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				About the Book


				‘It might not be in your lifetime’, said the Chief Justice of the United States when asked whether the files on the assassination of President Kennedy would be made public. If the President was killed by a lone gunman, as the first official enquiry claimed, why can we still not see all relevant records?


				Fifty years on and the murder of the century remains unsolved. Drawing on thirty years of investigation, Anthony Summers examines the case in compelling, forensic detail. He analyses the evidence for Oswald’s guilt, the Mafia connection, and the links to Cuba and reveals, for the first time, a plausible admission of involvement. This updated edition of Not in Your Lifetime is the most definitive account of one of the most intractable mystery mysteries of our time.


			


		




		

			

				


				About the Author


				Anthony Summers is the award-winning author of eight bestselling non-fiction books. As a BBC journalist, he covered events in the United States and wars in Vietnam and the Middle East for Panorama. His most recent book The Eleventh Day, co-authored with Robbyn Swan, was a finalist for the 2012 Pulitzer Prize for History. It also won the Crime Writers Association’s Gold Dagger award for best non-fiction—which the first edition of this book also won. Summers is the only author to have won two Gold Dagger awards for non-fiction.
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				Preface


				After fifty years, does the assassination of President Kennedy still matter? It is now as far from us in time as the assassination of Abraham Lincoln was for people living during World War I. Nevertheless, the murder still haunts America and the wider world. For those who were adults at the time, the killing of President Kennedy is a generational milestone. For those much younger, what happened in Dallas persists as a spectral presence even in this new century.


				There are multiple reasons why the assassination lingers in the public mind. No other death of a single individual—and one so young, embodying the hopes of a new generation—so traumatized an era. It stays with us in part because John F. Kennedy was killed during the Cold War, at a time when nuclear war seemed a real and constant threat; and in part, too, because November 22, 1963, signaled an end to the sense of cozy security of the previous decade, the waning of public trust in authority. Above all, though, the assassination stays with us because of a perception by millions around the world that there is a mystery—that the full truth of what happened remains unknown.


				The idea that the murder of the 35th President of the United States was the result of a conspiracy, not the act of a lone assassin, was there from the start. Who might have been behind such a plot depended on a person’s political view, on what they read, on what broadcast made an impression at any given time. Had one or both of America’s Communist foes, the Soviet Union or its upstart protégé Cuba, had a hand in the assassination? Had anti-Castro exiles killed Kennedy? Or the Mafia? Or the CIA, or the “military industrial complex”? Or two or more of the above combined?


				What the polls have consistently shown is that millions do not believe what the official inquiry that followed the assassination, the Warren Commission, told them happened—that a loner named Lee Harvey Oswald, who had no known motive, killed the President. 74 percent of those Americans polled in a January 2013 study believed—to the contrary—that there had been a conspiracy. A 2009 CBS poll put the figure as high as 76 percent. 74 percent of respondents, according to the same poll, believed there had been “an official cover-up to keep the public from learning the truth about the assassination.” The vast majority, 77 percent, thought the full truth would never be known.


				This book was first published three decades ago as Conspiracy, a title deriving not from any fixed view of mine but because a new probe, by the House Assassinations Committee, had found there had “probably” been a plot. Four editions later, when I updated the book in 1998, a new publisher agreed to the title it now carries—Not in Your Lifetime. I should explain.


				In early 1964, as the Commission began its work, Chief Justice Earl Warren was asked if all the investigation’s information would be made public. He replied, “Yes, there will come a time. But it might not be in your lifetime [author’s emphasis]. I am not referring to anything especially, but there may be some things that would involve security. This would be preserved but not made public.” Warren was thinking of alleged assassin Oswald’s visits to the Soviet Union and Mexico, he explained later, and there may indeed have been national security ramifications at that time.


				The Soviet, Mexican,  and Cuban  aspects of the case certainly were hypersensitive at the time—and in some respects may have implications today.1 Step by step down the years, however, and to the chagrin of some federal agencies, millions of pages of documents have been released. The JFK Act of 1992—more properly the President John F. Kennedy Assassinations Records Collection Act—brought an avalanche of material into the public domain.


				Fifty years on, however, we do not have it all. Some Army Intelligence and Secret Service records have been destroyed. There are questions about the whereabouts of some Naval Intelligence material. In 2012, the National Archives stated that rather less than its 1 percent of assassination-related records—out of a total of some five million pages—will not be made public until 2017. It is not clear, and the Archives administration has not counted, just how many documents are actually involved. It is known, though, that the Central Intelligence Agency has withheld 1,171 documents as “national security classified.” Some of them, we know, are records that researchers very much want to see—in particular, documents relating to former CIA officers whose activities have aroused justifiable suspicion.


				Researchers have reacted with outrage. Professor Robert Blakey, who was Chief Counsel for Congress’ assassination investigation in the late 1970s, criticized the National Archives for using “bureaucratic jargon to obfuscate its failure to vindicate the public interest in transparency.” He laid the blame, though, not on the Archives so much as the CIA. “I think,” he wrote as this book went to press, “the Agency is playing the Archives.”


				Remaining documents will be released in 2017, the Archives administration has promised, “unless the President personally certifies on a document by document basis that continued postponement is necessary.” Full releases or no full releases, however, the lack of a real official will to investigate—long ago—means that outstanding mysteries about the assassination will never be resolved. This new edition of my book has been heavily rewritten, shorn of items that now seem redundant, and updated in light of information now available. Its title remains, however, Not in Your Lifetime.


				Anthony Summers
Connecticut and Ireland 
2013


			


		




		

			

				


				Main Characters


				The author personally spoke with forty-eight of the principal characters listed below—along with many more interviewed for this book.


				John F. Kennedy: the 35th President of the United States


				The Oswald family


				Lee Harvey Oswald: the lone assassin, according to the first official inquiry. A later finding by a congressional committee suggested he had at least one accomplice.


				Marguerite Oswald: Oswald’s mother


				Marina Oswald (née Nikolaevna Prusakova): Oswald’s wife. They were married in the Soviet Union and she accompanied him back to the United States.


				Robert Oswald: Oswald’s elder brother


				Charles “Dutz” Murret: Oswald’s uncle in New Orleans, connected to organized crime


				Lillian Murret: Charles Murret’s wife


				Significant individuals


				William Alexander: Assistant District Attorney in Dallas


				Guy Banister: former senior FBI agent, allegedly involved with Oswald in New Orleans


				Comer Clarke: British reporter who claimed Fidel Castro told him that Oswald spoke of killing Kennedy while in Mexico City


				John Connally: Governor of Texas, seriously wounded in shooting that killed the President


				Oscar Contreras: Mexican leftist student who said he met a man who identified himself as Oswald but who may have been an impostor


				Jesse Curry: Dallas police chief


				Nelson Delgado: marine who served with Oswald


				George de Mohrenschildt: Russian émigré, linked to U.S. intelligence, who associated with Oswald on his return from the Soviet Union


				David Ferrie: former airline pilot with links to Oswald, the anti-Castro movement, and organized crime


				Captain Will Fritz: headed the Dallas police Homicide unit and questioned Lee Harvey Oswald


				Jim Garrison: New Orleans District Attorney who opened a local assassination investigation in 1967


				“Alek Hidell”: pseudonym Oswald used, probably derived from the name of John Heindel, a marine who had served with him. This name was used to purchase the rifle found at the Texas School Book Depository.


				Marie Hyde: American tourist who, in the company of her acquaintances Monica Kramer and Rita Naman, twice encountered Oswald in the Soviet Union


				Lyndon B. Johnson: Vice President who became President on the death of President Kennedy


				Robert F. Kennedy: President’s brother and Attorney General of the United States


				Monica Kramer: U.S. tourist in the Soviet Union who twice encountered Oswald in the company of her friend Rita Naman and their acquaintance Marie Hyde


				Clare Booth Luce: former U.S. diplomat and financial supporter of anti-Castro exiles, married to Henry Luce, the publisher of Time and Life magazines


				Thomas Mann: U.S. Ambassador in Mexico City


				John McVickar: U.S. consular official at the Moscow Embassy who dealt with Oswald


				Yuri Merezhinsky: Soviet citizen present when Oswald met his future wife, Marina


				Yuri Nosenko: KGB officer who defected to the United States after the assassination, claiming detailed knowledge of the Soviet handling of Oswald


				Ruth Paine: friend of Marina Oswald in Texas. Oswald stayed at her home on the eve of the assassination.


				Delphine Roberts: New Orleans right-wing activist and secretary to Guy Banister (her daughter was also called Delphine)


				Jack Ruby (née Rubenstein): Dallas nightclub owner, with lifelong links to organized crime, who shot and killed Oswald on November 24


				Richard Snyder: Consul at U.S. Embassy in Moscow who handled Oswald, had worked for the CIA


				J. D. Tippit: the Dallas policeman shot within hours of the President’s murder. Oswald was identified as his killer.


				Edward Voebel: New Orleans schoolfriend of Oswald who was in the Civil Air Patrol with him


				Major General Edwin Walker: right-wing agitator and victim of an assassination attempt—apparently by Lee Harvey Oswald—in April 1963


				Abraham Zapruder: amateur cameraman who shot a film of the assassination that became key evidence


				Individuals associated with U.S. intelligence


				James Angleton: CIA Counterintelligence chief whose department collected information on Oswald before the assassination. He liaised with the Warren Commission, and—in 1971—ordered material on Oswald to be removed from the home of the CIA station chief in Mexico City.


				“Maurice Bishop”: cover name reportedly used by a U.S. intelligence officer alleged to have met with Oswald before the assassination and to have tried to fabricate evidence linking him to Cuban intelligence. Controversy has swirled around the possibility that he may have been one and the same as the late David Phillips, a senior CIA officer involved in anti-Castro operations.


				Captain Alexis Davison: Assistant Air Attaché who doubled as doctor at the U.S. Embassy in Moscow. He had intelligence connections and met Oswald.


				Allen Dulles: Director of the CIA until late 1961, later member of Warren Commission


				Desmond FitzGerald: head of the CIA’s Cuba operations who led plans to topple Fidel Castro and personally met with supposed Castro traitor Rolando Cubela


				William Gaudet: editor who worked for the CIA and whose name appeared next to Oswald’s on Mexico City visa list


				William Harvey: senior CIA official who coordinated CIA-Mafia plots to kill Castro


				Richard Helms: CIA Deputy Director for Plans who headed covert operations in November 1963 and later became CIA Director


				Howard Hunt: senior CIA officer who was involved with anti-Castro operations


				George Joannides: CIA officer who controlled the DRE, the anti-Castro group that—for propaganda reasons—exploited Oswald’s pro-Castro activity. House Assassinations Committee Chief Counsel Robert Blakey condemned Joannides’ later role as CIA liaison to the Committee as having been “criminal.”


