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INTRODUCTION

This book makes three arguments: First, that Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone in murdering John F. Kennedy. Second, that the more important question, the question that we should have spent the past half century debating but have not (satisfactorily), is why Oswald felt compelled to kill the president and what this tells us about him, the United States, and the Cold War. Third, that we can learn about why Oswald killed the president by examining the nearly three years he spent in the Soviet Union, from October 1959 to June 1962, during which time he traveled to Moscow, tried to kill himself, moved to the city of Minsk, worked at a radio and television factory, made friends, enjoyed the company of several young women, married, and became a father.

The Interloper is about Oswald’s Soviet period: why he ventured to the USSR in the first place, what he did there, whom he met, how he was affected by his time there, and why he left. Most of the information comes from interviews I conducted with people who knew Oswald—coworkers, friends, relatives of friends, neighbors, and acquaintances, mostly in Minsk but elsewhere as well, including the Marine Corps and Dallas. My research benefited mightily from the US National Archives’ more than five million pages of letters, testimonies, CIA and FBI reports, maps, photographs, and other documents related to the JFK assassination, and I was helped by several Russians and Belarusians who shared with me photographs, letters, passports, and housing and work papers from the late fifties and early sixties. Most of this later material is newly reported and sheds fresh light on the events leading up to the tragedy in Dallas.

There are three factors that make Oswald’s Soviet period so important. He lived in the Soviet Union longer than anywhere else, except for one of his many childhood homes (about which he had little say). The Soviet chapter of his life represented the culmination of Oswald’s uneasy development, and his experiences there offer a much more three-dimensional view of the man than those of any of his other addresses. And it is in the Soviet Union that Oswald tried, unsuccessfully, to put an end to a pattern of “interloping” from one address to another. This was among his most important failures in a life that was a series of failures.

By “interloping” I am referring to Oswald’s repeated attempts to flee from his old life and to insert himself into a new one adorned with new people and a new landscape and a new language or accent—with the hope, however desperate, that this time he might find a permanent home. In each instance he failed, and with each failure his sense of not fitting in—his alienation—intensified greatly. Oswald’s interloping was foreshadowed by his fragmented and frenetic childhood, but it did not really take shape until his late adolescence. That was when he began to jump, of his own volition, from one new home to the next. First, he enlisted in the Marines; then, he defected to the Soviet Union; then, he returned to the United States; then, he fled to Mexico (with the intention of heading on to Cuba or back to Russia); then, finally, he returned, once again, to the United States. In all of these cases, his jumping, or interloping, was meant to lead to a happy resolution, and in all of them, it did not. What distinguished his Soviet chapter from the others was that it was in the Soviet Union that Oswald came closest to ending this progression of people and places. It was in Moscow, and especially in Minsk, that the whole process of Oswald’s nearly constant movement was laid bare and that Oswald, unable to fit in, was confronted with the awful realization that this movement, this hopeless wandering, would never stop. It was there that the desperation and fury coursing through his whole life were most fully and powerfully on display. And it was there that his eventual assassination of the president was most clearly foreshadowed.

The much-maligned Warren Commission—the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy, chaired by Chief Justice  Earl Warren—seems to have grasped the profundity of Oswald’s Soviet period. “It should be remembered,” the commission notes in its report, “that he was not yet 20 years old when he went to the Soviet Union with such high hopes and not quite 23 when he returned bitterly disappointed. . . . His return to the United States publicly testified to the utter failure of what had been the most important act of his life.” His widow, Marina Oswald (née Prusakova), backed up this conclusion. In her testimony before the commission, she indicated that her marriage, which had never been very happy, worsened markedly after she and Lee returned to the United States.1

Alas, the public discourse has not made room for this kind of Oswald. He has rarely been viewed as a total person; his assassination of the president has never been understood in the context of his frequent moving and searching. That is because the discourse has never really assumed the fact of Oswald’s sole responsibility for the planning and execution of the murder. Instead, it has revolved around the question of whether he was the lone gunman. It has always insisted on a degree of uncertainty, which is to say that Oswald has been intriguing or newsworthy only insofar as he has helped to clear up—or prolong—that uncertainty. His importance has been limited to his participation in the detective story: where he was, what he was doing, the people he knew. We have avoided delving deeply into Oswald the man, with all his contradictions and incongruities, because that seemed to be a secondary concern that had little to do with the mystery of the president’s death. Oswald has always been one-dimensional, hard to know, aloof, amorphous—an instrument or expression of darker forces.

The irony of all this is that it is Oswald the man who helps us to disentangle the mystery. It is the facts of his life, and especially his life in the Soviet Union, that tell us what we need to know to conclude that he alone was responsible for killing President Kennedy.

The Interloper is an attempt, at long last, to make sense of this person we have never known. It is an attempt to understand Oswald so that we might better understand how this lonely figure could so alter history. He was fascinating, grotesque, pitiful, and self-involved, and he could be insightful and decent. He was a product of his moment, but he was also his own construction. He accomplished almost nothing until he accomplished this one, awful thing. There are reasons for this, and they are not buried in government vaults in Moscow, Havana, or Washington, DC. They are not part of a cover-up or a subterfuge or a military-industrial complex that believed John F. Kennedy stood in the way of its war profiteering or its secret ambitions to overthrow Fidel Castro. They are to be found in the story of Oswald’s life inside the Soviet enigma, which can lead us to the heart of this man who has occupied an oversized place in the public consciousness for so long.

