald declared a desire to go to the Sierra Maestra to help Cuban rebel leader Fidel Castro train his troops. Idolising Castro’s ways, Lee began to champion himself in the role of a revolutionary more than a communist. One of his few army acquaintances was nicknamed ‘Hidell’, a name that Oswald often jested sounded a lot like ‘Fidel’. This was clearly a name he thought would come in handy, for later use. By the time he left the armed services in September 1959, Lee had managed to obtain the higher qualification of marksman, having scored in the ‘high expert’ range. This was the only notable achievement in an otherwise ordinary and short career. While the title sounded impressive, in reality the qualification was mediocre in the serious world of military weaponry.

With his sights firmly set on Russian culture and choosing defection over a holiday, the dishonourably discharged nineteen-year-old soldier ran from his southern American roots and landed in Moscow, full of optimism, believing that only in the Soviet Union could he unravel life’s puzzles.

Upon arrival, the only work he could find was that of an unskilled factory worker. On a fast track to amounting to very little, his smooth-talking American drawl managed to charm an unworldly and naive Russian girl seeking discovery. East met West at a local dance hall where an ensemble of neighbourhood musicians played too many variations on the polka and the brash courted the shy. Instantly, Marina was smitten. But no sooner had the music stopped than her cowboy fell ill and was admitted to hospital. Dressed in her Soviet starched pharmaceutical uniform, Marina made regular visits to his bedside. Without a game plan, and facing the harsh reality of Russian life, Lee fell back on what he did best: he sweet-talked his big-eyed girl and exaggerated his achievements. He boasted of involvement in guerrilla warfare, blowing up bridges, derailing trains and manufacturing bombs. These racy escapades were more colourful in his mind than in reality: Lee had never undertaken any stealth combat training.

The sub-zero temperatures in the sterile hospital ward thawed as the Russian Florence Nightingale nursed her Texan radical back to health. Suddenly everything seemed possible for both of them. Lee proposed marriage, promising his bride the world. Marina’s family was as besotted as their intended, believing her young, fresh-faced man to be fine husband material. Not everyone, it seemed, was obsessed with global politics – even the stiff-necked colonel encouraged the frivolity, happy with his niece’s choice of beau. Marina and Lee were married ten days later and the band played on.

Within a month the groom tested the loyalty of his in-laws, announcing a change of heart that no one saw coming. His hankering for a Russian lifestyle, his romance with the Soviet mystery, had turned sour. Reality had hit. The weather was bleak, money scarce and factory work was proving to be hard toil. Having recovered from one illness, he was now homesick for the star-spangled banner. Of course Lee planned to take his new wife with him. Crestfallen, the colonel tried valiantly to dissuade Lee from leaving. Anxiety brewed in their Russian home as other elders began to look on Lee with less admiring eyes. Cracks were appearing in the man’s façade and doubt reigned. Not the ideal sentiment for a union, especially in 1961 when conformity and family acceptance were the underpinning of a marriage, whether in the land of the bear or the eagle.

Few people of the time travelled between the US and Russia; in fact, few people travelled anywhere. And if they did choose the Soviet Union, they undertook the task after much consideration and planning – otherwise, nervous authorities might require answers to long lists of questions. The now-pregnant Marina sided with her husband. The couple packed their bags, remaining on Russian soil only long enough to give their first-born child, June, a Soviet birthright.

Traditional celebrations prevailed as extended family put aside their misgivings and rejoiced with the new parents. In a gesture of goodwill the colonel assisted with the expediency of their visa applications to the US, calling in some favours from his diplomatic connections. The three were away, a young family of mixed backgrounds and fluctuating ideals. Moscow via Poland via Germany via Holland, destination America.

Walking down the gangway of the SS Rotterdam in the height of a New York summer, Marina scanned the landscape for her statue of freedom. But all Lee offered was a two-dollar room in a dive off Times Square and a handbasin that became a baby bath for one long miserable night. It was 1962 and Marina’s girlhood fantasies of movie stars and romance were fading with the burden of motherhood and immigrant isolation. While Lee disappeared onto the dark, violent streets, Marina changed nappies and stared out onto a rusted fire escape. Broadway, the boulevard of dreams, felt an eternity away. There were no lights shining on this Russian wife who slowly realised her horizons had been lost, for good.

