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            “Brilliant, moving and at times funny, this original book reaches far beyond JFK and his tragic death. It’s about history and the way we remember things. Once I started reading, I couldn’t stop.”

            Daniel Finkelstein, columnist at The Times

            “I have given over 1,000 interviews and trust me, no one thinks about this subject like Martin Fitzgerald.”

            Dr Toni Glover, JFK assassination witness

            “Smart, restrained and refreshingly honest, this book transforms one of the most mythologised moments in modern history into a meditation on memory, chance and the burden of the stories people carry. Whether you think you know everything about the JFK assassination or nothing at all, I can’t recommend it enough.”

            Al Murray, comedian and co-host of We have Ways of Making you Talk

            “A fascinating and informative look at the most famous assassination of all time, from fresh angles and new grassy knolls. I love it.”

            David Quantick, Emmy Award-winning screenwriter, novelist and critic

            “Brilliantly conceived! An anti-whodunnit that turns this case inside and out.”

            Chris Chibnall, Sunday Times-bestselling author of Death at the White Hart, BAFTA-winning screen writer and creator of Broadchurch

            “Fitzgerald unearths a host of incredible stories, some so peculiar they must surely be fiction. Who knows? The important thing is that they’re fascinating to chew on, whether you have spent your life obsessing over these events or have decided to take a look for the first time.”

            Robin Ince, comedian, actor and writer

            “I’ve been a fan of Martin’s writing for a long time now, and here he brings his customary wit, insight and pathos to a fascinating subject. This isn’t a conspiracy compendium but a captivating examination of time, circumstance and human nature.”

            J. Willgoose, Esq., Public Service Broadcasting

            “Fitzgerald’s fast-paced, fact-packed and frequently funny guide to JFK assassination lore sorts conspiracy from coincidence and does for the grassy knoll what Craig Brown’s One Two Three Four did for the Beatles.” ii

            New World

            “The shots that rang out in Dallas on 22 November 1963 didn’t only echo around the world and down the years, they also left behind a slain President, a traumatised First Lady and countless others whose lives became for ever entangled in that moment of history. Those others are Fitzgerald’s subject and their stories make his book an original and enthralling contribution. In a crowded field, it stands above the rest.”

            Peter J. Ling, author of John F. Kennedy and Emeritus Professor of American Studies at the University of Nottingham

            “The JFK assassination – we all know about it. Or do we? In this brilliant book, Martin Fitzgerald explains that things are not what they seem. He is our tour guide to a special chapter of history, which begins on that fateful day in Dallas, weaves through the present and ends in the future. Fitzgerald guides with a voice that ranges from raconteur to cultural critic to expert historian … Anything you need to know about the JFK assassination and our memory of it, you’ll find in Fitzgerald’s superb book.”

            Gautham Rao, Associate Professor of History at American University

            “The Umbrella Man and Other Stories brings wit, warmth and perspective to one of the most studied events of the last 100 years, reminding us that history’s most famous moments are often experienced by ordinary individuals who never asked to be part of them. This is a valuable and refreshing contribution to the JFK assassination literature – thoughtful, humane and unexpectedly disarming.”

            Ian Sanders, host of the award-winning Cold War Conversations podcast

            “Whether you thought you knew all there was to know about the JFK assassination or never knew how much there was to know about it, you will love this book. Fitzgerald uses one moment in Dealey Plaza to bring together diverse strands of American history, politics and culture. From the use of umbrellas to protest Kennedy’s apparent ‘appeasement’ of communism to the Queen Mother accosting Larry Hagman at Royal Ascot to get the inside scoop on who shot J. R. Ewing, this book masterfully analyses the context of the Kennedy assassination and reveals its multifaceted and complex legacy.”

            David Swift, historian and author of Scouse Republic
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            For Brian, who has kept me company

on this subject longer than anyone.
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            Prologue

         

         They called him Mr Biggs. Or was it Mr Briggs? I’m not really sure because it was so long ago. But what I can remember, with total clarity, is that this whole thing started with him.

         Mr Biggs/Briggs was my history teacher at Sedgehill School, a comprehensive in south-east London which had the tenuous claim to fame that Francis Rossi, lead singer of Status Quo, was amongst its alumni. It was exactly how you would imagine a state school in the 1980s – Grange Hill with fewer sausages and boomer teachers who wore CND badges and blazers that would end up in charity shops in the 1990s. Mr Biggs/Briggs wore both and topped it all off with an unkempt beard that suggested he brewed his own ale at weekends. Notwithstanding his appearance, he was a very traditional teacher – his job was to read out facts and ours was to learn them.

         This all changed on the day, some time in 1985, when he abandoned his preferred technique to teach a lesson on the JFK assassination.

         There were only two facts, he said: President Kennedy was assassinated, obviously, and the man they arrested, Lee Harvey Oswald, xiiwas killed by Jack Ruby. The rest, according to Mr Biggs/Briggs, was up to us. He then whetted our appetites with a few theories, handed out a map of somewhere called Dealey Plaza and said something along the lines of, ‘Chat amongst yourselves and we’ll see what you’ve come up with at the end of the class.’

         This is the moment I swallowed the pill. For the next thirty minutes I stared at a map containing words like ‘grassy knoll’ and ‘triple underpass’, which, to this day, I’ve never heard in any other context. I looked at the Texas School Book Depository and thought, ‘What’s a school book depository?’ – although to be fair, I still think that now, even though I’ve been there and had the business model explained to me. But like the grassy knoll and the triple underpass, it seemed part of a set design and lexicon that was unique to this event.