It was in the Soviet Union, and especially in Minsk, that Oswald gave voice to his greatest ambitions and desperations, and it was there—most importantly—that he sought to end his pattern of migrating from one life to another, his interloping. Prior to his defecting to the Soviet Union, almost all of Oswald’s life had been a series of moves, and almost all of these moves were prompted by his mother, the perennially unstable Marguerite Oswald. Each lurch reinforced the notion that Oswald did not belong anywhere, that he was an outsider without any roots or sense of identity no matter where he went. (That his father died before he was born only exacerbated this feeling, as Oswald himself suggested.) To escape this permanent rootlessness, he dropped out of high school to enlist in the Marine Corps, but the Marines failed to provide him with the stability and sense of purpose he was after. So he turned to the Soviet Union. In Russia Oswald hoped, finally, to impose some order on his life, to take charge of it, and to achieve some sense of permanence. He fully expected that this would be the final move. This would mark the end of history, as it were.

Oswald’s Soviet period embodies the whole spectrum of his emotions, strivings, successes, and failures. In this place, we can glimpse the real Oswald: The spurned adolescent, having failed to find a home or sense of purpose in America, sets out for Russia. Once in Russia, he is deeply wounded when he discovers that he is unwanted there, too. But then he trundles on, he persists—there is nothing else for him to do—and he achieves something he has never before achieved: a sense of place. But  gradually he suspects that this place is not what he imagined it would be—not only is it cold and unloving, but it’s also distrusting, hostile, bureaucratic, mean—and he starts to want to leave. With this new desire to flee, to move once again, comes an even more painful realization: the cycle he had sought to break, the seemingly endless cycle of lurching and fleeing that he had sought to squash, has in fact not been squashed. He is trapped inside himself. And so Oswald leaves the Soviet Union broken, enraged, and confused.

There is an important corollary to all this: with each failure to settle—in the Dallas–Fort Worth area, in New Orleans, and in New York, where he spent his childhood; in the Marines; and in the Soviet Union—Oswald was made more aware of his outsiderness, his status qua interloper. And with this awareness came anger building to fury. The fury mounted. The velocity of his emotions ratcheted up. The violent outbursts became more violent. It was as if Oswald were moving toward something—a resolution. This resolution might end in any number of ways, but it pointed to an inescapable bloodshed. Oswald’s short life was riddled with violent flare-ups—mostly fights and self-inflicted wounds—but he did not seem to crave any of that. He was not a bully or a thug. He did not enjoy violence, but violence found him; it forced itself on him when he was no longer able to avoid it. So it was with his interloping. He had sought to escape the cycle of lurching and trespassing nonviolently by moving to a foreign country and finding a new life there that would be divorced from the old one, but the lesson he likely took away from Russia was that even that action was ineffective. Enveloping himself in a radical ideology and parachuting himself into this country that was so different from, and so at odds with, his own was insufficient. If he were to escape himself once and for all, it would almost certainly involve something destructive, not because he wanted that but because there was no other way out.

There was, in all this, a great deal of desperation. That was what infused the Soviet period with such intensity and consequence, and that was what made his decision to leave Minsk so traumatic.

By the time Oswald returned to the United States, thirty-two months after arriving in the Soviet Union, his desperation had morphed into something much darker and with a momentum and force it had previously lacked. During the seventeen months between his return to the United States and the assassination, that darkness intensified even more. With each lurch, whatever hopes he had left of transcending himself seem to have dimmed, and by November 1963 he seems to have intuited that he was close to putting an end to it all. There is no indication that he had any animosity toward Kennedy—in fact, Oswald had indicated he thought favorably of the president—but that was not the point. The point was Oswald, and everything that was wrong with him.



PART ONE


BEFORE MINSK



1

IN SEARCH OF A NEW COUNTRY

LEE HARVEY OSWALD’S CHILDHOOD DID NOT TAKE PLACE IN any one town or city. He was always provided for, but he was also, in a way, homeless—without a stable backdrop of buildings or even people. By the age of seventeen, he had moved twenty times. Almost all of these moves happened because of his mother, Marguerite. Often he shuttled between Dallas–Fort Worth and New Orleans, but he also lived in New York. His briefest stay, in Manhattan, lasted six weeks; his longest, in Fort Worth, four years. He averaged 10.2 months per address. (This did not include stints with family or friends who filled in when Marguerite was absent, or his three-week detainment at a home for troubled youths, in the spring of 1953.) Not surprisingly, nearly all of these homes were rentals or places owned by other people who let them live there for free.1

Lee’s father, Robert Edward Lee Oswald, had been an insurance premium collector, and he died of a heart attack in August 1939, two months before his son was born. His death and absence from the boy’s life might be regarded as the defining trauma of Oswald’s entire life, setting in motion a youth of chaos and frenzy. Marguerite and Lee rarely changed addresses because of a new opportunity, but rather because of a failure or crisis that almost always crept up suddenly. (Nearly half of the moves that took place between addresses numbers 7 and 21, when Lee was of school age, took place during the school year.) Mostly their hopscotching was prompted by Marguerite’s run-ins—with men, landlords, family, or employers. Often an infidelity or job termination was involved. In some cases, Lee’s older brother, Robert, or older half brother, John Pic, moved with him; in other cases, it was just Lee and Marguerite. Some moves were more traumatic than others: Lee spent 1943—the year he turned four—at the Bethlehem Children’s Home in New Orleans. But from late 1945 to mid-1946 he lived in a comfortable brick house in Benbrook, a Fort Worth suburb, with his mother and Edwin Ekdahl, her new husband. Ekdahl was well off—this was probably why Marguerite married him—and he had an evident fondness for Lee. For a little less than a year, he was the closest anyone ever came to being a father figure to the little boy. Ultimately, this relationship, and the one between Marguerite and Ekdahl, was a failure, too.