				Lieutenant Colonel Robert E. Jones: Operations Officer, U.S. Army 112th Military Intelligence Group. Said that the Army had a file on Oswald.


				Robert Maheu: former Chicago FBI agent and liaison between the CIA and the Mafia


				John McCone: CIA Director at time of the assassination


				J. Walton Moore: CIA Domestic Contact Division officer in Dallas


				Otto Otepka: chief security officer at the State Department whose study of defectors included Oswald


				David Phillips: senior CIA officer running anti-Castro operations with an emphasis on propaganda—later headed Western Hemisphere Division. Phillips was in Mexico City at the time of Oswald’s visit in the autumn of 1963. It has been suggested that he used the cover name “Bishop.” See entry above.


				Winston Scott: CIA station chief in Mexico City in 1963. On his death, a draft manuscript with information on Oswald’s visit to Mexico—and tape recordings labeled “Oswald”—were removed from his home by the CIA and taken to Washington, DC.


				FBI


				Warren De Brueys: New Orleans special agent alleged to have been seen with Oswald


				Charles Flynn: Dallas agent who met Jack Ruby as a “potential criminal informant” in 1959


				J. Edgar Hoover: FBI Director


				James Hosty: Dallas agent who handled the Oswald case before assassination


				John Quigley: New Orleans agent who responded when Oswald asked to see an agent in New Orleans in summer 1963


				Gordon Shanklin: Special Agent in Charge in Dallas at the time of the assassination. Agent Hosty said he ordered the destruction of a note from Oswald.


				James Wood: agent who questioned George de Mohrenschildt in Haiti after the assassination


				Individuals involved with Oswald and Cuba


				Gilberto Alvarado: Nicaraguan intelligence agent whose allegation linked Oswald to Cuban diplomats in Mexico City


				“Angel” or “Angelo”: Hispanic said to have visited Silvia Odio in the company of a man introduced as “Leon Oswald”


				Manuel Artime: key figure at CIA’s Bay of Pigs invasion who claimed President Kennedy approved Castro assassination plan


				William Attwood: Special Adviser to U.S. delegation at the United Nations, who led secret contacts with Havana before the assassination


				Eusebio Azcue: outgoing Cuban Consul in Mexico City, who met a visitor who used the name Oswald and said he came to believe he was an impostor


				Carlos Bringuier: New Orleans representative of the Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil (DRE), involved in suspect street fracas with Oswald


				Fidel Castro: Cuban Prime Minister in 1963—he later became President


				Rolando Cubela (CIA cryptonym AMLASH): Castro aide who, the CIA came to believe, had turned traitor and intended to kill the Cuban leader. He may in fact have remained loyal to Castro.


				Jean Daniel: French journalist for L’Express whom Kennedy used to sound out Castro—was with the Cuban leader on November 22


				Manuel Antonio de Varona: vice president, then leader, of exiles’ Cuban Revolutionary Council


				Hermínio Díaz García: Cuban anti-Castro fighter and associate of Mafia boss Santo Trafficante. He reportedly told his comrade Tony Cuesta, leader of the group Commandos L, that he personally took part in the President’s assassination. Died in a raid on Cuba in 1966.


				Sylvia Durán: secretary to Cuban Consul in Mexico City who processed Oswald’s visa request


				Loran Hall: worked with anti-Castro groups and the CIA and was linked to Santo Trafficante. His claim to have visited Silvia Odio sidelined a key indication of conspiracy.


				Daniel Harker: Associated Press reporter in Havana who cited a remark by Castro that appeared to be a threat to U.S. leaders


				Lisa Howard: ABC-TV reporter who met Castro and later acted as go-between in contacts with Havana before November 22


				Carlos Lechuga: Cuban Ambassador to the United Nations, involved with the United States in backchannel peace feelers before the assassination


				“Leopoldo”: Hispanic who led the three men who visited Silvia Odio, introducing one of the group as “Leon Oswald”


				Reinaldo Martinez: Cuban exile, said he learned in 1966 that his close friend Herminio Díaz had admitted having taken part in the President’s assassination


				Alfredo Mirabal: the incoming Cuban Consul in Mexico City, also intelligence officer, briefly saw individual who said he was Oswald


				Silvia and Annie Odio: daughters of wealthy Cuban activist Amador Odio, who told of a visit before the assassination of two Hispanics accompanied by a man introduced as “Leon Oswald”—who had supposedly spoken of killing either Castro or Kennedy


				Orest Pena: anti-Castro exile in New Orleans who claimed he saw Lee Harvey Oswald with FBI Agent De Brueys


				Carlos Quiroga: anti-Castro exile and associate of Carlos Bringuier who visited Oswald in New Orleans


				Dr. Rene Vallejo: Castro aide who acted as liaison in U.S.–Cuba contacts before the assassination


				Antonio Veciana: leader of the anti-Castro group Alpha 66. Claimed that his U.S. intelligence contact, “Maurice Bishop,” met with Oswald before the assassination, and later tried to fabricate information linking Oswald to the Cuban Embassy in Mexico.


				Individuals related to Jack Ruby or to organized crime aspects of the case


				José Alemán: son of former Cuban government minister who quoted Mafia boss Santo Trafficante as saying President Kennedy was “going to be hit”


				Robert “Barney” Baker: Hoffa thug who had two phone conversations with Jack Ruby shortly before the assassination


				Edward Becker: casino employee, later investigator, who claimed that Carlos Marcello discussed having the President killed and setting up a “nut” to take the blame


				Emile Bruneau: associate of Marcello aide who helped Oswald get bail after a street dispute in New Orleans


				Judith Campbell (later Exner): woman who had a sexual relationship with President Kennedy and later with Mafia boss Sam Giancana


				Joseph Campisi: owner of a Dallas restaurant who visited Jack Ruby in jail


				Joseph Civello: man who reportedly represented Mafia boss Carlos Marcello in Dallas


				William Hawk Daniels: federal investigator, later judge, who listened in on a phone conversation between Jimmy Hoffa and an aide in which there was discussion of killing Robert Kennedy


				Sergeant Patrick Dean: officer in charge of the police basement security operation at the time Jack Ruby killed Oswald


				Sam Giancana: Chicago Mafia boss and coordinator of CIA-Mafia plans to kill Fidel Castro


				Jimmy Hoffa: Teamsters Union boss who was close to Santo Trafficante and reportedly wanted both President Kennedy and Robert Kennedy dead


				Tom Howard: Jack Ruby’s first lawyer


				Liverde: last name of Marcello aide named as having been at meeting at which assassination of the President was discussed


				Carlos Marcello (born Calogero Minacore): Mafia boss in New Orleans and the southeastern United States, said to have discussed a plan to assassinate the President using a “nut” to take the blame and to have admitted the crime in old age


				John Martino: linked to organized crime, U.S. intelligence, and the anti-Castro movement—his widow said he knew the assassination was about to occur. Reportedly said Oswald was “put together” by the “anti-Castro people.”


				Lewis McWillie: friend of Jack Ruby and manager of Tropicana nightclub in Havana, in which Santo Trafficante had a major interest


				Murray “Dusty” Miller: aide to Jimmy Hoffa whom Ruby called two weeks before the assassination


				Edward Partin: Teamsters official in Louisiana who said Jimmy Hoffa wanted both President Kennedy and Robert Kennedy dead


				Nofio Pecora: associate of Carlos Marcello who knew Oswald’s uncle Charles Murret. Jack Ruby called his office number less than a month before the assassination.


				Carl Roppolo: oil geologist who, according to Edward Becker, was present when Carlos Marcello discussed a plan to murder President Kennedy


				John Roselli: top mobster and go-between in the CIA-Mafia plots to assassinate Fidel Castro


				Sam Termine: Marcello henchman who knew Oswald’s mother


				Jack Todd: associate of Santo Trafficante whose phone number was found in Jack Ruby’s car after the murder of Lee Harvey Oswald


				Santo Trafficante: Florida Mafia boss linked to CIA-Mafia plots to assassinate Fidel Castro. He was reportedly visited by Jack Ruby in Cuba in 1959—allegedly said before the assassination that President Kennedy was “going to be hit.”


				Jack Van Laningham: inmate imprisoned with Mafia boss Carlos Marcello, who claimed Marcello admitted having had a role in the assassination


				Irwin Weiner: financial adviser to Jimmy Hoffa who offered conflicting explanations of a phone conversation he had with Ruby less than a month before the assassination


				John Wilson: detainee in a camp in Cuba along with Santo Trafficante in 1959. Reported after the assassination that a “gangster type named Ruby” had visited “Santos” in the prison.


			


		




		

			

				


				Read not to contradict and confute, nor to believe and take for granted . . . but to weigh and consider.


				—Francis Bacon


			


		




		

			

				


				CHAPTER I


				Ambush


				It may be he shall take my hand
And lead me into his dark land
And close my eyes and quench my breath . . .
But I’ve a rendezvous with Death


				—battle poem by Alan Seeger, 
quoted by John F. Kennedy


				In his office at the White House, President Kennedy looked gloomily across the desk at his press secretary. “I wish I weren’t going to Dallas,” he said. The secretary replied, “Don’t worry about it. It’s going to be a great trip.”


				It was November 20, 1963. The President had received warnings about Dallas from all sides. Senator William Fulbright had told him, “Dallas is a very dangerous place. I wouldn’t go there. Don’t you go.” That morning, Senator Hubert Humphrey and Congressman Hale Boggs had advised him not to go, the congressman saying, “Mr. President, you’re going into a hornet’s nest.”


				The President knew he had to go. Dallas, a thousand miles away, had voted overwhelmingly for Richard Nixon in the last presidential election. This time around, the state of Texas as a whole was sure to be tough territory for the Democrats, and Kennedy was determined to take the initiative.


				Yet Texas was a menace. Dallas, sweltering in its interminable summer, was dangerously overheated in a different way. It was a mecca for the radical right. Leading lights of the community included a racist former Army general, a mayor who reportedly sympathized with the city’s flourishing and furiously right-wing John Birch Society, and a vociferous millionaire obsessed with the Communist menace. Men of their ilk cried “treason” at Kennedy’s talk of racial integration, his nuclear test ban treaty, and the possibility of accommodation with the Communist world. It was only a year since the Cuban Missile Crisis, and the President was now showered with accusations that he had gone soft on Fidel Castro. Right-wing extremism was the boil on the face of American politics, and Dallas the point where it might burst. But Kennedy had set his mind on going.


				On November 21, the President flew south from Washington, DC, to San Antonio, his first stop on the Texas tour. All went well there, and Kennedy made a speech about the space age. “We stand on the edge of a great new era. . . .” He went on to Houston and talked about the space program again. “Where there is no vision, the people perish. . . .” Before the President arrived in Fort Worth, at midnight, he had traveled safely in four motorcades.