         When the half an hour was up, Mr Biggs/Briggs asked what we thought and I immediately looked over to Juliet Fuller, who always knew everything. But she was uncharacteristically unsure of herself and muttered something under her breath like, ‘It could have been the CIA.’

         Mr Biggs/Briggs smiled and said, ‘Anyone else?’

         Juliet Fuller had never heard ‘Anyone else?’ – so my first thought was that if she didn’t know the answer, then what chance did the rest of us have? But then it occurred to me that maybe Mr Biggs/Briggs had finally found her weakness and, at last, it was someone else’s turn to shine. Our hands shot up and the words flew out of our mouths: the Mafia, the FBI, Oswald, Russians, Cuban exiles, the Secret Service, right-wing extremists, left-wing extremists and something or other about Marilyn Monroe. An hour before, most of us hadn’t even heard of John F. Kennedy and now we were blaming everyone for his murder. When we were done, we sat and waited for Mr Biggs/Briggs to tell us the answer. xiii

         But he never did, because he didn’t know either. He told us the first official investigation into the assassination, the Warren Commission, concluded that Lee Harvey Oswald had acted alone, but the second official investigation, the House Select Committee on Assassinations, decided there was probably a conspiracy. In reality, Mr Biggs/Briggs said, no one really knows for sure and that was the end of the class. No one got it right, no one got it wrong and one kid sat there thinking, I have no idea what just happened, but it was more fun than the dissolution of the monasteries.

         In subsequent years, a series of well-timed events took place, ensuring the effects of the pill never wore off. In 1988, the twenty-fifth anniversary of the assassination, ITV screened a documentary called The Men Who Killed Kennedy. We only had four channels at the time and I hadn’t become a regular in pubs yet, so I found myself glued to the screen, intrigued by the fact they had decided the assassins were men – the plural rather than the singular. The programme was wild, full of strange characters and outlandish claims. The assassins were French, apparently, a nationality that had previously escaped all suspicion, and there was a deaf-mute witness called Ed Hoffman, who used sign language to explain that he saw the shooters behind the grassy knoll. There was even someone who had attended the President’s autopsy, who claimed that the Secret Service kept interfering and botched the whole procedure.

         For me, though, the highlight was when the filmmakers really zoomed in on a Polaroid of the assassination, taken by a woman called Mary Moorman just after the fatal head shot. It revealed strange images behind the picket fence on the grassy knoll. First a face, then a police badge and then a gun! Badge Man – or should I say Insigne Homme? – was born, the alleged French assassin behind the grassy knoll. Mr Biggs/Briggs hadn’t mentioned him and for the xivfirst time, I thought, There’s more to this subject then a secondary school history teacher can cope with.

         A week later, the British satirical TV programme Spitting Image brilliantly parodied The Men Who Killed Kennedy by adding a bunch of Mr Men on the grassy knoll alongside Badge Man. Mr Tickle, Mr Bump and Mr Chatterbox were all behind the picket fence – The Mr Men Who Killed Kennedy – and not for the last time, I thought that despite the tragedy, there was humour to be found in this subject.

         It was also around this time that two of my favourite bands recorded songs about the JFK assassination. In 1988, The Fall released their tenth studio album The Frenz Experiment, which featured a song called ‘Oswald Defence Lawyer’ as its finale. The song took its inspiration from a mock trial of Oswald produced by London Weekend Television and the lyrics featured, amongst other things, magic bullets that turned in circles and a cheap rifle photo with a drawn-on sky. A year later, The Wedding Present released ‘Kennedy’ – their first top forty single and the song I’ve probably danced to the most in my life. The lyrics to ‘Kennedy’ were ambiguous and intriguing, featuring warnings about too much apple pie and a guy called Lee who was picked up because everybody loves a TV show. Music is still a huge part of my life, but when I was young and impressionable, it was responsible for the friends I made, the clothes I wore and, eventually, the pubs I drank in. So, hearing songs about the assassination from bands I loved merely reinforced the idea that this subject was cool and worthy of the time I was spending on it.

         Three years later, in 1991, the pill really kicked in with the release of Oliver Stone’s JFK. I’d never seen a film move so fast. Never mind three shots in six seconds, this had 2,400 shots in three hours and there were suddenly all these new characters – Clay Shaw, David xvFerrie, Guy Banister and Mr X. There were three tramps, dressed suspiciously smartly, a magic bullet theory, a triangulation of crossfire and a New Orleans angle to the story I knew nothing about. My head was spinning as I walked out the cinema and didn’t stop until I was in the Wimpy ten minutes later, collecting both my thoughts and a quarter-pounder meal.

         I went back to the cinema the next day and watched it all again. I still couldn’t make sense of it.

         I started to buy books, both the conspiracy ones and the Oswald-did-it ones, and it soon became clear that every claim had a counter claim and reaching a conclusion on anything to do with the assassination was more a leap of faith than a scientific endeavour. It didn’t matter, though – I was enjoying the mystery and wasn’t in a rush to get the final page to find out who did it.

         When the internet arrived, there was even more information to devour. Rudimentary message boards emerged, on badly designed websites, and people around the world started to shout at each other with CAPS ON. No one really agreed on anything and, to make matters worse, no one seemed to be enjoying the hobby to which they were dedicating so much time. It was my first taste of some of the intolerance and lunacy around the JFK assassination, and as someone who prefers stories to arguments, I never quite got as far as having my own username.