Marguerite was hardly capable of playing the role of one parent, let alone two. She was unreliable, frantic, harried, hectoring, needy, and prone to irrational outbursts. Throughout Lee’s childhood, she vacillated between two poles—that of the self-involved, self-imagined victim in search of love and support, and that of the doting, controlling mother. She either paid very little attention to Lee’s wants and needs—yanking him out of school, moving him away from what friends he had—or fawned over him in an effort (obvious to all, including Lee) to compensate for her selfishness. That selfishness, and her inability to provide any semblance of stability and normalcy for her youngest son, is clearly reflected in Lee’s constant moving. Her compensatory “love” comes through, as will be seen, in her letters to Lee.2

This homeless youth cannot be stressed enough if we are to understand the unstable man Lee Harvey Oswald was to become. Over the years, the pinball-like movement generated not so much relationships or attachments but a murky tableau of schools, teachers, neighbors, accents, faces, and skylines. There was no single, overarching configuration of people and spaces that governed Oswald’s childhood universe. There was only a whir of disjointed impressions. When someone asked him where he came from, he couldn’t say, so he said whatever he felt like. Nor could he recall or explain how, exactly, he and his mother had proceeded from address number 1 to 2 to 9 to 20. Most everything about his childhood felt arbitrary and fleeting.3

Address number 14, while especially short-lived, marked an important juncture and revealed the first glimpse of the emotionally volatile young man Lee Harvey Oswald was to become. In August 1952, Marguerite and Lee moved out of address number 13, in Fort Worth, to live with John Pic and his wife, Margy, in New York. The Pics didn’t know why Marguerite and Lee had come or when they planned to leave. Still, they were happy to see them. Margy’s mother, who lived with her daughter and son-in-law in the railroad apartment on the Upper East Side, was in Norfolk, Virginia, visiting her other daughter for the month, and the Pics said Marguerite and Lee could stay in her room. The last time John had seen his half brother had been in October 1950, when Lee was not yet eleven. At that time, Lee had been more attached to his mother. (Until he was ten, the two slept in the same bed.) Now, he was going on thirteen and appeared less bound to her. Pic, who had a strained relationship with Marguerite, sensed an opening.

When he recalled this brief period, during his testimony before the Warren Commission, Pic sounded remorseful. It was as if he had never really known Lee but had wanted to. His father, Edward John Pic Jr., had married Marguerite in 1929; John Pic had been born in 1932; sometime around then, Edward Pic and Marguerite had divorced; and soon after, Marguerite had married Robert Oswald Sr. John Pic told the commission that the week Marguerite and Lee arrived in New York, he took time off from work to show his half brother the city—the Museum of Natural History, the Staten Island Ferry, and Polk’s Hobby Shop.4 But from the start of the Oswalds’ visit, the Pics were uneasy, and they had reason to be. Marguerite and Lee showed up at their place with several suitcases and a television set. John and Margy expected they would visit for a week or two—John told the Warren Commission that he thought it made sense that they should come in August so Lee wouldn’t miss the beginning of the school year in Fort Worth. But after a few days it became clear that Marguerite planned that they would stay for good.

Margy was nineteen. She had recently given birth and, presumably, was still nursing. Marguerite didn’t pay for any of their groceries even though John made only $150 per month in the coast guard—he was on the security detail at Ellis Island. When he mentioned the groceries to his mother, she became livid. There was also the not unimportant question of space. Mrs. Fuhrman, Margy’s mother, would be home from Norfolk soon. It would have been one thing if it had been their apartment, but it was Mrs. Fuhrman’s. John was angry. Why hadn’t Marguerite said anything before she and Lee came all the way from Texas? John and Margy wouldn’t have minded if it were only Lee, even with the baby and Mrs. Fuhrman. They later said they liked having Lee around, although he could be quiet, and it could be hard to know what he was thinking. The truth was, Pic said, this behavior was very much typical of his mother. It was deceptive and manipulative, and it made Margy upset and infuriated him.5

Then an incident took place that was, perhaps, an early indication of Lee’s capacity for violence. All of the anger in the small apartment made for a combustible atmosphere at a time of year, late summer, when it was already hot and humid, and tempers were more prone to flare up. The apartment, which had probably been built in the 1880s, was on Ninety-Second Street, between Second and Third Avenues. It was north of the old money and south of East Harlem. The ventilation was anemic, and it was shadowy and cluttered, without private spaces.

For reasons that they could not agree on, Lee apparently hit his mother and pulled a knife on Margy. This took place during an argument between Marguerite and Margy, which Pic called “the big trouble,” and it was the first in a stream of violent outbursts over the next eleven years. The argument started with a disagreement about the television set, but, naturally, it wasn’t really about that. Pic indicated to the Warren Commission that the argument was about who mattered more to Pic: his wife or his mother. Marguerite enlisted Lee, and suddenly Lee pulled out a pocketknife. The order of events is unclear: either Lee threatened Margy, and then he hit his mother, or vice versa. It is also unknown how much time elapsed between these events, although it’s believed that they took place within a few moments of each other. This would explain why John remembered them as a single incident.