				November 22 began with a speech in the rain and a political breakfast. Then, back in his hotel room, Kennedy read the newspapers. In the Dallas Morning News, he saw an advertisement placed by “The American Fact-Finding Committee.” Headlined “Welcome, Mr. Kennedy, to Dallas,” it inquired, “Why do you say we have built a ‘wall of freedom’ around Cuba when there is no freedom in Cuba today? Because of your policy, thousands of Cubans have been imprisoned . . . the entire population of 7,000,000 Cubans are living in slavery. . . .” The advertisement, whose leading sponsors included a local organizer of the John Birch Society and the son of H. L. Hunt, the Dallas oil millionaire, prompted the President to turn to his wife and murmur, “You know, we’re heading into nut country today.”


				Four days earlier, when the President visited Miami, there had apparently been a security flap. A motorcade was reportedly canceled following concern about disaffected Cuban exiles. The Secret Service had information that a right-wing extremist had spoken of a plan to shoot the President “from an office building with a high-powered rifle.” Perhaps his personal escort had mentioned it to Kennedy, for now—in Fort Worth—he murmured to an aide, “Last night would have been a hell of a night to assassinate a president. . . . Anyone perched above the crowd with a rifle could do it.” John F. Kennedy even crouched down and mimed how an assassin might take aim.


				Just before noon, the President arrived in Dallas. There were welcoming crowds at the airport, and then he was traveling to the city center in an open limousine. As Kennedy passed, one spectator said to her husband, “The President ought to be awarded the Purple Heart just for coming to Dallas.”


				At 12:29 p.m., the motorcade was amidst cheering crowds, moving slowly through the metal-and-glass canyons of central Dallas.


				For a while, there had been no talking in the President’s car. Then, with the passing crowd a kaleidoscope of welcome, the wife of the Governor of Texas, Nellie Connally, turned to smile at the President and said, “Mr. Kennedy, you can’t say Dallas doesn’t love you.” The President, sitting behind her and to her right, replied, “That is very obvious.” With his wife, Jacqueline, beside him, he continued waving to the people.


				Ponderously, at eleven miles an hour, the procession moved onto Elm Street and into an open space. This was Dealey Plaza, a wide expanse of grass stretching away to the left of the cars. To the right of the President towered the Texas School Book Depository, a warehouse, the last high building in this part of the city. Its far end marked the end of the urban ugliness and the end of likely danger to the President during the motorcade. Here there was a grassy slope, topped by an ornamental colonnade. In the lead car, an officer looked ahead at a railway tunnel and said to a colleague, “We’ve almost got it made.” It was twelve seconds past 12:30 p.m.


				The several shots rang out in rapid succession. According to a Secret Service agent in the car, the President said, “My God, I’m hit.”1 He lurched in his seat, both hands clawing toward his throat. As Jacqueline Kennedy remembered it just a week later—in an interview partially suppressed at the time:


				“You know when he was shot. He had such a wonderful expression on his face. . . . [Then] he looked puzzled . . . he had his hand out, I could see a piece of his skull coming off; it was flesh-colored not white. He was holding out his hand—and I can see this perfectly clean piece detaching itself from his head. . . .”


				Directly in front of the President, Governor Connally had heard one shot and was then hit himself. He screamed. For five seconds, the car actually slowed down. Then had come more gunfire. The President had fallen violently backward and to his left, his head exploding in a halo of brain tissue, blood, and bone. To Mrs. Connally, it “was like buckshot falling all over us.”


				As the car finally gathered speed, Mrs. Kennedy believed she cried:


				“I love you, Jack . . . I kept saying, ‘Jack, Jack, Jack’ . . . All the ride to the hospital, I kept bending over him saying, ‘Jack, Jack, can you hear me? I love you, Jack.’ I kept holding the top of his head down trying to keep the . . .”


				She was unable to finish the sentence.


				From the front seat the Governor’s wife heard the President’s wife exclaim, “Jack . . . they’ve killed my husband.” Then: “I have his brains in my hand.” This last Mrs. Kennedy repeated time and time again.


				Half an hour later, in an emergency room at nearby Parkland Hospital, a doctor told the President’s wife what she already knew: “The President is gone.” Governor Connally, though seriously wounded, survived.


				The dying of President Kennedy was brutally brief. Yet it took some time and care to write this summary of the shooting with integrity. Fifty years on, much has changed about our perception of the Kennedy era. Many no longer see the brothers as innocent martyrs of an idealized time called Camelot. A mass of persuasive information links their names to election tampering, to philandering that may have risked more than their reputations, to compromising contacts with the Mafia, and—by black irony—to assassination plots. A public that once revered the Federal Bureau of Investigation and trusted the Central Intelligence Agency has been made cynical by revelations of sins ranging from incompetence to unconstitutional malfeasance—in the CIA’s case, too, a sordid history of murder plots.


				With the passing of half a century, much remains unclear about what happened in Dealey Plaza. Few murders in history had such a massive audience or were caught in the act by the camera, yet for millions the case remains unsolved. No assassination has been analyzed and documented so laboriously by public officials and private citizens. Yet the public has remained understandably skeptical.


				Skeptical when, after one official probe proclaimed the assassination was the work of a lone gunman, another declared it the result of a conspiracy—“probably.” Skeptical after a welter of media coverage and books, when much of the media work has proven inaccurate or biased, and when supposedly authoritative books have been unmasked as inept, or naïve, or cynical propaganda. The 1991 movie JFK, directed by Oliver Stone, misled a whole new generation of filmgoers with a hodgepodge of half-truth and excess masquerading as revelation about conspiracy. A heavily promoted tome called Case Closed, by Gerald Posner, hoodwinked its readers with its packaging of the opposite message—that there could be no real doubt that the assassination had been the uncomplicated act of a lone gunman.


				Above all, perhaps, the public attitude to the Kennedy assassination has been tempered by all the scandals, all the exposés that over the years have eroded belief in government. Far from starting with the premise that the authorities tell the truth, a depressingly large number of people now accept as a given that the government constantly lies. If it does not actively lie, many are persuaded, it conceals the truth. Much of the material in this book was pried out of reluctant agencies thanks to the Freedom of Information Act—albeit a law long since seriously emasculated—and to the JFK Records Act, passed into law in 1992 specifically to enforce release of assassination-related records. Yet some records remain unreleased, many under the rubric of “national security,” the justification used by Chief Justice Earl Warren to explain why some material would not be released in the lifetime of his audience. Hence the title of this book: Not in Your Lifetime. What sort of national security concerns prevent us seeing all there is to see about the Kennedy assassination, a supposed random act by a lone nut, all these years later? It is a question to ponder while reading this book.


				For all of these reasons, thinking people remain uncertain who was behind the killing of President Kennedy. Why the murder was committed, only the arrogant or the opinionated can pretend to know for sure. And weary though we may be after decades of controversy and nitpicking, any serious inquiry has to begin where life ended for John F. Kennedy—the moment the shots were fired in Dealey Plaza.
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				CHAPTER 2


				The Evidence Before You


				“Detection is, or ought to be, an exact science, and should be treated in the same cold and unemotional manner.”


				—Sherlock Holmes, in The Sign of the Four


				In any fatal shooting inquiry, the primary factors are ballistics and wounds. Human testimony, though often crucial, must be weighed against the picture presented by hard evidence. In the Kennedy assassination, they are the raw material for the answers to key questions. How many gunmen fired how many bullets, and from what position? If gunfire came from more than one vantage point, there obviously must have been more than one assassin. Similarly, if more shots came from one position than could be fired by one gunman in the available time, it follows that accomplices were at work.


				Evidence there was in profusion, and much of it was poorly handled in the first investigation. This is what we are left with—leaving aside for the moment the question of assigning guilt for the shooting.


				Dealey Plaza provided a field day for the ballistics experts. Soon after the assassination, a policeman found three spent cartridge cases lying near an open window on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository, the large warehouse to the right rear of President Kennedy’s car at the time of the attack. Within an hour, another policeman spotted a bolt-action rifle,1 the now infamous 6.5-mm Mannlicher-Carcano, stashed behind a pile of boxes and also on the sixth floor.


				A number of bullet fragments were recovered—from the wounds suffered by the President and Governor Connally, and in the presidential limousine. One bullet,2 which looked almost undamaged to the inexpert eye, turned up on a stretcher at Parkland Hospital, where the victims had been treated. Suffice it to say, at this point, that firearms experts have firmly linked the cartridge cases to the rifle; they are sure the whole bullet and the bullet fragments came from the same gun.


				Bullet damage was also noticed on the inside of the windshield of the presidential car and on a section of the curb in Dealey Plaza. No other gun or missiles were recovered immediately after the assassination.3 The catalog of ballistics evidence is at least clear-cut, but the accounting of the wounds is a different matter.


				The autopsy on President Kennedy, one of the most important autopsies in twentieth-century history, was seriously flawed. Had it not been, much wearisome doubt could have been avoided.


				An hour and a half after the shooting of the President, there was a struggle over his corpse. At the hospital, as the Secret Service team prepared to take the body to Washington, DC, Dr. Earl Rose, the Dallas County Medical Examiner, backed by a Justice of the Peace, barred their way. The doctor said that, under Texas law, the body of a murder victim may not be removed until an autopsy has been performed. Justice of the Peace Theran Ward, declared the President’s death, “just another homicide as far as I’m concerned.”


				Kenneth O’Donnell, special assistant to the dead President, replied, “Go screw yourself.” The Secret Service agents put the doctor and the judge up against the wall at gunpoint and swept out of the hospital with the President’s body. They were wrong in law, and with hindsight denied their President an efficient autopsy. That evening, at eight o’clock, three doctors at Bethesda Naval Hospital began the examination to determine precisely how the President had died.


				Incredibly, according to the expert study commissioned by the House Select Committee on Assassinations in the 1970s, the doctors “had insufficient training and experience to evaluate a death from gunshot wounds.” Not one of them was a full-time forensic pathologist, an expert in determining the cause of death in criminal cases.


				The late Medical Examiner for New York City, Dr. Milton Helpern, said of the President’s autopsy, “It’s like sending a seven-year-old boy who has taken three lessons on the violin over to the New York Philharmonic and expecting him to perform a Tchaikovsky symphony. He knows how to hold the violin and bow, but he has a long way to go before he can make music.”


				Cruel words, yet some of the autopsy’s shortcomings are glaring even to the layman. Although the President’s fatal injuries were to his head, and although the location of such wounds is crucial information, routine procedures were not followed. The doctors failed to shave Kennedy’s head to lay bare the skull damage, apparently because the Kennedy family wanted him to look good should the casket be left open. And, although the damaged brain was removed and fixed in formaldehyde, the doctors omitted to section it to track the path of the bullet or bullets. As discussed later, the brain itself later disappeared.