         The internet would become valuable in other ways, though. All the witness testimonies were suddenly available online and, years later, when someone told me about Google Street View, the first thing I did was visit Dealey Plaza and have a little walk around. I traced the motorcade route, wandered up Houston Street, turned left in front of the Texas School Depository and strolled down Elm Street. I couldn’t believe how well preserved it was. Nothing had xvichanged – the grassy knoll was there on my right and the triple underpass was up ahead of me. The biggest difference I spotted were two ‘X’s painted on the road, marking the points where Kennedy was shot. I couldn’t work out whether that was weird or not, and to be honest, I still can’t.

         What started off in a south-east London classroom in 1985 then, perhaps inevitably, took me to Dallas in 2012. I walked around Dealey Plaza, not quite believing I was finally there. I stood in all the places you would expect – the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository, from where I thought the shot seemed easier than I’d been led to believe, and the grassy knoll, from where it seemed easier still. I attended a conference where I listened to talks by authors whose books I’d read in the 1990s and made some good friends along the way. I spoke to people who had been in Dealey Plaza that day and met Buell Wesley Frazier, the man who drove Oswald to work that morning; Robert McClelland, one of the surgeons at Parkland Hospital who tried to save Kennedy’s life; and Mary Moorman, the woman who may or may not have photographed Badge Man. All these people had nothing in common other than being bound to a single event that had happened nearly fifty years before. It fascinated me and I wondered about the effect it had on them and how often it encroached on their lives.

         It’s now 2026, over forty years since that day in Mr Biggs/Briggs’s classroom and I’m still in the same position I was in then – I can’t say with any certainty who was responsible. Everything is possible; nothing is probable – and I’m still enjoying the mystery. However, the more I’ve studied the assassination, the more I’ve become fascinated with the witnesses and how they’ve contributed to our understanding of the events on 22 November 1963.

         And as I thought about them more and more, something strange xviioccurred to me about that day. As far as the people of Dallas were concerned, the main event on 22 November 1963 was supposed to take place downtown, in the appropriately named Main Street. Footage from the day, taken by local and national news crews, shows a storm of tickertape and office workers leaning out of windows up above, desperate to catch a glimpse of the motorcade below. At ground level, the street is bulging with excited well-wishers, trying not to spill over into the road. Everything is going to plan and everyone thinks this is the place to be.

         Well, nearly everyone.

         A few blocks away, in Dealey Plaza, the scene is somewhat different. It’s the edge of downtown, the final section before the motorcade hits the freeway. There is no tickertape, the crowds on the sidewalk are, at best, one deep, and instead of news crews, there’s a dressmaker perched on a four-foot plinth, holding the home movie camera he originally left behind that morning. To his left, a man opens an umbrella, even though it isn’t raining. Opposite him, the Babushka Lady, as she would become known, stands on her own, wearing a headscarf and an oversized coat. Standing outside the Texas School Book Depository, a construction worker in a hard hat will see something that becomes the official story, whilst behind a picket fence on a grassy knoll, a railroad worker will claim he saw something entirely different. Finally, those three tramps I mentioned are minding their own business in a railroad car, armed with fresh haircuts and stiff collars.

         To paraphrase a once-famous television show, there are hundreds of stories in Dealey Plaza and these are just a few of them. At their heart, though, they all pose the same questions: what sort of people deliberately opt out of the main event and what happens to them after they inadvertently become part of one of the most significant xviiievents in history? Put another way, if the party was in Main Street that day, then Dealey Plaza was the kitchen – and we all know what sort of people you’ll find in the kitchen at parties.

         They’re the people walking in the opposite direction at a festival whilst everyone’s heading to the main stage, or the people at the Louvre who have no interest in seeing the Mona Lisa, or the people who enjoy watching sport in the comfort of their home rather than the throng of a stadium. They have their own idea of fun and, importantly, their own idea of hell. Had I been in Dallas on 22 November 1963, I’m pretty sure I would have avoided the bustling crowds of Main Street and ended up in Dealey Plaza – and maybe you would have, too.

         This book is about those people – the people who walked away from the party and made up the small crowd in Dealey Plaza that day. Some of them would have a huge effect on the assassination and others would be hugely affected by it, yet this is the first time their stories have been collected in one place. None of them will tell you how many shots were fired from which direction or by whom. Nor will they talk about Russians, Cubans or the dangers of the military industrial complex. They don’t require you to be a ballistics expert or a forensic pathologist and none of them will prove either a conspiracy or that a 24-year-old called Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone. This is not a book about evidence; it’s about people, places and memory.

         In many cases, these stories are cautionary tales, telling us as much about ourselves as they do about the events of that day. Hopefully they’ll also make you feel that the assassination is a riddle best explored, not solved. By giving it some air, I hope to reclaim it from the browbeating and lecturing tendencies that have infiltrated the subject. I believe that sometimes there is a joy in speculating and a xixfreedom in not knowing – that the first seventy-three episodes of Game of Thrones are more enjoyable than the final one.

         I’ll also take you to Dallas, where I’ll assume the role of tour guide and introduce you to some people along the way. We’ll meet a man with a vault, someone who works in the Texas School Book Depository, a woman who knew Lee Harvey Oswald by another name and an associate professor of English who witnessed the assassination when she was just eleven years old. And once you’ve met all of them, we’ll end with a fun-packed weekend in Leamington Spa – if you can believe that’s possible.

         Josiah Thompson, author of Six Seconds in Dallas, once said that if you put any event under a microscope with such intense scrutiny, at some point it’s as if it enters the quantum realm and the weird stuff starts to reveal itself. After sixty-two years of being under the microscope, I think we can say with a high degree of certainty that we have reached this stage with the JFK assassination and the weird stuff has absolutely revealed itself.