Marguerite blamed the whole blow-up on her daughter-in-law. In her testimony before the Warren Commission, Marguerite told J. Lee Rankin, the commission’s general counsel, that Margy “didn’t like me, and she didn’t like Lee. So she—what is the word to say—not picked on the child, but she showed her displeasure. And she is a very—not, I would say so much an emotional person—but this girl is a New Yorker who was brought up in this particular neighborhood, which I believe is a poor section of New York. . . . And this girl cursed like a trooper. She is—you cannot express it, Mr. Rankin—but not of a character of a high caliber.” Marguerite said the argument had to do with John and Lee carving little ships out of blocks of wood. Margy, she said, was upset that there were wood chips on the floor. “So there was, I think now—it was not a kitchen knife—it was a little pocket knife, a child’s knife, that Lee had,” Marguerite said. “So she hit Lee. So Lee had the knife—now, I remember this distinctly, because I remember how awful I thought Marjory was about this. Lee had the knife in his hand. He was whittling.” After Margy slapped Lee, he apparently threatened Margy. “He did not use the knife,” Marguerite recalled. “He had an opportunity to use the knife.” She did not mention the television set, nor did she say anything about Lee hitting her. John Pic said, in his testimony before the Warren Commission, that he was not, in fact, home when the “big trouble” occurred. And he stressed that, before everything happened, his wife had liked Lee very much.6

After the fireworks had subsided, it seemed—to John Pic and Margy, at least—that something had changed permanently. It was as if the aloofness they had sometimes perceived in Lee had coalesced into a jumble of furies. Now, more than before, he seemed to be in a state of continuous conflict. John and Margy couldn’t have him or Marguerite living with them any longer. After that, Lee never really talked to his brother again, even though he would sometimes ask about him. A schism had been opened: Lee was no longer just angry but dangerous, and it was impossible to go back to the way things had been.

The Warren Commission Report indicates that it was at about this time, toward the end of 1952, that Lee was confronted by an intense and bitter loneliness. He and Marguerite were now living on East 179th Street, in Manhattan, and he was enrolled at Public School 117. He hated it. Of the sixty-four days he was enrolled there, he showed up for just fifteen and received mostly failing grades. Marguerite then enrolled him at Public School 44, but he refused to go. In February 1953, the Pics visited Marguerite and Lee, and Marguerite asked her older son how she might persuade her youngest son to accept psychiatric care, but nothing was done. Soon after, Lee was declared a truant, and a judge sent him to Youth House. He was evaluated by a psychiatrist, a social worker, and a probation officer.

The social worker, Evelyn D. Siegel, observed “a rather pleasant, appealing quality about this emotionally starved, affectionless youngster which grows as one speaks to him.” According to the Warren Commission Report, Siegel

           thought that [Oswald] had detached himself from the world around him because “no one in it ever met any of his needs for love.” She observed that since Lee’s mother worked all day, he made his own meals and spent all his time alone because he didn’t make friends with the boys in the neighborhood. She thought that he “withdrew into a completely solitary and detached existence where he did as he wanted and he didn’t have to live by any rules or come into contact with people.” Mrs. Siegel concluded that Lee “just felt that his mother never gave a damn for him. He always felt like a burden that she simply just had to tolerate.” Lee confirmed some of those observations by saying that he felt almost as if there were a veil between him and other people through which they could not reach him, but that he preferred the veil to remain intact. Disturbingly, he admitted to fantasies about being powerful and sometimes hurting and killing people, but refused to elaborate on them. He took the position that such matters were his own business.7

All of this appears to have left him exposed and vulnerable to a world of ideas he could not have been expected to understand.

There was little, if anything, in Lee’s childhood that suggested he might one day embrace radical politics. But by the time he reached early adolescence, there was an obvious emptiness in his life, a desire for something real and deeply felt to compensate for the home that was sorely missing. Of course, this desire was never fulfilled, and a conflict seems to have emerged pitting Lee against the world—not just New York but the world in a more general and ill-defined sense. He was angry and alone, he was becoming more violent, and he was in dire need of a community or surrogate father who could teach him self-respect and self-discipline.8

We can, perhaps, better understand Lee’s early embrace of Marxism, however superficial, if we view it through the lens of his childhood and early adolescence. Marxism, and especially Marxist revolution, offered discipline and purpose, and it was shot through with a vocabulary and mood that comported with Lee’s mounting rage. Marxism would do for him, or so he seems to have intuited, what his parents should have done: it offered a home. Because this particular “home” was a place that no one else in his life—family, neighbors, and classmates, to say nothing of tens of millions of other Americans—wanted to live in, it was probably even more appealing. It was something that he alone could possess. Up until Lee left for the Soviet Union, almost everyone who met him (social workers, teachers, fellow marines) called him “withdrawn” or “quiet.” They thought he didn’t want to spend time with them. A likelier explanation is that he simply wanted to be with his “family,” which amounted to people with whom he thought he shared something. These were the revolutionaries he imagined living far away, in Russia or Cuba—the same people he would one day move halfway around the world to be with.

Lee’s interest in Marxism started to develop within a year of returning to New Orleans from New York, in January 1954. By then, the gulf separating Oswald from his mother was probably unbridgeable, he had very little extended family to speak of, and he had no friends or place that he thought of as home. According to the Warren Commission Report, Lee started to teach himself about Marxist theory when he was fifteen. In Moscow Oswald told a reporter from United Press International, Aline Mosby, without much in the way of context, that he ran into or encountered an “old lady” who “handed me a pamphlet about saving the Rosenbergs,” suggesting that this was a catalyzing moment. Oswald did not say where or when this encounter took place. He only said that it stuck with him, implying that it was this momentary interaction with a stranger, presumably in a public place, that sparked his interest in radical politics and ultimately led him to travel to the Soviet Union. He repeated this claim, about studying Marx, in a letter to his brother written at about the same time that he met with Mosby.9

It should be noted that the chronology of events, as related by Oswald, is a tad confusing. Demonstrations on behalf of Julius and Ethel Rosenberg, who were members of the Communist Party and convicted of spying for the Soviet Union, started in earnest in early April 1951, after they were sentenced to die, and continued through mid-June 1953, when they were executed. Oswald’s comment suggests that, at some point between the ages of eleven and thirteen, he happened on a pro-Rosenberg demonstrator or volunteer—presumably, in New York, where the couple enjoyed more support than in Fort Worth—and that it was this brochure that prompted him to start thinking about Marxism. He then, apparently, pondered its meaning or forgot about it for two years and, at fifteen, started reading Marx’s Capital.