				The chairman of the medical panel for the House Assassinations Committee, Dr. Michael Baden, was to declare in 1978 that the autopsy had been deficient in “the qualification of the pathologists . . . the failure to inspect the clothing . . . the inadequate documentation of injuries, lack of proper preservation of evidence, and incompleteness of the autopsy.”


				The autopsy doctors had been handicapped by instructions relayed by phone from the President’s brother Robert, huddled with the widow in a VIP suite upstairs. A 1992 report in the Journal of the American Medical Association confirmed that the family, concerned in particular that the world would learn that Kennedy suffered from a progressive disease of the adrenal glands, wanted to prevent several routine procedures. The organs of the neck were not examined.


				To this day, the precise nature of the President’s injuries remains unclear. The autopsy doctors described four wounds: a small wound at the back of the skull; a massive defect in the right side of the skull; a small hole near the base of the neck, slightly to the right of the spine; and a hole in the throat.


				The throat wound had been obscured by the Dallas doctors when they performed a tracheotomy to insert an airway, during the hopeless bid to save the President’s life. Unnecessary confusion reigns over the injury supposedly located near the back of the neck. The Autopsy Descriptive Sheet placed it five and a half inches below the tip of the right mastoid process, a bump at the base of the skull. The autopsists’ working sketch, the death certificate, a report by FBI agents present at the autopsy, the statements of several Secret Service agents, and the holes in Kennedy’s jacket and shirt are consistent with a wound some six inches lower than reported.


				The doctors failed to dissect this wound, an elementary procedure that might have established the path of the bullet. The hole was merely probed, not opened up and tracked to its destination. Documents suggest that photographs and X-rays were taken during the probing attempt. If so, however, the current location of those images remains unknown.


				There is also confusion about the fatal injuries to Kennedy’s head. With the body long buried, forensic scientists in later years have had to base their findings on the extensive surviving X-rays and photographs—access to them is restricted to experts and doctors approved by the Kennedy family. They were examined in 1966 by the original autopsy doctors—astonishingly for the first time. They had never until then seen the pictures of the postmortem they had themselves supervised. The same material, and the President’s clothing, has since been much scrutinized—by an Attorney General’s medical panel in 1968, the Rockefeller Commission panel, pathologists for the Assassinations Committee in the 1970s, and by some of the Dallas doctors and other interested physicians.


				The autopsy doctors located the small wound at the back of the skull as being two and a half centimeters to the right and slightly above the protuberance at the back of the skull. Other medical panels, working with the X-rays and photographs, decided that this had been a serious mistake, that the small wound was in fact four inches higher than described. Dr. Michael Baden, head of the Assassinations Committee panel, said that it could be seen in the photographs, above the hairline. It is unclear how such a conflict arose, unless—perhaps—from misinterpretation of the photographs (see Photo 7).


				There has been lasting disagreement as to the true location of even the fatal wound, the massive defect described by the autopsy doctors as a hole thirteen centimeters wide, extending both forward and back, on the right side of the head. Some of the autopsy photographs became available to the public in spite of the restrictions,4 and one of them (see Photo 8) shows a large flap of scalp and bone laid open, like a hatch cover, beside a terrible hole directly above the dead man’s right ear. This conflicts with the majority of the human testimony on the location of the wound.


				Seventeen of the medical staff who observed the President in Dallas were to describe the massive defect as having been more at the back of the head than at the side. A large bone fragment, found in Dealey Plaza after the assassination, was identified at the time as belonging to the back of the skull.


				The Secret Service agent who climbed into the President’s limousine as the shooting ended, Clint Hill, said, “I noticed a portion of the President’s head on the right rear side was missing. . . . Part of his brain was gone. I saw a part of his skull with hair on it lying in the seat. . . . The right rear portion of his head was missing. It was lying in the rear seat of the car.” Two other Secret Service agents gave similar descriptions.


				Jacqueline Kennedy came to one of the doctors in the emergency room, her hands cupped one over the other. She was holding her husband’s brain matter in her hands. “From the front, there was nothing,” she later said of the wounds. “But from the back you could see, you know, you were trying to hold his hair and his skull on.”


				Dr. Robert McClelland, a general surgeon on the team that attended the dying President, was one of those best qualified to describe the head wound from memory. “I took the position at the head of the table,” McClelland told the Warren Commission, “I was in such a position that I could closely examine the head wound, and I noted that the right posterior portion of the skull had been blasted. It had been shattered, apparently, by the force of the shot so that the parietal bone was protruded up through the scalp and seen to be fractured almost along its posterior half, as well as some of the occipital bone being fractured in its lateral half, and this sprung open the bones that I mentioned, in such a way that you could actually look down into the skull cavity itself and see that probably a third or so, at least, of the brain tissue, posterior cerebral tissue and some of the cerebellar tissue had been blasted out.” The wound McClelland described would look like the drawing below, a drawing that he approved for publication during the 1960s.
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				The only neurosurgeon present at the President’s deathbed, Dr. Kemp Clark, described the wound as a “large, gaping loss of tissue” located at the “back of the head . . . toward the right side.” No less than eleven other Parkland doctors, and four nurses—including the supervising nurse—have described this gaping wound at the back of the head. The same interpretation has been put on the description of the wound by twenty people who saw it at Bethesda Hospital in Washington, DC. Two of the technicians who X-rayed the President’s body during the autopsy recalled a posterior wound. One of them, Jerrol Custer, said it was enormous. “I could put both my hands in the wound.” The head of the Secret Service team, Roy Kellerman, who was assigned to the President that day and who attended the autopsy; two FBI agents assigned to the autopsy; and a mortician who prepared the body for burial, also recalled a wound at the back of the head.


				Drawings of the large head wound were made from memory for the Assassinations Committee by the FBI’s observers, James Sibert and Francis O’Neill, and by the mortician, Thomas Robinson. While they vary in locating the height of the wound, they place it at the rear or right rear of the head, not at the side.
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				Wound position according to FBI Agent James Sibert
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				Wound position according to FBI Agent Francis O’Neill
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				Wound position according to mortician Thomas Robinson


				Not one of the Parkland or Bethesda witnesses have described a wound like the one in the autopsy picture, which shows a great hole above the right ear, and the rear of the head virtually unmarked (see Photo 8).


				What, then, to make of that photograph? After studying it, several of the Dallas medical staff expressed consternation. One, Dr. Fouad Bashour, insisted the photograph was wrong. “Why do they cover it up?” he said. “This is not the way it was!”


				In an interview with the author, the Dallas surgeon Robert McClelland offered an explanation. When he saw the President in the emergency room, he said, a great flap of scalp and hair had been “split and thrown backwards, so we had looked down into the hole.” In Photo 8, however, McClelland believes the scalp is being pulled forward, back to its normal position, to show what looks like a small entrance wound near the top of the skull. This is not visible in Photo 8. “I don’t think they were trying to cover up the fact that there was a large hole,” said McClelland, “but that’s what they were doing. . . . They were covering up that great defect in the back and lateral part of the head by pulling that loose scalp flap up. You can see the hand pulling the scalp forward.”5


				Dr. McClelland said the “great defect in the back” is visible on some photographs among the set of some fifty pictures he saw at the National Archives—pictures in which the torn scalp has been allowed to fall back on the President’s neck, pictures the public has never seen. His explanation may go a long way to resolve the apparent discrepancy. It certainly demonstrates that no outside researcher should form judgments on the basis of a set of photographs that may or may not be complete.


				According to the pathologist who directed the autopsy, Dr. Humes, his colleague Dr. Pierre Finck, and the former director of photography at the Naval Medical School, who was the principal cameraman at the autopsy, not even the “official” set of autopsy photographs at the National Archives is complete. Pictures they remembered being taken, or thought should have been taken, are not in the collection. Photographs of the interior chest are not there. Nor, according to Dr. Finck, are certain photographs of the skull injuries.


				With some pictures missing or possibly missing, and some showing injuries as witnesses do not recall having seen them, some have suspected forgery—notwithstanding a finding by a majority of the Assassinations Committee photographic panel that the pictures are authentic.6


				Such doubts were encouraged by the comments of Floyd Reibe, a former Bethesda technician who himself took some of the autopsy photographs. He claimed that some of the photographs in the National Archives are “phony and not the photographs we took.”


				In 1994, the Assassination Records Review Board stated that a second set of autopsy photographs may have survived, photographs apparently made from the original negatives and thus presumably authentic. If so, they would be key evidence, but the matter was left unresolved.


				There are other problems with the autopsy record, not least the bizarre fact that the President’s brain is missing. Sometime after the assassination, it was sent to President Kennedy’s former secretary, along with the photographs and X-rays, for safekeeping. Safe it was not—at least not from the point of view of future investigators. In 1966, after the materials passed into the care of the National Archives, it was discovered that the brain was no longer with the photographs and X-rays. Also absent were tissue sections, blood smears, and a number of slides.


				The Assassinations Committee, which could find no trace of the missing material, favored the theory that Robert Kennedy, the President’s brother, disposed of it to avoid tasteless display in the future. A vial containing a part of the brain was destroyed by the Secret Service some six years after the assassination. Whatever the full facts, the result was to hamper the work of later forensic pathologists.


				The autopsy X-rays also feature in the catalog of mismanagement. Dr. McClelland, the surgeon who worked on the dying President in Dallas, reviewed the set of X-rays at the National Archives in 1989. He was quoted afterward as saying that they showed head injuries different from those he saw in the emergency room in 1963. Jerrol Custer, a former Bethesda technician who made some of the autopsy X-rays in 1963, claimed—as did his colleague of the autopsy photos—that some of the X-rays were “fake.”


				A physicist and radiation therapist at the Eisenhower Medical Center, Dr. David Mantik, submitted the X-rays to a technique called optical densitometry. “This data,” he told the author, “provides powerful and quantitative evidence of alteration to some of the skull X-rays. They appear to me to be composites.”


				It is not for this author to judge whether such suspicions are justified. What is clear, however, is that the best evidence, the President’s wounded body, was squandered. The deficiencies of the autopsy, and the mismanagement of the record, added fuel to the lasting controversy.7


				Aside from the evidence of body and bullets, there is one further invaluable aid to any analysis of the assassination. This is the short but infinitely shocking film made by an amateur cameraman in the crowd, Abraham Zapruder. Having initially left his camera at home, Zapruder had hurried home to fetch it at the last moment. So it was that he came to make the eighteen seconds of truly apocalyptic film that has remained the subject of diverse interpretation. The most famous amateur movie in the world was shot from a vantage point on a low concrete wall to the right front of the approaching President. For all its fame, and although no description can replace actual viewing of the Zapruder film, its contents must be summarized here.