         Having read many books on this subject, I’ve occasionally been left with the feeling that I’ve been cornered in the pub by a lunatic. I wanted to instead write something that made the reader feel like they were in the company of a friend. So, whether you’re completely new to this subject, a well-read expert or somewhere in between, I hope you’ll enjoy these stories and learn something new about those six seconds in Dallas.

         
             

         

         Martin Fitzgerald

April 2026 xx
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            Introduction: Main Street

         

         It’s Friday 22 November 1963.

         The time is 12.22 p.m.

         President Kennedy’s motorcade has just turned on to Main Street in downtown Dallas.

         In the 1960 presidential election, Kennedy only won 37 per cent of the votes in Dallas, but today, it seems that all his loyal supporters, plus a few converts, have taken over the city. The sidewalks are bulging with well-wishers and up above, people are hanging out of windows, trying to see through the flags and tickertape that fill the city air.

         As Kennedy passes the intersection with Ervay Street, a small group of exuberant teenagers suddenly surges into the road, to the right of the motorcade. The Secret Service flinch. Clint Hill, the agent assigned to Jackie Kennedy, quickly jogs alongside the presidential limousine, inserting himself between the crowd and the First Lady. Further back, the agents protecting Lyndon B. Johnson, the Vice-President, swiftly open his car door, ready to act if necessary. The teenagers are quickly dealt with, though – the Dallas 2Police spring into action and push them back amongst the crowd on the sidewalk.

         Lady Bird Johnson, the Vice-President’s wife, sits alongside her husband completely unaware of the brief flurry of activity. She’s looking high up to her left at the Neiman Marcus Building, the home of Dallas’s biggest department store. Lady Bird has just recognised in the sea of faces a dressmaker called Mary Griffith, who twenty-five years ago fitted her for a dress in that very store. The two women frantically wave at each other, having their own private reunion amongst the thousands of people crammed into Main Street. A few floors up, on the seventh floor of the Neiman Marcus Building, an oil tycoon called H. L. Hunt observes the scene below. He doesn’t know it yet, but he’ll become one of the many people implicated in Kennedy’s assassination, part of a supposed plot involving the oil lobby and Lyndon Johnson. For now, though, he’s just another bystander, looking down as Kennedy waves triumphantly to the crowds lining Main Street.

         Someone else watching from above is a stockbroker named Myron Hauser. He watches the motorcade from his office window in the Praetorian Building – the first skyscraper in Dallas. That morning, his wife, Myrna, and her friend Ruth had travelled to Love Field Airport to join an enthusiastic welcoming party of Dallas locals, hoping to catch a glimpse of the President and the First Lady stepping off the plane. Meanwhile, Myron’s stepfather, Abraham Zapruder, is currently wandering the north kerb of Elm Street looking for the best vantage point to film the motorcade from.

         The lead car now glides past Akard Street. Forrest Sorrels, the head of the Secret Service in Dallas, hears someone in the crowd shout, ‘The President’s coming!’ He then looks up at the tall buildings towering over the motorcade and says to one of his colleagues, 3‘My God, look at all those people hanging out of windows!’ Ralph Yarborough, a Democratic senator from Texas, sits a few cars back from Kennedy. He’s overcome with a mixture of pride and relief at the rapturous welcome the President is receiving. Like many others, he thought there was a chance that Dallas would be grouchy and offhand when Kennedy came to town, but he now realises those fears were overplayed. He starts to enjoy himself, shouting ‘Howdy, thar!’ to a crowd that has little chance of hearing him.

         The cars are now passing the junction of Field Street and Main Street, where Jim Hosty, an FBI agent based in Dallas, stands on the kerb. One of his duties is monitoring a man called Lee Harvey Oswald and his wife, Marina. Hosty has been aware of Oswald’s job at the Texas School Book Depository since 4 November and even though the President would soon be passing that very building, slowing down to take a 120-degree turn, Hosty fails to make the connection. Instead, he is pre-occupied with seeing the President himself – which he does, from his front-row position on Main Street. Having achieved his goal, Hosty then heads to the Alamo Grill for his lunch and pats himself on the back for securing such a great spot. He doesn’t know it now, but in two days’ time he will destroy all records of any communication between the FBI and Lee Harvey Oswald. Like H. L. Hunt a few blocks before him, he will become implicated in the conspiracy surrounding the assassination.

         Someone else who will also be implicated has just left the Rio Grande Insurance Company, a nineteen-storey building in Field Street. He’s thirty-nine years old and he’s walking down Main Street, carrying his umbrella.

         When Kennedy’s limousine passes Poydras Street, there are cries of ‘Jackie, over here! Over here, Jackie!’ President Kennedy waves triumphantly from his side of the car, mouthing ‘Thank you, thank 4you’ to the star-struck crowd that lines the street. This is the best reception the President has received all week and the crowds in San Antonio, Houston and Fort Worth now seem muted and lacklustre in comparison. Larry O’Brien, special assistant to President Kennedy, likens Main Street to Broadway in New York. Liz Carpenter, Lady Bird Johnson’s press secretary, shouts above the deafening crowd, ‘Well, this pulls the rug out from under Barry Goldwater!’ referring to the Republican senator who was most likely to challenge Kennedy in ’64.

         The motorcade passes Lamar Street and Austin Street, the crowd showing no signs of thinning or tempering their enthusiasm. If anything, the spectators in this section feel challenged by the huge show of support further up Main Street, and having waited longer to see the President, they now explode with impatient celebration. Clint Hill is alternating between standing on the running board of Kennedy’s limousine and jogging alongside it. He starts to breathe heavily, relieved that there are only two blocks remaining in Main Street.