There was nothing in Lee’s record to suggest that he could have made sense of Marx. His student records from Beauregard Junior High School, in New Orleans, where he spent the 1954–1955 school year, show that he was a mediocre student, and his only friend at the time, Edward Voebel, never said anything to the Warren Commission about Oswald being a particularly voracious reader. His highest grades at Beauregard were in Civics (he received an 85 and a 90) and Art (85 and 90). In English, he received a 68 and 72; General Math, 70 and 70; and General Science, 73 and 85. He missed nine days of school, and when he was there, he was often in trouble. John Neumeyer, who was a year behind Oswald at Beauregard, recalled getting into a fight with Lee. By then, the violent impulse that had led Lee to hit his mother and pull a knife on his sister-in-law in New York had begun to manifest itself more often, and Lee had become more withdrawn. Neumeyer, in an interview with the FBI after the assassination, noted that Lee “went by the nickname ‘Yankee’ and did not seem to get along with other students.” Neumeyer said that he “had heard Oswald often became involved in fights.”10

A few months after leaving Beauregard, Oswald started the tenth grade at Warren Easton High School. A few weeks later, just before his sixteenth birthday, he dropped out. It was at this time, at Beauregard and Warren Easton, that Oswald apparently was struggling to make sense of the labor theory of value, the rise of the proletariat, and other complex Marxist concepts. He was on a journey that would lead him away from his country, his past, and his mother.11

On October 26, 1956, Lee Harvey Oswald reported for duty at the Marine Corps Recruit Depot in San Diego. He was assigned to the Second Recruit Training Battalion. He had turned seventeen eight days earlier. He had wanted to join when he was sixteen, but the Marines wouldn’t let him, so he had to wait a year. (His half brother, John Pic, had joined at sixteen by submitting a false affidavit from his mother stating that he was seventeen. Oswald had tried the same tactic but had failed.) His brother, Robert Oswald, had been a marine, too, and he had given Lee a Marine Corps manual. Lee spent the next year memorizing it.12

It might seem odd that someone who had found solace in Karl Marx would join the Marine Corps, but there was a logic to this. Lee had been drawn to Marxism for psychological reasons. He had not arrived at it intellectually. He had not migrated toward his radicalism gradually or reflectively, even if he believed he had. He had leapt at it, acting on reflex, because it filled a void. The Marine Corps had a similar appeal, and, unlike any political theory, it offered something concrete and immediate: he could go far away from home now. Certainly, these two competing forces gave rise to a contradiction, and during his time in the Corps Oswald became increasingly aware of it, as conversations with fellow marines would make clear. But that contradiction was not a problem in the fall of 1956. In fact, on October 3 of that year, Lee sent a handwritten letter to the Socialist Party of America requesting information about the party’s youth league. This did not stop him, three weeks later, from reporting for duty in California. The allure of starting a new life, whether that meant enlisting with the Marines or embracing an ideology that was alien to his upbringing, was what mattered most.13

The Marines of the 1950s inhabited a world that was mostly cordoned off from the rest of America. There was a certain code of conduct and a regimen that distinguished Marine Corps life from life outside the Corps. But that regimen was not so different from that of other branches of the military. Most important was the mentality that had given rise to the Corps daily rhythms. It was this almost defiant insularity, this unwillingness to be cowed by external forces—politics, the popular culture—that set the Marines apart. This was made clear by the Ribbon Creek incident, which took place six months before Oswald arrived at boot camp. The incident, during which six marines drowned, exposed the toughness and even brutality of Marine Corps life, and it underscored the secretive nature of an organization that was very reluctant to explain itself to the outside world. It is hardly surprising that the Marines would have appealed—at least at first—to Oswald, who was himself insular, defiant, and disinclined to listen to other people.14

Oswald, however, was unlike most of his fellow marines. He came from a world that had been dominated by a woman and included a raft of men who flitted in and out of his life. There was very little about him that was conventionally, or stereotypically, male. He didn’t like sports. He preferred playing chess or Monopoly to hanging out with other boys. He liked to listen to the radio and read, and he had a stamp collection. He had few close friends. He’d never had any girlfriends. By contrast, most of the seventeen- and eighteen-year-olds who enlisted in this cloistered fraternity in the mid and late 1950s came from homes that were intensely male. They had grown up in the shadow of veterans everywhere, surrounded by fathers, uncles, older brothers, teachers, and coaches who had fought at Normandy, Iwo Jima, and Inchon, and they intuited or had been told that the only way they would ever gain the respect of these men would be to serve and, more than that, to fight.15

Without knowing much about what he was about to embark on, Oswald was shipped to boot camp at San Diego. Recruits lived in Quonset huts. They went to bed at ten p.m. and woke at five thirty a.m. In the early morning, said Ray Elliott, who went to boot camp at San Diego one year after Oswald did, recruits were expected to “rake the grass.” (“They called it grass,” Elliott said, “but I didn’t see any grass. It was dirt. You took one of those leaf rakes that’s made of steel, and you made precise lines and cut it off at the sidewalk. There would be an inspection. It seemed senseless to me, but we had to do it every day.”)16 They were trained in boxing and judo and spent three weeks on the rifle range, and they were forced to live inside very narrow parameters: they spoke, got out of bed, and ate when someone else said they could. And always—always—there was the sense of a lingering brutality, the possibility of a fight, bloodshed, the brandishing of a blunt masculinity.