				As the motorcade turns to come straight toward his lens, Zapruder catches the last uneventful seconds, with the President and his wife smiling and waving in the sun. Then the limousine vanishes for a moment behind a street sign. When it emerges, the President is clearly reacting to a shot—his hands clenched and coming up to his throat. Governor Connally turns around to his right, peering into the backseat. He begins to turn back, goes rigid, and shows signs that he, too, has been hit. Jacqueline Kennedy looks toward her husband, who is leaning forward and to his left. There is an almost imperceptible forward movement of the President’s head, and then, abruptly, his skull visibly explodes in a spray of blood and brain matter. He is propelled violently back into the rear seat of the car, then bounces forward and slides to the left into Mrs. Kennedy’s arms. The savage backward lurch by the President occurs, to the eye, at the instant of the fatal wound to the head. Then, as Mrs. Kennedy apparently reaches for a fragment of her husband’s skull on the back of the car, a Secret Service agent jumps aboard from behind, and the limousine finally accelerates away.


				Abraham Zapruder sold his film to Life magazine for a quarter of a million dollars. The magazine later published still frames from the material, but the moving footage was not shown on television until March 1975. The film was a key tool for both official investigations, not least because it provides a near-precise time frame for the assassination.


				In 1978, however, it took on new importance, for its use in conjunction with a hitherto neglected item of evidence, one that was greeted as the most momentous single breakthrough in the case since 1964. It followed news that the sounds in Dealey Plaza had apparently been recorded—and included identifiable gunshots.


				This evidence, if evidence it is, had been ignored for sixteen years. It was a battered blue “Dictabelt,” a routine recording of police radio traffic that had been made, just as on any ordinary day, on the day of the President’s murder. To the layman it is a mishmash of barely comprehensible conversation between policemen in the field and their dispatch office at headquarters. The gaps between speech seem a meaningless blur of distorted sound and static. That certainly is what was assumed by the Dallas police and the Warren Commission, who used the recording only to establish police movement and messages. The Dictabelt long lay abandoned in a filing cabinet at Dallas police headquarters, until a director of the police Intelligence Division took it home. There it might have stayed, were it not for the keen archival mind of a private researcher named Mary Ferrell. Long aware of the recording, she drew the attention of the Assassinations Committee to its possible significance.


				Recovered in 1978, the Dictabelt was submitted to Dr. James Barger, chief acoustical scientist for the firm of Bolt, Beranek and Newman. The company specialized in acoustical analysis, working not only on such projects as underwater detection devices for the U.S. Navy, but also on studies of matters of national importance. In 1973, during the investigation of Watergate, the firm advised on the famous gap in the White House tapes. Its expertise had been used, too, in the prosecution of National Guardsmen involved in the shooting of students at Kent State University.


				Nobody expected very much from the crackly Dallas police recording submitted to Dr. Barger. His work, though, along with a further study performed by two scientists at the City University of New York, turned out to be pivotal to the deliberations of the Assassinations Committee. Technical processes, including the use of equipment not available in 1963, enabled Barger to produce a visual presentation of the sound-wave forms on a part of the tape that—his initial findings indicated—had great significance.


				With his New York associates, Professor Mark Weiss and Ernest Aschkenasy, Dr. Barger then designed an acoustical reconstruction in Dealey Plaza. Early one morning in 1978, guns boomed once again at the scene of President Kennedy’s murder. The results showed that impulses on the police recording matched sound patterns unique to the scene of the crime. Certain impulses, the scientists theorized, were indeed gunshots. They declared that the sounds had been picked up by a microphone moving along at about eleven miles per hour at the time of the assassination. They surmised that this was mounted on the motorcycle of a police outrider in the presidential motorcade, and that the recording had been made because the microphone button was stuck open at the time. Working from photographic evidence and testimony, Assassinations Committee staff decided that the motorcycle had been one ridden by Officer H. B. McLain. It appeared that the scientists and the investigators had achieved a tour de force of detection.


				The Committee’s experts concluded that gunfire had come from in front of the President as well as from behind him. At least two gunmen were therefore involved in the assassination. Aware that acoustics today has a rightful place in forensic science, that it has been admitted into evidence in court, the Assassinations Committee was forced into a dramatic reassessment. The acoustics finding formed a major plank of its official finding that President Kennedy was “probably” murdered as the result of a conspiracy.


				Soon, however, came dissenting expert opinion. First from the FBI, with a skimpy report declaring the two-gunman theory “invalid.” Even a lay reading revealed this critique to be hopelessly flawed, and it deserves no public airing here. The first serious blow to the acoustical evidence came in a 1982 report by the National Academy of Sciences. A panel of distinguished scientists concluded that the Committee’s studies “do not demonstrate that there was a grassy-knoll shot.” At the core of the finding lay not some abstruse scientific deduction, but the curiosity of a drummer in Ohio, Steve Barber.


				Barber came to the controversy thanks to a girlie magazine. In the summer of 1979, Gallery offered its readers, among the nudes, a record of the section of the police Dictabelt that includes the noises said to be gunshots. Barber, who played it again and again, detected something the experts had missed. What had been thought to be unintelligible “crosstalk”—conversation coming in from another radio channel—Barber’s ear identified as the voice of Sheriff Bill Decker, in the lead car of the motorcade. The sheriff’s voice occurs at the same point on the recording as the sound impulses that the Committee’s experts said were gunshots. What he is saying is, “Move all men available out of my department back into the railroad yards there . . . to try to determine just what and where it happened down there. And hold everything secure until the homicide and other investigators can get there.” Clearly, Decker did not issue his orders till after the shooting.


				Undeterred, acoustical scientist James Barger said this apparent anomaly could have been caused in several ways. Was it possible that the Dictabelt needle jumped back—as was said to occur sometimes with that old-fashioned system? Or did the process of copying the original police recording cause the illusion of “crosstalk”?


				Dr. Barger stood by his original findings. “The number of detections we made in our tests, and the speed of the detections—the odds that that could happen by chance are about one in twenty. That’s just as plain as the nose on your face.”


				In the fullness of time, however, it has become evident to others that the findings are far from proven. Barber’s discovery triggered an onslaught on the acoustics evidence. Because of the timing, the Academy of Sciences was to conclude the sounds on the recording had to be something other than gunshots, static perhaps, but not gunshots.


				Fifty years on, a significant number of responsible researchers indeed think that a conspiracy finding based on the acoustics is untenable. A 2001 study by researcher Michael O’Dell suggested that the impulses on the Dictabelt “happen too late to be the assassination gunshots,” and that “there is no statistical significance of 95% or higher for a shot from the grassy knoll.”


				On the other hand, one of those who has specialized in the acoustics evidence asserted in a 2010 book that there was indeed a shot from the knoll, and that it was the fatal headshot. Only for O’Dell, author of the 2001 study, to produce a further analysis refuting the Committee’s findings, as this book was going to press.


				It is evident that science—whether forensic, acoustic, or ballistic—has produced no certainties, and will not resolve the questions surrounding the Kennedy assassination.


				House Assassinations Committee Chief Counsel Robert Blakey, though shaken by the negative studies of the acoustics evidence, nevertheless held to his view. “I think our conclusion was correct,” he has said. “On balance, I say there were two shooters in the Plaza, and not just because of the acoustics. . . .” Blakey remained persuaded by “all the other evidence and testimony,” not least the human testimony about the day of the assassination. “I find on balance,” Blakey added, “that the earwitness and eyewitness testimony is credible.”


			


		




		

			

				


				CHAPTER 3


				How Many Shots? Where From?


				“The great tragedy of Science—the slaying of a beautiful hypothesis by an ugly fact.”


				—Thomas H. Huxley, evolutionist, nineteenth century


				Much of the testimony of those present when President Kennedy was shot may seem old hat to readers with long memories. Yet it remains vitally relevant to any serious account of the assassination.


				Of 178 people in Dealey Plaza—according to an Assassinations Committee survey—no less than 132 later came to believe that only three shots had been fired. Three spent cartridges were found near the window of the Texas School Book Depository. Initially, therefore, a count of three shots seemed rational, if not conclusive. Most witnesses’ statements, though, were given hours—in some cases weeks—later, when the generally published version of the assassination had already put the total of shots at three. A few people, including Mrs. Kennedy and a Secret Service agent in the follow-up car, thought they had heard as few as two shots. Others, though, thought they had heard more than three, some speaking of as many as six or seven.


				Ballistics and acoustics specialists have looked at how and why people become mixed up in their memories of gunfire. The sound of a first shot comes upon a witness when he does not expect it, subsequent shots compound the surprise, and muddle ensues. Further confusion may be caused by the fact that a rifle shot actually makes three minutely separated sounds—the muzzle blast, the sound of a bullet breaking the sound barrier, and finally the impact on the target. On the other hand, say the experts, those listening in the immediate target area probably receive the least distorted impression of gunfire.


				Oddly, and inexcusably, the first inquiry produced no statement of any kind from the two police outriders traveling to the right rear of the President. Twelve people in the target area did go on record. All but one of the five surviving in the car itself, and two other outriders, spoke of three shots. Their predicament, however, was hardly conducive to rational recall. Mrs. Kennedy understandably said she was “very confused.” Governor Connally was himself severely injured during the shooting, and Mrs. Connally was preoccupied trying to help him. The two outriders to the President’s left rear were shocked by being spattered with the President’s blood and brain matter.


				The two Secret Service agents in the car, one of them the driver, had to make vital decisions. Both, however, did have interesting comments on the shots. Agent Kellerman said later that the last sound he recalled was “like a double bang—bang! bang! . . . like a plane going through the sound barrier.” Agent Greer, the driver, also said the last shot cracked out “just right behind” its predecessor. This could conceivably mean the two agents heard a single bullet breaking the sound barrier, or that they heard two shots very close together indeed—far closer together than one man could achieve with a bolt-operated rifle. Agent Kellerman thought that, based on what he heard and the wounds he observed later at the autopsy, “there have got to be more than three shots.”


				In spite of being himself shot in the hail of gunfire, Governor Connally—an experienced hunter—remembered that because of the “rapidity” of the shots, “the thought immediately passed through my mind that there were two or three people involved, or more, in this; or that someone was shooting with an automatic rifle.”


				As for the bystanders nearest to the off side of the President’s car, one, Mary Moorman, made estimates ranging from two to four shots. Like those in the car, she was first preoccupied, and then in such a panic, that she was distracted. (She was taking a photograph as the limousine approached, then threw herself to the ground, shrieking, “Get down! They’re shooting!”) Near her, Charles Brehm thought he heard three shots.


				Gayle Newman, standing on the curb on the near side of the President’s car, thought there could have been four shots. Then there was Maurice Orr, who also stood on the nearside pavement and was one of those closest to the President. Orr, questioned a few minutes after the tragedy, thought there could have been as many as five shots.


				The Warren Report favored the silent testimony of the three cartridges lying near the sixth-floor window, combined with its reading of the autopsy details and the Zapruder film. It said there had been three shots, one of which missed, all fired from behind and above Kennedy.