         As the motorcade continues past Market Street, Main Street suddenly becomes older and distinctly less reminiscent of Broadway. Gone are the towering, industrial skyscrapers. In their place, there’s a collection of smaller, less glamourous buildings – a gym, a bail-bond shop and a smattering of bars. On the corner of Main and Record Streets, there’s also a cafe where a construction worker called Howard Brennan has just finished his lunch. He thinks about joining the parade outside but is put off by the size of the crowd. Instead, he turns the corner and sits on a wall opposite the Texas School Book Depository, completely unprepared for what he’s about to see. 5

         Back in the motorcade, Evelyn Lincoln, President Kennedy’s personal secretary, says to no one in particular, ‘Just think, we’ve come through all of Dallas and there hasn’t been a single demonstration.’ One of the locals in her car replies with, ‘That’s Dallas – we’re not so bad.’

         The lead car now passes the Dallas County Court House, a nineteenth-century Romanesque building in red sandstone. Up ahead is an open plaza, full of greenery with clear skies above. The crowd waiting there is noticeably thinner and quieter, and as the motorcade reached the end of Main Street, it must have felt like the day would be remembered for what happened in their rear-view mirror. Dallas had put on a show for the Kennedys, and Main Street in particular, adorned in red, white and blue bunting, had treated them like royalty. Photographers and film crews had lined the street and were now busy thinking about the quickest way to get their images back to the office. Meanwhile, sub-editors across town were surely deciding on the headlines for tomorrow’s paper. Something along the lines of ‘Thousands give JFK a rousing welcome’ or maybe even something simpler, like ‘Welcome, Mr President!’

         In front of the lead car, at the entrance to the open plaza, is a twelve-foot statue of a man called George Dealey. His fixed smile is as wide as any of those on Main Street and his right arm is extended in the form of a welcome, ushering visitors towards him. Just beyond the statue is the high-speed sanctuary of the Stemmons Freeway, where, finally free from the crowds, the motorcade will accelerate towards the Dallas Trade Mart, the location for Kennedy’s speech.

         The motorcade accepts George Dealey’s welcome and slowly turns right, into the plaza that bears in his name. 6
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            1

            The Umbrella Man

         

         It’s Friday 22 November 1963.

         The time is 12.30 p.m.

         President Kennedy’s motorcade slowly turns on to Elm Street, entering Dealey Plaza, where it’s met by a modest but enthusiastic crowd. A young girl runs alongside the limousine, trying to keep up. A dressmaker stands on a four-foot plinth, cradling a home movie camera. Across the road, a woman in a headscarf waits patiently, her own camera poised as the President approaches. People are waving and shouting their tributes, whilst the motorcade crawls along at a glacial speed of 11 mph, giving everyone a chance to savour the moment. Not far to go now; fewer than 100 yards and Kennedy will be on the freeway, speeding towards the Trade Mart.

         Taking it all in is Texas Governor John Connally’s wife, Nellie. Sitting in the limousine, in front of the Kennedys, she turns and says, ‘Mr President, you can’t say Dallas doesn’t love you.’

         Kennedy replies with the last words he will ever speak: ‘No, you certainly can’t.’

         Freeze the frame and it’s remarkable what comes into focus – the behaviours and actions of people crystallised in a single instant, 8brought together by the sheer coincidence of time and place. For example, by the side of the road, only a few feet away from the President, stands a man holding a large black umbrella above his head. At first glance, you’d be forgiven for ignoring him. It’s just a man and an umbrella, after all – as ordinary and harmless an image as you could imagine. But context is everything, and three details make it far from benign. First, it isn’t raining. Second, he is the only person in Dealey Plaza with an open umbrella. And third, at the moment he raises it, someone shoots the President.

         In September 1964, ten months after the assassination, the Warren Commission published the results of its investigation into the assassination of President Kennedy. Its ultimate conclusion, endorsed by the new President, Lyndon B. Johnson, was that Lee Harvey Oswald fired three shots from a sixth-floor window in the Texas School Book Depository, over roughly six to seven seconds. The first bullet missed completely. The second one entered through Kennedy’s back, exited through his throat and went on to cause multiple wounds to Governor Connally. The third struck Kennedy’s skull, fatally wounding him. The commission further concluded that, two days later, a nightclub owner named Jack Ruby killed Lee Harvey Oswald in the basement of the Dallas Police Headquarters. Both men, it said, had acted alone and neither were part of any wider conspiracy.

         The commission’s twenty-six volumes contained testimony from 552 witnesses, drew on more than 3,100 exhibits and ran to approximately 16,000 pages. There’s an exhaustive list of the sixty-four addresses that Oswald had once called home, a section on his wife’s dental records and even a dental chart from 1938 belonging to Fannie Rubinstein, Jack Ruby’s mother. Yet, despite this admirable thoroughness, there’s no mention of the man with the umbrella. What’s more, there’s no evidence that the police or the FBI – or any dentist – tried 9to find this man. He was never questioned; he never came forward And if you read all 16,000 pages of the Warren Commission report, you would be forgiven for concluding that he didn’t exist.

         But whilst the official investigation closed the case, ordinary citizens weren’t convinced. Across America, a new community of amateur sleuths emerged – and it was here that things got interesting.

         A growing group of researchers, who presumably once had other hobbies, began relitigating the case, highlighting the holes, discrepancies and unanswered questions in the commission’s report. Many argued that Oswald couldn’t possibly have fired three shots with that level of accuracy in just over six seconds. Others seized on his now-famous defence – ‘I’m just a patsy’ – speculating as to who set him up and why. And nearly everyone insisted that, based on eyewitness and earwitness testimony, there must have been another shooter on the grassy knoll.