After boot camp, Oswald was shuttled from one base to another—first Jacksonville, Florida; then Biloxi, Mississippi, and El Toro, California; then back to San Diego. On August 22, 1957, he boarded the USS Bexar in San Diego.17 The Bexar (pronounced “bear”) was a transport ship that specialized in amphibious assault. The marines lived in quarters that were more compact than those of the sailors assigned full-time to the Bexar: The sailors had bunks stacked four high; the marines—the ship’s cargo—had bunks stacked six and eight high. The sailors had toilets; the marines had two wooden slats that formed a crude, toilet-like contraption. Everyone, sailors and marines, suffered through the late-summer heat together. There was no air-conditioning except in the electronics stations.

On board the Bexar, Oswald spent his time brooding and reading—his reading list included Whitman’s Leaves of Grass—or teaching Specialist Daniel Powers, his commanding officer, how to play chess. Powers, who was three and a half years older than Oswald, was married and had two children, and later, on the base in Japan, he played football and baseball. Oswald was not an athlete. He was teaching himself Russian, and he had sharp opinions and a sardonic quality. “He was a guy who was never sought out,” Powers said. “Was he intelligent? Yes. He was quick on the uptake. But he felt inferior, like he was being persecuted—an introvert. We called him Ozzie Rabbit because he was shy.”18

Everyday Oswald and Powers would sit on the deck of the USS Bexar—Ozzie Rabbit from everywhere and nowhere versus the linebacker from Owatonna, Minnesota; the splintered subject versus the All-American, floating across a vast and shapeless ocean, sunburned and staring at their chessboard. They paid almost no attention to each other, Powers because he seemed to be loosely tethered to the moment, Oswald because he seemed to be tethered too tightly.

But most of the time, Oswald enjoyed being alone. It was as if he were always engaged in a conversation with himself. Sometimes, when he felt like it or when he was interrupted, Oswald would stop talking to Oswald and pay attention to someone else, briefly and from a distance. But he was not allergic to people. He had joined the Marines because he wanted to escape his mother, and this was the best way he knew how. He was not an obvious fit. He weighed 135 pounds and stood five foot eight. He didn’t talk much about women; he didn’t know how. He rarely drank. He was quiet, with a funny, surly smile that sometimes lapsed into a stare or grimace that seemed to point to an untapped well of thoughts and anger. Sometimes, it was as if he didn’t hear things other people said—or didn’t care. What he cared about, more often these days than before he enlisted in the Marines, was telling people what he thought and why he was right. With plenty of free time and his mother far away, Oswald was able, for the first time, to think seriously about the man he might become and the path he would take to get there.19

On September 12, the Bexar docked at Yokosuka, Japan. Oswald had been assigned to Marine Air Control Squadron 1, or MACS-1, at Atsugi Air Base, an hour and a half (by train) south of Tokyo. He was a radar operator, and he lived with his squadron in the barracks near the northwest corner of the base. Atsugi had been built by the Japanese before World War II and then occupied by the Americans. It encompassed more than 1,200 acres and was peppered with three- and four-story barracks, two-lane roads, football fields, baseball fields, mess halls, rolling lawns, hangars, radio towers, and a runway for the jet fighters and cargo and radar planes that supported the aircraft carriers, battleships, destroyers, cruisers, and other ships that patrolled the Western Pacific. There were also bowling lanes and a nine- hole golf course. To a budding Marxist, it was the embodiment of American imperialism.20

After North Korea invaded South Korea, in June 1950, the United States had transformed Atsugi into its major base of operations in the Far East. By November of that year, the navy had begun work on a six-thousand-foot runway where the old, Japanese-built airstrip had been, and, within months, it had repaired or razed many of the 220 buildings left by the Japanese at the end of the war in the Pacific. After the Korean War, in the mid-fifties, Atsugi’s mission shifted. Instead of fighting a narrowly defined proxy war, it was now enlisted in the prolonged, global struggle against the Soviet Union. That was when the navy started sealing the walls of the Japanese army–built caves—moisture was their top concern—and installing gravel pathways in the underground tunnels. The Americans believed the base below the base could withstand a direct nuclear strike.

It was also at about this time that the CIA introduced to Atsugi the U-2 spy plane. Later, in Moscow, Oswald would tell the KGB that he knew all about the invisible planes flying above the Soviet Union. This looked to be a great coup for the Soviets—Oswald arrived in Moscow in October 1959, when the U-2s were still in operation—but the American defector had nothing to offer. He had been part of a radar outfit that provided support to the U-2s, and his barracks, which were white and consisted of two stories, with small windows and a large tree outside, were near the hangar where they kept the planes, but that was all. “The Soviets knew about the U-2 long before Oswald showed up,” said Gene Poteat, an electrical engineer and a former CIA intelligence officer who worked on the U-2 program toward the end of its operational life span, in 1959 and 1960. “They had been tracking it with their radar. They knew every flight it took. They just couldn’t do anything about it. Their fighter planes could not fly that high, and their missiles couldn’t either.”21