				Then, in 1978, came the acoustic study of the Dictabelt that appeared to cast real doubt on the Warren lone-gunman finding and suggested—as summarized by the Assassinations Committee’s Robert Blakey—that there had been “four shots . . . The first, second, and fourth came from the Depository; the third came from the grassy knoll.” Four shots, including one from the raised ground to the right front of the President, posited at least two assassins.


				The acoustics study of the Dictabelt appeared to provide a time frame for the shooting. Taking zero as the time of the first shot, the second would have been fired 1.66 seconds later, the third at 7.49 seconds, and the fourth at 8.31 seconds (allowing for an error of about 5% in the Dictabelt’s running speed). The brevity of the pause between the first and second shots, both fired from the rear, raised questions as to whether one lone gunman could possibly have fired both. That issue will be dealt with later, along with the question as to whether more than one assassin fired from the rear.


				A fractional pause between the third shot, from the knoll, and the fourth, from the rear—acoustics study or no acoustics study—could explain a great deal. With less than a second between them, the two shots could have sounded like one to those who believed only three were fired altogether. It would also make sense of the comments of two of those in the target area and best placed to hear the gunfire. It would explain Governor Connally’s impression that someone was shooting with an automatic rifle, Agent Greer’s observation that the last shot was “just right behind” its predecessor, and Agent Kellerman’s recall of a “double bang”—like the sound barrier being broken. Kellerman may have been right in his belief that there were more than three shots.


				The acoustics work suggested that all but the third shot originated “in the vicinity of the sixth-floor southeast corner window of the Texas School Book Depository.” The experts wondered though, whether further tests might indicate that some of the shooting had come from the Daltex Building next door.


				The most refined study was reserved for the third shot, because the Committee was acutely aware of the need to resolve whether there had really been a sniper on the knoll. The acoustics study concluded that the third shot was “fired from a point along the east-west line of the wooden stockade fence on the grassy knoll, about eight feet west of the corner of the fence” (see Photos 5, 6). Professor Weiss and his colleagues suggested it was certain the shot had come from behind the fence—allowing for a margin of error of five feet in either direction. A mass of evidence seemed, at last, to fall into place.


				Onetime Congressman, later President, Gerald Ford served on the Warren Commission and wrote afterward, “There is no evidence of a second man, of other shots, or other guns.” That was not so, even in 1964.


				Of the 178 witnesses whose statements were available to the Warren Commission, 49 believed the shots came from the Texas School Book Depository, 78 had no opinion, and 30 came up with answers that do not mesh with the rest of the evidence; 21, though, believed the shots had come from the grassy knoll. Another sample of the statements suggests 61 witnesses believed that at least some of the gunfire originated in front of the motorcade. A number of others said as much in statements to newspapers or private researchers.1 Few of these witnesses were called to testify.


				Here are the opinions of the fifteen people in the immediate target area, where the experts say sound impressions are least distorted. Of those in the car, Mrs. Kennedy had no opinion on where the shots came from. Governor Connally—injured before the fatal shot—thought he heard shooting behind him. His wife said on one occasion that she believed all shots came from the rear, on another, “I had no thought of whether they were high or low or where. They just came from the right.” Agent Greer, the driver, said the shots “sounded like they were behind me.” Agent Kellerman said only that his main impression was of sound to the right—perhaps to the rear. Two police outriders to the left rear of the car, the two splattered with blood and brain, had no idea where the shooting originated. Those at the eye of the storm were hardly well placed for rational recall.


				The two policemen to the President’s right rear, very close to him, were excellently placed. One of them, Officer James Chaney, closest to the President, thought some of the shooting came from “back over my right shoulder.” He also said, however, that “when the second shot came, I looked back in time to see the President struck in the face by the second bullet.”


				Kennedy’s close aide, Kenneth O’Donnell, was traveling in the car immediately behind the presidential limousine. He testified that he thought, “in part” based on “reconstruction,” that the shooting had come from the rear. “In part”? O’Donnell later told a friend, House Speaker Tip O’Neill, that he had been pressured by the FBI not to say what he firmly believed, that gunfire had come from in front of the motorcade.


				Mary Moorman, to the passenger side of the limousine, and busy taking pictures, could not tell where the shots came from. Maurice Orr, opposite her, was also too confused. Charles Brehm, not far away, said in a formal statement that shots came from behind him. On the day of the assassination, however, he was reported as saying he thought “the shots came from in front of or beside the President.” On the other side of the street, standing on the grass with their children, were William and Gayle Newman. Mr. Newman’s affidavit, sworn just after the assassination, said, “I was looking directly at him when he was hit in the side of the head. . . . I thought the shot had come from the garden directly behind me, that was on an elevation from where I was right on the curb. Then we fell down on the grass as it seemed we were in the direct path of fire.” The Commission omitted both Newman statements from its “Witnesses” section.


				Sixteen people in or outside the Book Depository, behind the President, suggested that some shooting came from the knoll. They included the Depository manager, the superintendent, and two company vice presidents. Secret Service Agent Forrest Sorrels, traveling in the lead car and nearing the end of the knoll at the moment of the fatal shot, stared instinctively at the knoll. He first reported, “I looked toward the top of the terrace to my right as the sound of the shots seemed to come from that direction.” Only later, in his Commission testimony, did Sorrels go along with the conventional wisdom that the source of the gunfire was exclusively to the President’s rear.


				Secret Service Agent Paul Landis, in the car behind the President, made an interesting distinction. He said, “I heard what sounded like the report of a high-powered rifle from behind me.” Landis drew his gun, and then, “I heard a second report and saw the President’s head split open and pieces of flesh and blood flying through the air. My reaction at this time was that the shot came from somewhere toward the front . . . and looked along the right-hand side of the road.” Landis was not called to testify before the Warren Commission.


				Several police officers also thought the shots came from the knoll area. The reaction of Dallas County Sheriff Bill Decker, riding in front of the President, was to bark into the radio, “Notify station 5 to move all available men out of my department back into the railroad yards.” The railroad yards were just behind the fence—where the Committee acoustics experts placed a gunman.


				Loosely speaking, the “grassy knoll” refers to the whole area the President’s limousine passed after leaving the Book Depository to its rear (see page 24). It is easiest to describe it as three sectors. First a narrow slope topped by trees and bushes. Then a much longer slope up to a semicircular colonnade, with access steps and a retaining wall. Beyond that, the slope continued beside the road, topped by more vegetation and a fence. The fence made a right angle, which, in 1963, faced directly toward the oncoming motorcade. By the last stage of the shooting the President’s limousine was a mere thirty-five yards from the point on the fence where Committee acoustics experts placed a gunman.


				About a dozen people were on the grassy knoll when the President was shot, and almost all believed some of the gunfire came from behind them, high up on the knoll itself. For several, there could be no talk of illusions or echoes. The shooting was frighteningly close. Their stories, for the most part, never heard by the first official inquiry, are jolting even after fifty years.


				Gordon Arnold, a young soldier of twenty-two, was home on leave on November 22. Armed with his movie camera, he was to claim, he walked to the top of the grassy knoll just before the President arrived, looking for a good vantage point. He went behind the fence, looking for a way to get to the railroad bridge that crossed the road directly in front of the motorcade route. From there, his view would be perfect. Arnold was moving along the fence—on the side hidden from the road—when “. . . this guy just walked towards me and said that I shouldn’t be up there. He showed me a badge and said he was with the Secret Service and that he didn’t want anybody up there.” It sounded sensible enough, and Arnold retreated to the next best spot—beside a tree on the road side of the fence, high on the grassy slope beyond the colonnade. Then the motorcade arrived.
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				Dealey Plaza, November 22, 1963


				Arnold maintained, “The shot came from behind me, only inches over my left shoulder. I had just got out of basic training. In my mind, live ammunition was being fired. It was being fired over my head. And I hit the dirt.” The shooting that he remembered as being to his rear was so close, Arnold claimed, that he heard “the whiz over my shoulder. I say a whiz—you don’t exactly hear the whiz of a bullet, you hear just like a shock wave. You feel it . . . you feel something and then a report comes just behind it.”


				Arnold’s dramatic story was not published until 1978—he could have concocted it on the basis of earlier reports. Yet his account found some support. Texas Senator Ralph Yarborough, who had ridden in the motorcade two cars behind the President in 1963, recalled having seen a man in Arnold’s position. Yarborough said, “Immediately on the firing of the first shot I saw the man . . . throw himself on the ground . . . he was down within a second, and I thought to myself, ‘There’s a combat veteran who knows how to act when weapons start firing.’”


				A railroad supervisor on the bridge, Sam Holland, observed a man he described as a “plainclothes detective or FBI agent or something like that” before the shooting. Something, moreover, led policemen to run up the grassy slope immediately afterward.


				Mary Woodward, Maggie Brown, Aurelia Lorenzo, and Ann Donaldson all worked at the Dallas Morning News. They spoke of “a horrible, ear-shattering noise coming from behind us and a little to the right.” What they said was in the press the very next day, yet all four witnesses went unmentioned and unquestioned by the Warren Commission.


				John Chism said, “I looked behind me, to see if it was a fireworks display.” His wife, Mary, said, “It came from what I thought was behind us.” The Chisms were not called by the Warren Commission.


				A. J. Millican, who had been standing in front of the colonnade, said of the final gunfire, “I heard two more shots come from the arcade between the bookstore and the underpass, and then three more shots came from the same direction, only farther back. Then everybody started running up the hill.” Mr. Millican was not called by the Warren Commission.


				Jean Newman stood halfway along the grassy knoll and said her first impression was that “the shots came from my right.” Ms. Newman was not called by the Warren Commission.


				Abraham Zapruder, of film fame, was using the concrete wall on the grassy knoll as a vantage point. A Secret Service report of an interview with him reads: “According to Mr. Zapruder, the position of the assassin was behind Mr. Zapruder.” In testimony to the Warren Commission, Zapruder recalled that one shot reverberated all around him, louder than all the others. This would be consistent with a shot fired on the knoll itself, much closer to Zapruder than gunfire from the Book Depository.


				Sam Holland, the railroad supervisor at the parapet of the railway bridge over the road, directly faced the President’s car as it approached (see diagram, here). Holland also had an excellent view of the fence on the knoll. He told police immediately after the assassination that there had been four shots and that he had seen “a puff of smoke come from the trees.”


				Holland persisted in maintaining that at least some of the firing “sounded like it came from behind the wooden fence. . . . I looked over to where the shots came from, and I saw a puff of smoke still lingering underneath the trees in front of the wooden fence.” Pressed as to where the shots had come from, Holland replied, “Behind that picket fence—close to the little plaza—there’s no doubt whatsoever in my mind” (see Photo 6).