         These individuals became the first generation of JFK assassination researchers – camping out in the National Archives, poring over the witness testimony and photographs from the day. Slowly, they began piecing it all together, like a gigantic jigsaw puzzle of Dealey Plaza. And then someone noticed something strange, something previously overlooked: a man standing near the President, holding an open umbrella, even though it wasn’t raining.

         How had the Warren Commission missed him? Was it an oversight – or evidence of a wider cover-up?

         The Umbrella Man, as he came to be known, suddenly entered the spotlight, becoming a person of interest in the unofficial investigation. And once all eyes were on him, the inevitable happened – people started to speculate and attach a motive to the blurred figure in the photographs.

         One theory suggested the Umbrella Man was providing a signal 10for multiple assassins to open fire. There was a triangulation of crossfire, the researchers claimed, and the assassins needed someone to give the go-ahead, to let them know the President was in the kill zone. Another theory argued that the Umbrella Man was sending a different kind of signal – a running commentary, via the medium of an umbrella, on the success of the operation. An open umbrella, they argued, meant Kennedy was still alive and the assassins should keep firing. And finally, there was even a theory that the umbrella itself fired a poisoned dart to immobilise Kennedy just before the ‘real’ shooters struck.

         It’s easy to dismiss these theories as far-fetched – because, frankly, they are. What good is an umbrella signal if it was raining, as it briefly did on the morning of 22 November? And with the President’s limousine moving in a straight line, with multiple shooters presumably fixed in position, wouldn’t it be easy to work out the point of triangulation without going to the trouble of recruiting a man with an umbrella? Couldn’t they have just said, ‘Wait until the limousine gets to this point on Elm Street?’ And do trained assassins really require a man with an umbrella to provide medical updates? Can’t they see for themselves through their telescopic sights?

         As for the dart theory, I’ll never understand why expert marksmen, using high-powered rifles, would let someone take the first shot with a dart-firing umbrella. If you want to immobilise someone, well, that’s what the rifles are for.

         And yet, despite the obvious flaws in the analysis, the fundamental mystery remained – it wasn’t raining and yet a man had opened an umbrella at the exact moment Kennedy was shot. The absurdity of the image kept it alive. In a subject that’s often weighed down with impenetrable theories, the Umbrella Man offered a simple puzzle, one that any curious mind would want to solve. You didn’t 11need to know about bullet trajectories or autopsy results, foreign policy or intelligence agencies. You didn’t even have to weigh up the motives of Lee Harvey Oswald or Jack Ruby. All you needed to know was that this man, for some reason, opened an umbrella – and then the President was shot.

         In 1967, the mystery reached a wider audience when John Updike, the Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist, used his ‘Talk of the Town’ column in the New Yorker to speculate as to the meaning of the Umbrella Man: ‘We wonder whether a genuine mystery is being concealed here or whether any similar scrutiny of a minute section of time and space would yield similar strangenesses – gaps, inconsistencies, warps, and bubbles in the surface of circumstance.’

         However, whilst Updike was high on meaning, he was low on explanation and the enigma surrounding the Umbrella Man endured. The research community, lacking alternatives, kept circling back to signals and darts. And in the case of the latter, they soon received unexpected encouragement, twelve years after the assassination.

         In 1975, the US Senate created the Church Committee to investigate possible abuses by the intelligence services. William Colby, then director of the CIA, testified that the agency had operated an eighteen-year, $3 million covert programme to develop dart guns capable of administering a variety of poisons and biochemical weapons. The project had a code name, MKNAOMI, and a weapons designer called Charles Sweeney told the committee that it would have been possible, in 1963, to fire a projectile from either a walking cane or an umbrella.

         OK, so maybe the dart theory wasn’t so far-fetched after all?

         Enter Robert Cutler, former US Navy lieutenant, Massachusetts architect, Harvard graduate and Olympic rower. Cutler sketched for the committee how a dart-firing umbrella could, in theory, 12function. His drawing showed a trigger in the handle, a wire conductor in the shaft and a rocket launcher beneath the canopy’s rim, capable of firing a dart with pop-up fins at its target.

         What had once been pure speculation now appeared in tangible black and white. And in the mid-1970s, as unbelievable as it sounds, the dart theory gained traction. No longer dismissed as ridiculous, it had suddenly been given credibility by CIA officials, weapons designers and, improbably, a man who had rowed for the United States in the coxed four at the 1936 Berlin Olympics.

         In 1976, thirteen years after the assassination, the American government launched another official investigation into the events of 22 November 1963: the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA). Its purpose was simple – to satisfy the curiosities that had emerged in the intervening years and fill in the gaps left by the Warren Commission. It would focus less on teeth, this time, and instead examine the role of the Mafia, Russian intelligence, Cuban exiles, the CIA and the FBI. And for the first time, the committee would also ask a smaller but no less curious question: why was there a man in Dealey Plaza holding an open umbrella when it wasn’t raining?

         Calls were made, telexes sent and newspapers filled with photographs of the mysterious figure with a clear message: either the Umbrella Man or anyone who knew his identity should come forward.

         In his home in suburban Dallas, the Umbrella Man picked up the paper and got the shock of his life. For all these years, he had had no idea he was a ‘person of interest’ and that he was the talk of the town in ‘Talk of the Town’. He was the Florida tourist who was unaware he was on the cover of the Beatles’ Abbey Road until, years later, his wife bought a copy and he said, ‘Hang on, that’s me!’