As had been his pattern throughout his life, Oswald was not good at settling into new places. Six weeks after arriving at Atsugi, he was opening his locker when a Derringer .22-caliber pistol fell to the ground and discharged. The bullet hit him in the left elbow. Another marine, Paul Edward Murphy, rushed in to find him staring at his arm. Oswald glanced at Murphy and said, “I believe I shot myself.” He spent two and a half weeks at a naval hospital, and then he and his squadron left Atsugi for the next four months, on maneuvers.22

While he was at sea, Oswald traveled to Subic Bay, in the Philippines; Ping Tung, in northern Taiwan; and Corregidor, which is situated in the mouth of Manila Bay and was the site of one of the most important early World War II battles between the Americans and Japanese. Oswald’s travels across the South Pacific seem to have had a limited impact on him, but it’s noteworthy that he later referred to them in the autobiographical note at the start of his essay “The Collective,” his longest and most important piece of writing. Written after he left the Soviet Union, it draws on his notes and recollections from his experiences in Minsk. Oswald apparently aspired to write a full-fledged book about his Soviet period, and “The Collective” was meant to be the first chapter or two. That project never came to fruition.23

Oswald’s South Pacific maneuvers also came up in a November 1959 letter to his brother, Robert. The letter, which reads like Communist Party pap, asserts, predictably, that the United States is an imperial power that subjugates foreign peoples in the service of its empire. There is a marked absence of any nuance or balance, any consideration of other viewpoints, any discussion of the Cold War or the bellicosity of the Soviet Union. Oswald does not indicate what happened while he was on maneuvers in the South Pacific that led him to view the US presence there with such hostility. Daniel Powers, his commanding officer, recalled that most of the marines seemed to enjoy themselves. He added that Corregidor, more than the other places they visited, left the most vivid impression on many of the marines who traveled there in the winter of late 1957 and early 1958. It was luscious and beautiful, and it had seen some of the bloodiest fighting of the war. Oswald’s fellow marines spent considerable time swimming there, despite the coruscated tanks, jeeps, and ambulances at the bottom of the water. The scene did not seem to leave much of an impression on Oswald, who does not refer to it in his writings.24

A few weeks after Oswald returned to Atsugi, on March 18, 1958, he was convicted of possession of an unregistered, private weapon—the .22-caliber. His sentence was handed down on April 29: twenty days of hard labor and a $50 fine. He was also reduced to the rank of private from private, first class. His confinement was suspended for six months, but two months later he was found guilty again, this time for pouring a drink on a noncommissioned officer and using “provoking words” with him at the Bluebird Café in Yamato. Oswald was sentenced to hard labor for twenty-eight days. He also had to pay a $55 fine, and the suspension of his previous sentence was withdrawn. On August 13, he was released from confinement. In his semiannual review, he received poor marks from his superior officers: 1.9 out of 5 for conduct, and 3.4 for proficiency. It would seem that Oswald, always the outsider, always the loner, was ill-suited to the discipline and close quarters of military life.25

In late 1958, Oswald’s tour in Japan ended, and he was shipped back to the United States. By chance, he nearly crossed paths with his half brother, whom he hadn’t seen in years. John Pic had left the coast guard in 1956 and immediately joined the air force, and on November 10, 1958, he arrived in Japan. Eight days before, Lee had left Yokosuka for San Francisco on the USNS Barbet. Pic said he had received a letter telling him that Lee was in Japan, but he couldn’t remember whether the letter had come from his half brother Robert or his mother, with whom he was no longer speaking. Whoever it was thought he might want to see Lee.26

Oswald was sent to the Marine Corps Air Station at El Toro, in California, and from the moment he arrived, in December, he seemed determined to leave the Marines as soon as possible and to defect to the Soviet Union. It’s unclear when his interest in Marxism hardened into a desire to go to the Soviet Union, and when this desire sharpened into a plan. He never says anything about this evolution in his diary, which doesn’t begin until after he arrived in Moscow, or in his other writings, which include almost no autobiographical detail. What characterizes this period—from his arrival at El Toro to his discharge from the Marines nearly ten months later—are all the lies he told. He had lied before, and he would lie promiscuously in the Soviet Union—about his family, work, nationality, sexual prowess, and reason for venturing to Russia. But those later lies and half-truths were more scattered, and they were playful or arbitrary. They were not part of a plan. During the six months or so prior to his departure for the Soviet Union, he hewed to a plan that had been building in his head since late 1958, shortly before he was sent to El Toro. He lied to his superiors in the Marines, to the admissions officers at Albert Schweitzer College in Switzerland, and to the passport clerk at the Santa Ana Superior Court. And he lied to his mother. These were not complicated lies. He didn’t have to remember what he had told whom. Mostly, he lied by omission.27

As Oswald’s conversations with fellow marines make clear, he was not good at deception. In fact, as he inched closer to leaving the Marine Corps, he found it harder not to talk about, or hint strongly at, his impending departure, which would seem to undermine the whole point of lying. “He is said to have had his name written in Russian on one of his jackets,” the Warren Commission Report observes, “to have played records of Russian songs ‘so loud that one could hear them outside the barracks’; frequently to have made remarks in Russian or used expressions like ‘da’ or ‘nyet,’ or addressed others (and been addressed) as ‘Comrade’; to have come over and said jokingly, ‘You called?’ when one of the marines played a particular record of Russian music.” Nelson Delgado, a fellow marine, told the Warren Commission that he had shared with Oswald an admiration for Fidel Castro. According to the Commission’s report, “Oswald told Delgado that he was in touch with Cuban diplomatic officials in this country; which Delgado at first, took to be ‘one of his . . . lies’ but later believed.”28

Some of the men in Oswald’s Marine squadron—Kerry Wendell Thornley, John Donovan, Nelson Delgado, Henry Roussel—were familiar with his political ideas. Some of them called him Oswaldskovich.29 Thornley told Albert E. Jenner Jr., the Warren Commission assistant counsel who questioned him, that his first memory of Oswald was of him sitting on an upside-down bucket discussing religion with some marines at El Toro. “It was known already in the outfit that I was an atheist,” Thornley said. “Immediately somebody pointed out to me that Oswald was also an atheist.”