				The Warren Commission heard Holland’s testimony but ignored it. Skeptical suggestions that he saw smoke or steam from a locomotive make no sense. The railway line itself is far from the fence on the knoll. Rifles, on the other hand, sometimes do emit smoke.


				Holland’s account was supported—with variations as to the precise location of the smoke—by eight witnesses, most of them fellow railroad workers, who stood on the same bridge. Others saw the same phenomenon from other vantage points—one of them a man in a better position than anyone to observe suspicious activity by the fence on the knoll. Railroad worker Lee Bowers, perched in a signal box that commanded a unique view of the area behind the fence, said he noticed two men standing near the fence shortly before the shots were fired. One was “middle-aged” and “fairly heavyset,” wearing a white shirt and dark trousers. The other was “mid-twenties in either a plaid shirt or plaid coat . . . these men were the only two strangers in the area. The others were workers that I knew.”


				Bowers said, too, that when the shots were fired at the President “in the vicinity of where the two men I have described were, there was a flash of light, something I could not identify, but there was something which occurred which caught my eye in this immediate area on the embankment . . . a flash of light or smoke or something which caused me to feel that something out of the ordinary had occurred there.”


				Lee Bowers was questioned by the Warren Commission but cut off in mid-sentence when he began describing the “something out of the ordinary” he had seen. The interrogating lawyer changed the subject.


				Six witnesses, all of them either distinguished public figures or qualified to know what they were talking about, claimed to have smelled gunpowder in the air. Three witnesses who had traveled in the motorcade—the Mayor’s wife, Mrs. Cabell; Senator Ralph Yarborough; and Congressman Ray Roberts—later mentioned such a smell. Unlikely, surely, that the odor could have reached them from a sixth-floor window high above. Surprising, too, that they could have smelled it from the grassy knoll, yet it seems they were in that general area when they did notice it. Police Officer Earle Brown, on duty at the railway bridge, and Mrs. Donald Baker, at the other end of the knoll, reported the same acrid smell.


				Another policeman, Patrolman Joe Smith, was holding up traffic across the road from the Book Depository when the motorcade passed by. On hearing the gunfire—and a woman cry out, “They’re shooting the President from the bushes!”—Smith ran to the grassy knoll, the only bushy place in the area. In 1978, he still remembered what he reported shortly after the assassination, that in the parking lot, “around the hedges, there was the smell, the lingering smell of gunpowder.”


				The Assassinations Committee photographic panel would examine a Polaroid photograph taken by bystander Mary Moorman at the moment of the fatal shot. A shape—some believe it is a man’s head—can be seen in the fenced area on the knoll (see Photo 5). The shape is no longer there in subsequent photographs.


				In 1978, amid the excitement over the Assassination Committee’s conclusion that two guns were fired at President Kennedy, rather less attention was given to the Committee’s decisions on a secondary but equally vital question. Which of the shots actually hit the President?


				If the only comprehensive visual record of the Kennedy assassination had been shown on television on November 22, 1963, most people in the United States would have gone to bed that night certain that their Presin my mindident had been shot from the front and only perhaps—by an earlier shot—from behind. The general public was not shown the full Zapruder film until more than a decade later. They were, within days, given a verbal description of the footage on CBS television. The narrator was Dan Rather, then a junior television correspondent, who had been permitted to view the film. Rather said that at the fatal headshot the President “fell forward with considerable violence [author’s emphasis].” He omitted to say what is in fact mercilessly obvious from any alert viewing of the film. It is manifestly clear that the President jerked backward at the moment of the shot that visibly exploded his head.


				Members and staff of the Warren Commission did see the Zapruder film, yet nowhere in its report is the backward motion mentioned. Still frames from the film were published in the Warren Commission volumes, but with the two frames following the headshot printed in reverse order—supposedly the result of a printing error at the FBI—which did nothing for clarity. The first impression of the ordinary person viewing the film today, however, is that the President was knocked backward by a bullet originating in front of him, from the direction of a sniper on the grassy knoll.


				The pros and cons on the evidence for a shot from the front have long been argued to and fro. Some noted gory details, which seemed to reinforce the thesis of a hit from the front. Both motorcycle officers riding to the left rear of the President were splattered with blood and brain coming toward them. Officer Hargis, only a few feet from Mrs. Kennedy, said later that he had been struck with such force by the brain matter that for a moment he thought he himself had been hit. Officer B. J. Martin, who rode to Hargis’s left, later testified that he found blood and flesh on his motorcycle windshield, on the left side of his helmet, and on the left shoulder of his uniform jacket.


				A student, Billy Harper, was later to pick up a large piece of the President’s skull in the street, at a point more than ten feet to the rear of the car’s position at the time of the fatal shot. The evidence is that the human debris, including other skull fragments, was driven backward. Some researchers, making light of the fact that people in the front of the car were also “covered with brain tissue,” see this as further evidence of a hit by a knoll gunman.


				In 1979, the Assassinations Committee said this was not so. On all the evidence, it thought that only two of the four shots—almost certainly fired by a gun in the sixth-floor corner window of the Book Depository, to the rear—found their human targets. The two other shots, one from the Depository, the other from the grassy knoll, missed.


				How to account then for the President’s lurch backward in the Zapruder film? A wound ballistics expert told the Committee he thought it reflected “a neuromuscular reaction . . . mechanical stimulation of the motor nerves of the President.” The Committee’s medical panel, with one doctor dissenting, supported the thesis that the backward movement was either “a neurological response to the massive brain damage” or a “propulsive” phenomenon, sometimes known as “the jet effect.”


				Studies of the X-rays and photographs convinced the doctors that the bullet had entered in the upper part of the skull and exited from the right front. They agreed that the rear wound was “a typical entrance wound.” In spite of the fact that the brain had not been fully sectioned, as the panel would have preferred, existing pictures of it may be thought to support the notion that the headshot was fired from behind.


				The Committee was further convinced by new tests on the bullet specimens. Dr. Vincent Guinn, a chemist and forensic scientist, broke new ground with his “neutron activation” tests—a process in which the specimens were bombarded with neutrons in a nuclear reactor. The results appeared to many to resolve fundamental areas of controversy.


				Dr. Guinn was supplied with all the surviving bullet specimens, the several pieces from the car, tiny fragments removed from the wounds of both the President and Governor Connally, and the full-size bullet found on the stretcher at Parkland Hospital.2 He concluded that these represented only two bullets and that it was “highly probable” that both were of Mannlicher-Carcano manufacture—the ammunition designed for the rifle found in the Book Depository.


				Guinn was equally confident about a third conclusion, one that—in conjunction with the ballistics evidence—supported the thesis that the fatal headshot was fired from behind. Guinn’s tests indicated that fragments from the President’s brain matched the three testable fragments found in the car and that they, in turn, came from the same bullet. Since ballistics experts concluded that the fragments in the car were fired by the gun in the Book Depository, it seemed certain that a shot from the Depository did hit the President in the head. The Committee decided this was the fourth shot and that it was fatal.


				Over the objections of staffers who felt Guinn’s work was inherently flawed—the fragments had been handled in a slipshod fashion over the years, and some appeared to be missing—the Committee accepted the findings. The fourth shot, it accepted, had not come from the knoll.


				Dr. Guinn’s study also influenced what the Committee eventually decided about an issue that went to the very heart of the debate between the lone assassin theorists and those who believe more than one shooter was involved—and still does. It was an issue that had initially stumped the Warren Commission.


				Back in 1964, Warren investigators analyzing the Zapruder film concluded that a lone assassin would not have had time to fire his rifle again between the moment the President was first seen to be hit and the time Governor Connally appeared to react to his wounds. It had seemed, however, that the only alternative was that two gunmen had fired almost simultaneously.3


				The Warren Commission’s staff found a way to dispose of that disquieting notion—eventually producing what became known as the “magic bullet theory.” According to the theory, a single bullet—the one found on a stretcher at Parkland Hospital—had coursed right through President Kennedy, inflicting the wounds to his back and throat, and gone on to cause the multiple injuries to Governor Connally’s torso, wrist, and thigh.


				That is what the Warren Commission asked the world to believe, and what over the years was to cause more skepticism than anything else about the physical evidence. The most persistent objection arose from the remarkable state of preservation of the bullet found at the hospital. It remained almost intact (see Photo 15). Consider, though, what—according to the Warren theory—the bullet is supposed to have done.


				As it theoretically progressed, it purportedly pierced the President in the back; coursed through his upper chest; came out through the front of his neck; went on to strike the Governor in the back; pierced a lung; severed a vein, artery, and nerve; broke the right fifth rib, destroying five inches of the bone; emerged from the Governor’s right chest; plunged on into the back of the Governor’s right forearm; broke a thick bone, the distal end of the radius; came out of the other side of the wrist; and finally ended up in the left thigh. It then supposedly fell out of the thigh, to be recovered on the stretcher at the hospital.


				From 1964 on, doctors with long experience of bullet wounds had great difficulty in accepting that a bullet could cause such damage, especially to bones, and still emerge almost unscathed. Typical of such doubters was Dr. Milton Helpern, former Chief Medical Examiner of New York City, once described by the New York Times as knowing “more about violent death than anyone else in the world.” Dr. Helpern, who had conducted two thousand autopsies on victims of gunshot wounds, said of the magic bullet:


				The original, pristine weight of this bullet before it was fired was approximately 160–161 grains. The weight of the bullet recovered on the stretcher in Parkland Hospital was reported by the Commission at 158.6.4 I cannot accept the premise that this bullet thrashed around in all that bony tissue and lost only 1.4 to 2.4 grains of its original weight. I cannot believe either that this bullet is going to emerge miraculously unscathed, without any deformity, and with its lands and grooves intact. . . . You must remember that next to bone, the skin offers greater resistance to a bullet in its course through the body than any other kind of tissue. . . .


				This single-bullet theory asks us to believe that this bullet went through seven layers of skin, tough, elastic, resistant skin. In addition . . . this bullet passed through other layers of soft tissue; and then shattered bones! I just can’t believe that this bullet had the force to do what [the Commission has] demanded of it. . . .


				Dr. Robert Shaw, professor of thoracic surgery at the University of Texas, the doctor who treated Governor Connally’s chest wounds, was never satisfied that the magic bullet caused all his patient’s injuries.


				Three of the seven members of the Warren Commission doubted the magic-bullet theory, even though it appeared in their own report. The commissioners wrangled about it up to the moment their findings went to press. John McCloy had difficulty accepting it. Congressman Hale Boggs had “strong doubts.” Senator Sherman Cooper told the author in 1978 that he was “unconvinced.”


				Senator Richard Russell did not want to sign a report that said definitely that both men were hit by the same bullet. He wanted a footnote added that noted his dissent, but Warren failed to put one in. On an audiotape held at the Lyndon B. Johnson Library, Russell is heard telling President Johnson, “I don’t believe it.” And Johnson responds, “I don’t either.”