         Despite being both a witness and, apparently, a suspect, the Umbrella Man had never read a single book about the assassination, 13nor followed any of the investigations, official or unofficial. On the day itself, he claimed, he simply went back to work, returned his umbrella to the rack and carried on with life. But now, at last, his past – or at least a frame of it – had caught up with him.

         His instinct was to ignore it and, once again, just get on with his life. And if it were up to him, the story would end there, his identity still a secret and his motive known only to himself. But it wasn’t up to him. One of his friends saw the photo in the paper, came forward and ensured this story got the ending it deserves. More calls were made, more telexes sent and soon a pack of journalists descended on the workplace of one Louie Steven Witt, all asking the same question: ‘Is it true? Are you the Umbrella Man?’

         Witt begrudgingly confirmed his identity and, reluctantly, agreed to testify before the committee.

         At last! After hearing everyone else’s theories, the man himself was about to speak. The mystery will be solved and, finally, those that want an explanation will get one.

         After the briefest of pleasantries, in which Witt confirmed it was the first time he’d been questioned as a witness to the assassination, the committee got straight to it. Robert Genzman, representing the HSCA, asked their unenthusiastic witness what he was doing at lunchtime on 22 November 1963. Witt told them he did what he always did when the weather was nice – he went for a walk.

         Then came the follow-up, a question to which everyone already knew the answer:

         
            Mr Genzman: Were you carrying anything?

         

         Witt swallowed and confirmed that, yes, on this particular day he was carrying… a black umbrella. 14

         If that wasn’t dramatic enough, what followed was even more extraordinary. Genzman entered Exhibit JFK F-405 into the record and Cynthia Cooper, a member of the committee staff, appeared carrying it. Heads turned. Gasps and chuckles rippled through the room as if a celebrity had just walked in. And in a sense, one had. Exhibit JFK F-405 was the black umbrella itself.

         Cooper placed it on the table beside Witt, who confirmed it was indeed the one he had opened in Dealey Plaza just a few feet from the President at the very moment shots rang out.

         Remarkably, Witt had held on to the umbrella for fifteen years, and in only his second appearance as the Umbrella Man, it was once again by his side. It may have taken years to track him down and he may have resisted telling his story, but say what you like about Louie Steven Witt – he was certainly making up for it now.

         Genzman then asked the question: ‘Why were you carrying an umbrella that day?’

         At last, the moment of truth.

         
            Mr Witt: Actually, I was going to use this umbrella to heckle the President’s motorcade.

         

         A journalist sitting behind Witt spun round in disbelief.

         A heckle? With an umbrella? Is he serious?

         Genzman, presumably as confused as everyone else, pressed him further.

         
            Mr Witt: In a coffee break conversation, someone had mentioned that the umbrella thing was a sore spot with the Kennedy family. Being a conservative-type fellow, I sort of placed him in the liberal camp and I was just going to kind of do a little heckling. 15

         

         Still mystified, Genzman asked him to elaborate.

         
            Mr Witt: I just knew the vague generalities of it. It had something to do with something that happened years ago with the senior Joe Kennedy when he was Ambassador to England.

         

         What Witt is struggling to explain is this: in the years leading up to the Second World War, Joseph Kennedy, then US ambassador to Britain, and Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain were both criticised for their policy of appeasement towards Nazi Germany. The umbrella, Chamberlain’s constant prop, became a symbol of that policy – and by association, Kennedy senior was tied to it. To Witt, a card-carrying Republican, President Kennedy seemed destined to repeat his father’s mistakes, this time by being soft on communism.

         There were, of course, more obvious heckles – dressing up as Fidel Castro or Marilyn Monroe, for example – but this was Witt’s story and he was sticking to it. He had produced the one explanation no one else had imagined, and it had nothing to do with signals or darts. It was a political jab so niche that few would have understood it in 1963, practically no one grasped it in 1978 and you are now reading about it in a book published in 2026.

         Yet, believe it or not, there was some merit to his story. In the 1950s, right-wing Americans had adopted the umbrella as a symbol of appeasement in foreign policy. Richard Nixon, Eisenhower’s Vice-President, went so far as to ban his aides from carrying them, often getting drenched as a result but taking comfort in the fact no one would ever describe him as an appeaser. In a campaign speech against Adlai Stevenson, Eisenhower’s Democratic opponent in 1952 and 1956, Nixon also explicitly referred to the umbrella’s symbolic 16nature: ‘If the umbrella is the symbol of appeasement, then Adlai Stevenson must go down as the Umbrella Man of all time.’

         There’s also evidence Witt wasn’t even the first person to use the umbrella as a protest against Kennedy. In 1961, just after the Berlin Wall went up, a group of West German students sent Kennedy an umbrella with a note: ‘We are sorry to say Mr President, that because of your reserved reaction to the happenings in Berlin you have at the moment become the most-worthy possessor of this symbol of a fatal policy.’

         So, whilst Witt’s heckle was somewhat obscure, it’s safe to say the President would have perfectly understood its meaning.

         Back at the hearing, the committee entered exhibit JFK F-406 into the record – a large version of Robert Cutler’s diagram of the dart-firing umbrella, complete with notations indicating a rocket launcher and flechette. As it was hoisted onto an easel, the room erupted into laughter. The committee asked Witt if his umbrella contained a dart-firing rocket launcher and the laughter got even louder. Even Witt, who really didn’t want to be there, saw the funny side of it – it’s one of the rare moments of levity in assassination witness testimony. The gallows humour reached a crescendo when Cooper was asked to open the umbrella and the chairman told her to point it away from him just in case. Everyone in the courtroom ducked for cover.

         Once everyone calmed down, having realised it was only an umbrella after all, Witt’s testimony veered off between the surreal and the mundane. At one point, for example, he told the committee about his umbrella collection.