The following afternoon the family boarded a jet airliner bound for a tarmac in dusty Dallas, Texas. Whistling tumbleweeds greeted the young family, and the rumbling of an idling Oldsmobile. At the wheel was Robert Oswald, Lee’s brother, with whom they would room unhappily for the next two months. Things didn’t get any better with the next batch of family-hopping. Lee’s impossibly difficult mother, Marguerite, saw no shine in her son’s choice of bride. By September, Lee’s boast of booming opportunity in the land of democracy had amounted to nothing more than a job as an unskilled metalworker at a dollar twenty-five an hour. But at least he was able to move his family into a rundown apartment, where Marina attempted to create her haven, albeit subject to copious unwanted visits from the often sneering Marguerite.

The purchase of a little luxury for the home, a black and white television, delighted the new bride, but marital bliss, if it ever existed, was short-lived. Lee’s mood changed almost overnight, from congenial to angry tyrant. He came home early one day to find Marina attempting to learn English from an afternoon soap opera. Agitated, he pulled the plug, picked up the television and returned it to the department store. From that time onwards the Oswald home suffered long bouts of silence broken only by baby June’s cries as her kitchen-bound mother attempted to rock the child to sleep.

Marina tried to battle through by seeking out fellow Russian immigrants, people who could offer her company and the simple joy of conversation in her native language. She took to creating her own world, arranging coffee mornings at her home, smiling, and nurturing new acquaintances, relishing the simple pleasure of preparing a plate of sandwiches or a sponge cake to share. Lee, on the other hand, pursued a path of isolation and withdrawal into himself. The two opposites, the Russian and the American, were now in their own domestic cold war.

Lee became an obsessive reader of serious texts, selecting mostly works from American history, Marxism and various staid biographies of eminent statesmen. Before long, he came to regard Russian immigrants as miserable souls. He failed to understand or appreciate the need for betterment, to be able to buy into a slice of a lifestyle that they felt only the US could offer them. His love of Russia had deteriorated to disdain and Marina sensed that same feeling brewing towards her. Her husband had become enthralled by renewed interest in another world issue: Cuba.

Marina’s reaction was to focus on her child and her own independence. The dour Texan didn’t take kindly to his wife’s resilience, expecting her to be needy, more wanting of her man. He declared that he didn’t want Marina to have any contact with the outside world, labelling his wife’s friends as ‘fools’ for having left Russia, and ‘traitors’ attempting to dissuade her from any meaningful friendships. If this irrational jealousy wasn’t enough for Marina to bear, Lee would often take to beating her if he saw her administer any discipline to their daughter. For all his hardline ways, Lee was extremely possessive of June, and doted on her. It was a weakness Marina exploited. She would have Lee believe she was venturing out to buy something for ‘his baby’, something important, only to run to a girlfriend and seek refuge for a few hours. The great American dream was fast being replaced by fear. Yet, the good Russian wife persevered, desperately trying to find a middle ground in a marriage that was clearly doomed.

An unexpected knock on the door provided the ideal distraction for a man dulled by marriage and seeking escapism. Two lowly FBI agents stood on his threshold, grey suited and poker faced. They were on the most basic administrative task, an immigration enquiry relating to the newly arrived Russian. In true Cold War fashion all Russian migrants were routinely assessed. The bureau had sent the agents to the Oswald home for the sole purpose of establishing that the young woman was, in fact, cohabitating with her husband. As uninteresting and brief as their duty was, Lee saw adventure in their visit, his imagination running wild. The two suits sat and completed their flick-and-tick paperwork while the metalworker’s mind filled with intrigue. He waylaid the attention of the FBI for two long hours, going into enormous detail on his visit to Russia and offering up his political opinions. Lee had the perfect opportunity to spice up his profile, to embellish his persona: from a man of no skills to a person of interest. Indeed, a man of importance to the government. When the agents had left, Lee recounted his version of the meeting to his wife in his reasonable turn of the Russian language. He insisted that the agents had attempted to enlist him as a spy. In actuality the agents had formed the opposite viewpoint while suffering Lee’s long-winded story, and no recruitment took place. But in Lee’s delusional mind, jealousy and fear had joined hands with madness in what was the onset of the decline of a man struggling with life, battling reality. His bewildered wife served a cold dinner to a chuffed husband lost to self-importance.
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