       MR. JENNER. Did they point that out to you in his presence?

       MR. THORNLEY. Yes.

       MR. JENNER. What reaction did he have to that?

       MR. THORNLEY. He said, “What do you think of communism?” and I said . . .

       MR. JENNER. He didn’t say anything about having been pointed out as being an atheist?

       MR. THORNLEY. No: he wasn’t off ended at this at all. He was—it was done in a friendly manner, anyway, and he just said to me—the first thing he said to me was with his little grin; he looked at me and he said, “What do you think of communism?” And I replied I didn’t think too much of communism, in a favorable sense, and he said, “Well, I think the best religion is communism.” And I got the impression at the time that he said this in order to shock. He was playing to the galleries, I felt. . . . He was smirking as he said this and he said it very gently. He didn’t seem to be a glass-eyed fanatic by any means.

A few moments later, Thornley told Jenner, “I still certainly wouldn’t—wouldn’t have predicted, for example, his defection to the Soviet Union, because once again he seemed idle in his admiration for communism. . . . [I]t seemed to be theoretical. It seemed strictly a dispassionate appraisal—I did know at the time that he was learning the Russian language. I knew he was subscribing to Pravda or a Russian newspaper of some kind from Moscow. All of this I took as a sign of his interest in the subject, and not as a sign of any active commitment to the Communist ends.”30

Oswald’s last six or seven months at El Toro, before his departure for the Soviet Union, are particularly revealing. On March 19, 1959, he applied to Albert Schweitzer College, in Churwalden, Switzerland, hoping to begin study in the spring term of 1960. On his application, Oswald stated that he wished to study philosophy and “to live in a healthy climate and Good moral atmosphere.” He also indicated that he had a long-standing interest in psychology, football, tennis, stamp collecting, and “ideology,” and, oddly, that he had taken part in a “student body movement” in school meant to combat juvenile delinquency. His application was accepted, and on June 19, he sent a registration fee of $25 to the college. About two months later, on August 17, he asked the Marines for a “dependency discharge” on the grounds that his mother, who had recently turned fifty-two, needed help. (He was required to serve until December 7 of that year to make up for the time he had spent in military prison.) On August 28, the Dependency Discharge Board recommended that Oswald’s request be approved, and soon after, it was.

On September 4, he applied for a passport at the Superior Court in Santa Ana, California. On his passport application, he stated that he planned to leave the United States on September 21 to attend the Albert Schweitzer College and the University of Turku in Finland; he also said that he wanted to visit Cuba, the Dominican Republic, England, France, Germany, and Russia. Six days later, he received his passport. The next day, September 11, he was released from active duty and transferred to the Marine Corps Reserve. On September 14, he arrived home, in Fort Worth, and three days after that, he left for New Orleans. In New Orleans, Oswald went to Travel Consultants, Inc., and filled out a Passenger Immigration Questionnaire. He said that he was a “shipping export agent” and that he would be overseas, on vacation, for two months. Then he paid $220.75 for room and board on the freighter SS Marion Lykes, which would depart three days later for Le Havre, France.31

The Marine Corps had failed to deliver Oswald from his past, and now he was doing what he had always done—moving. He had watched his mother do this from his earliest childhood, and then he had done the same thing by enlisting; when the Marines turned out not to be what he had expected, he copied his mother yet again and moved. The roots of this move could be traced back at least two or three years, to his time at Beauregard and Warren Easton. But there was a critical difference between his decision to enlist in the Marines and his decision to defect to the Soviet Union: the military had been handed down to him by his brothers. He had taken an interest in the Marines because he wanted to get away from his mother, and the Marines had offered him the easiest way out. But he had found Russia all by himself. No one had given him that, and there was a feverishness, a territoriality, about this move that was absent from his first encounter with the Marines. The Soviet Union would be his entirely, and nobody would ever be able to take it away from him.
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THE GREAT ESCAPE

OSWALD’S MANY LIES, ABOUT WHO HE WAS AND WHERE HE was going, would persist for the next several weeks. Mostly he would lie by omission. He would tell no one about his plan to defect to the Soviet Union and generally sidestep conversations that might reveal too much information about his past or his future. It was as if he were afraid that he might be caught or forced to turn around. He seemed filled with anticipation, guarded, and a little fearful.

In the early morning of September 20, 1959, the Marion Lykes left New Orleans. There were only four passengers on board the freighter: Oswald; Billy Joe Lord, a twenty-two-year-old airman (third class) from Midland, Texas; George B. Church, a junior high school teacher from Tampa who had been a lieutenant colonel in the army; and Church’s wife, who is referred to by the Warren Commission as Mrs. George B. Church. Oswald roomed with Lord, who was planning to attend college in France. Lord, like the Churches, told the Warren Commission that Oswald had told them he was thinking about studying in Switzerland. Lord said that he and Oswald had talked about religion and that Oswald had told him that science proved that God did not exist. (Lord thought Oswald said this because he noticed Lord had a Bible.) Lord called Oswald “extremely cynical.”1
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