         
            Mr Witt: There are some in the back closet. I usually have one in the car. The other day I stumbled over one in the garage. 17

            Mr Ford: So you buy a lot of umbrellas; is that correct?

            Mr Witt: No, not particularly. I am fifty-three years old. You collect a lot of stuff in that period of time.

         

         He then added, in what surely would have been his social media bio:

         
            Mr Witt: Umbrellas are not a particular hobby of mine.

         

         In total, Witt was interviewed for ninety minutes. Other than his explanation of the heckle, the section that interests me the most is his account of how he ended up in Dealey Plaza that day. He described walking the motorcade route at lunchtime, along a crowded Main Street, and with each step thinking, ‘Not here. Not here. Not here.’

         There were too many people, he explained, too large an audience for his heckle. This was a man who didn’t really want to draw attention to himself. So, after walking for ten minutes, he arrived in Dealey Plaza, with the Texas School Book Depository on his left and a seemingly innocuous mound of grass on his right. It was sparsely populated, night and day compared to Main Street. There was a small crowd in front of the book depository, but where Witt stood on Elm Street, the space was wide open. He could even walk right up to the kerb.

         ‘This is it. This is the spot,’ he thought. Fifteen years later, he told the committee he believed he had found the one place on the route where no one would pay him any attention. Louie Steven Witt must have spent the rest of his life reflecting on the cruel irony of that decision. 18

         He concluded his testimony with his last public words on the subject, painting himself as a classic Hitchcockian character, an innocent caught up in events beyond his control:

         
            Mr Witt: The only other thing I would care to say is that I think if the Guinness Book of World Records had a category for people who were at the wrong place at the wrong time, doing the wrong thing, I would be No. 1 in that position, without even a close runner-up.

         

         Some people found Witt’s testimony so preposterous it was simply unbelievable. In Oliver Stone’s JFK, Kevin Costner, as District Attorney Jim Garrison, champions the theory that the umbrella was a secret signal, whilst Donald Sutherland, playing the mysterious Mr X, insists that any competent Secret Service detail would never have allowed a man to raise an umbrella in Dealey Plaza – suggesting conspiratorial malfeasance.

         Even today, suspicion lingers far and wide. In 2014, the British film director Alex Cox (Repo Man, Sid and Nancy) posted a home movie on YouTube where he cast Witt as a fraud and revived the dart theory for his 28,000 viewers. He concluded by saying the Umbrella Man was up to something and we still don’t know what it was. When I announced on social media that I was writing this book, one man – his avatar a photo of Hungarian footballer Dominik Szoboszlai – replied, ‘Intrigued about The Umbrella Man, always thought his story about it being a political protest was a crock of shit to be honest.’

         For these people, the Umbrella Man story has no conclusion and probably never will. They argue that something just doesn’t sit right with Witt’s testimony and if decades of research have taught them anything, it’s not to be gullible. They may even point to an event like the Boston Marathon bombing in 2013 as an example of 19suspicious behaviour successfully proving guilt. In the aftermath of that event, one of the bombers was identified because he was the only person in the crowd looking in the opposite direction after the first explosion. Like Witt, he was doing something strange and it warranted investigation.

         For most people, though, the Umbrella Man riddle was solved. Witt’s explanation was so absurd and idiosyncratic – dare I say human – that it had to be true. He tried to opt out of the main event but became a person of interest in the main event. Was that his fault or ours? Perhaps the moral of the story lies not in his actions but in our scrutiny of them: a cautionary tale about what happens when you zoom in too far and fall through the trapdoor.

         • • •

         Witt had sought the one spot where nobody would notice him. Fifty years later, that same spot had become the centre of a media circus and I was there to witness it first hand on my second trip to Dallas.

         The world’s media had descended and little men with big mouths, like the radio host Alex Jones, had hijacked the event for their own narcissistic ambitions. It felt like my favourite band – previously ignored and underappreciated – were now selling out and a vulgar horde of boorish men had surged to the front, their fists pumping in the air in time to the pulsing veins in their neck. All of Dallas had become Main Street and, worst of all, I couldn’t even take refuge in Dealey Plaza.

         For the first time, Dallas was holding a major official ceremony to mark its darkest day and a commemoration was being held in Dealey Plaza. Everything was still here, remarkably well preserved – the grassy knoll, the triple underpass. Even the boxes in the sniper’s 20nest in the Texas School Book Depository stood as they had fifty years earlier. The ceremony was to be sombre and reflective. The mayor and other city dignitaries were due to address 5,000 people, selected by ballot, and 600 members of the press, their credentials checked in advance. The sky above was grey, to match the mood, and it looked like rain. As a precaution, a performance from the Dallas Symphony Orchestra and an air force fly-past were both cancelled.

         The rain never quite arrived, to the relief of everyone in attendance. The crowd would have got drenched, wet through like Nixon, because everyone had been told in advance, in the strictest possible terms: umbrellas were banned in Dealey Plaza that day.

         Witt was alive at the time – eighty-nine years old – and I would have given anything to know what he thought about that. A year later, he died in Dallas, aged ninety. As far as we know, his 1978 testimony was the first and last time he spoke publicly about his actions on 22 November 1963.

         It’s unclear what happened, if anything, to his umbrella.

         Updike said, ‘The truth about those seconds in Dallas is especially elusive; the search for it seems to demonstrate how perilously empiricism verges on magic.’

         And maybe he’s right.

         Maybe Witt’s only crime, if you can call it that, was doing something a little strange during the most studied six seconds in history.

         As we’ll come to see, he wasn’t the only one.
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