				Was all this doubt unjustified? The House Assassinations Committee thought so—and proceeded to endorse the magic bullet theory.


				The majority of the Committee’s forensic pathology panel, for their part, decided that the medical evidence was consistent with the one bullet having wounded both victims. They thought, moreover, that the photographic exhibits, and the Zapruder film, in particular, showed that the President and the Governor were lined up in a way “consistent with the trajectory of one bullet.” They listened to the opinion of a ballistics witness, who said that a Mannlicher-Carcano bullet could indeed emerge only minimally deformed after striking bone. The ballistics experts were satisfied, meanwhile, that the magic bullet had been fired from the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle.


				Finally, for the first time, the controversial bullet was linked to the wound in Governor Connally’s wrist. Dr. Guinn’s neutron activation tests indicated that the makeup of the bullet was indistinguishable from fragments found in the Governor’s wrist. Guinn believed it “extremely unlikely” that they came from different bullets.


				In light of all that support and even though—unlike the Warren Commission—it believed a second assassin had fired from the knoll in front of the President, the Assassinations Committee fell into line on the matter of the almost intact “magic bullet.” Here is the sequence of the shots fired on November 22, as the Committee saw it:


				Shot 1	(from the Depository) missed.


				Shot 2	(from the Depository)—the almost intact bullet—caused perhaps survivable wounds to both Kennedy and Connally.


				Shot 3	(from the grassy knoll) missed.


				Shot 4	(from the Depository) hit Kennedy in the head, killing him.


				Tests done later—one of them reported in the Journal of the American College of Surgeons in 1994—appeared to validate the notion that a bullet could cause serious damage without losing any more of its metal content than did the magic bullet.5 For a number of reasons, though, the magic bullet controversy has not gone away.


				First, there is doubt as to whether the bullet in question was really found on Governor Connally’s stretcher. While tests appear to link the magic bullet to fragments removed from Connally’s arm, moreover, no fragments survived from his chest—or indeed from the President’s throat wound. Statements by a former Parkland Hospital operating-room supervisor, and by a policeman who guarded the Governor’s room, refer to the retrieval of more fragments than could possibly have come from the magic bullet.6


				Nurse Audrey Bell, the supervisor, said she handled “four or five bullet fragments” after their removal, placed them in a “foreign body envelope,” and handed them over to the authorities. Contemporary reports confirm that she did hand over fragments. Bell, meanwhile, said that “the smallest was the size of the striking end of a match and the largest at least twice that big. I have seen the picture of the magic bullet, and I can’t see how it could be the bullet from which the fragments I saw came.”


				In the wake of Bell’s comments came another from a patrolman who guarded Connally’s room, Charles Harbison. He stated that on November 25 or 26, when the Governor was being moved, somebody—he thought it was a doctor—gave him fragments. Since he recalled “more than three,” and since he and Bell refer to different incidents, could they all have come from the magic bullet?


				Dr. Pierre Finck, one of the doctors who performed the autopsy on the President—otherwise a staunch defender of the Warren Commission findings—expressed doubt on this one. “There are,” he testified, “too many fragments.”


				X-rays, moreover, show that one fragment remained buried in Connally’s thigh. His doctors had chosen to leave it there. In 1993, when he died, the FBI saw merit in the suggestion that the fragment be removed from his body. Connally’s grieving family objected, however, and the fragment was buried with him. Modern tests might have gone far to resolve doubts about the magic bullet.


				A more thorough and efficient autopsy might have established whether—as official probes have found—the bullet did indeed go through the President’s back and upper chest before exiting his throat. As reported earlier, photographs taken of the interior chest at autopsy could not be found.


				A statement by former Bethesda laboratory technician James Jenkins, who was at the autopsy, raised further doubt. “What sticks out in my mind,” he recalled years later, “is the fact that Commander Humes [the presiding surgeon] put his little finger in [the back wound] and, you know, said that . . . he could probe the bottom of it with his finger, which would mean to me it was very shallow.”


				Later, when the surgeons had opened the President’s chest, Jenkins watched as they tried to track the wound again, using a metal probe. “I remember looking inside the chest cavity and I could see the probe . . . through the pleura [the lining of the chest cavity]. . . . You could actually see where it was making an indentation . . . where it was pushing the skin up. . . . There was no entry into the chest cavity. . . . No way that could have exited in the front because it was then low in the chest cavity . . . somewhere around the junction of the descending aorta [the main artery carrying blood from the heart] or the bronchus in the lungs. . . .”


				As for the throat wound, numerous Dallas doctors and nurses who saw it before a tracheotomy incision obscured it, believed it to be a wound of entry—not of exit, as official reports have suggested. They have described it as very small, no bigger than a pencil. Some of them wondered whether a bullet had entered there and lodged in the chest. At autopsy, Humes found a bloody bruise at the top of the right lung, but no bullet. The throat-wound area was merely probed with a finger, not sectioned. In sum, all opinion on the throat wound—and the back wound for that matter—is based not on evidence but on guesswork.


				Having reviewed the X-rays and photographs in 1988, and recalling his experience as a surgeon on the team that attended the dying President, Dr. Robert McClelland was forthright. “I think he was shot from the front. . . . I think that the rifle bullet hit him in the side of the head and blew out the back of his head. . . . I certainly think that’s what happened, and that probably somewhere in the front part of the head, in the front part of the scalp, there probably was an entry wound, which—among all the blood and the laceration there and everything—was not seen, by us or anybody else perhaps, and it blew out the back part of his head. . . .”


				Mortician Thomas Robinson did tell Assassinations Committee staff that he recalled seeing a small wound “about a quarter of an inch . . . at the temples [sic] in the hairline to the right side of the head.”


				Another member of the Dallas medical team, Dr. Charles Crenshaw, claimed in a 1992 book that the wounds he saw indicated gunfire from the front.


				Others thought the massive damage to the President’s skull was perhaps the result of not one headshot but of two impacting almost simultaneously. Kennedy’s personal physician, Admiral George Burkley, attended the autopsy and was to tell the Assassinations Committee that he “conceded the possibility” of two such shots. Dr. Baden, head of the Committee’s medical panel, acknowledged the “remote” possibility that the fatal head wounds “could have been caused by a shot from the grassy knoll, and that medical evidence of it has been destroyed by a shot from the rear a fraction of a second later.”


				The Committee itself decided that notion was contrary to trajectory data and the time frame it had constructed from the Zapruder film and its acoustics findings. But the argument did not deter independent medical observers who studied the X-ray evidence in 1994.


				Dr. Mantik, the Eisenhower Medical Center radiation therapist who expressed suspicion that some of the X-rays had been tampered with, thought the fakery was designed to divert attention from evidence indicating a shot from the front.


				Dr. Joseph Riley, an expert in neuroanatomy, concentrated on two key X-rays. He deemed them authentic, but felt they had been misinterpreted. “The autopsy evidence,” said Riley, “demonstrates conclusively that John Kennedy was struck in the head by two bullets, one from the rear and one from the right front.”


				As recently as 2006, moreover, a lengthy study performed in part by the Livermore National Laboratory under the auspices of the U.S. Department of Energy, challenged key evidence that had persuaded the Assassinations Committee that the single bullet theory was valid. Their findings, published in the Journal of Forensic Sciences—the periodical of record of the American Academy of Forensic Sciences—pointed to “inconsistencies” in the data used by Dr. Guinn, who tested bullet specimens for the Committee.


				The new calculations, the 2006 study reported, “considerably weaken support for the single-bullet theory.” Rather, the study suggested, “the extant evidence is consistent with any number between two and five rounds [not merely the four posited by the Committee] fired in Dealey Plaza.”7


				These have been voices from a forensic and scientific tower of Babel. All this study of the evidence, and all the theorizing, may have been in vain. So poorly were the wounds reported by the autopsy surgeons, so shoddy was the handling of the brain and the collection of bullet fragments, so elusive is the truth about the nature and the location of the X-ray and photographic materials, so controversial is the acoustics evidence, that no one—however expert—can say the evidence proves anything beyond a reasonable doubt.


				Theories about the meaning of the physical evidence are just that—speculation that compels belief in neither a lone assassin nor a conspiracy.


				But then there is the human testimony.


			


		




		

			

				


				CHAPTER 4


				Other Gunmen?


				“The physical evidence and eyewitness accounts do not clearly indicate what took place on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository at the time John F. Kennedy was assassinated.”


				—Dallas Police Chief Jesse Curry, 1969


				The last the people of Dallas saw of President Kennedy was his slumped figure. Then a Secret Service agent leaped into the backseat of the limousine as another—in the follow-up car—impotently brandished an automatic rifle. Then confusion reigned in Dealey Plaza, and it was the grassy knoll that seemed to attract most attention at first. Spectators and police seemed to think it was a key place to look for assassins.


				Rosemary, daughter of amateur photographer Phillip Willis, had been running alongside the President’s car as it passed the knoll. As she ran, she caught a glimpse of someone standing behind the corner of a concrete retaining wall. He appeared “conspicuous” to her, and seemed to “disappear the next instant.” As we have seen, photographs bear out her story.


				From his perch on top of a nearby high building, Jesse Price found his attention drawn to something behind the fence on the knoll. A man, about twenty-five and wearing a white shirt with khaki trousers, ran off “toward the passenger cars on the railroad siding.”


				The man seemed to be carrying something. Lee Bowers, the railway towerman who had seen two strangers behind the fence just before the assassination, had partially lost sight of them in foliage. At the time of the shooting, however, he had observed some sort of commotion behind the fence.


				Then policemen began pouring into the area, one of the first of them Patrolman Joe Smith. He rushed into the parking lot behind the fence because a woman said the shots had come “from the bushes.” It was there, as we noted, that Smith smelled gunpowder, there that he had a very odd encounter.


				The patrolman, who had drawn his pistol as he ran, was starting to feel “damn silly” when he came upon a man standing beside a car. On seeing Smith and an accompanying deputy, the man reacted swiftly. As Smith remembered it, “This character produces credentials from his hip pocket, which showed him to be Secret Service. I have seen those credentials before, and they satisfied me and the deputy sheriff. So I immediately accepted that and let him go and continued our search around the cars.” It was a decision Officer Smith later bitterly regretted, for there were no authentic Secret Service agents on the grassy knoll.1


				All Secret Service men in Dallas that day have been accounted for by official reports. There were none stationed in Dealey Plaza, and those in the motorcade are said officially to have stayed with their cars. No genuine agents are known to have been in the grassy knoll parking lot.


				A Secret Service agent, in 1963, was the essence of the crew-cut, besuited American young man. The man encountered in the parking lot was not like that. As Officer Smith put it, “He looked like an auto mechanic. He had on a sport shirt and sport pants. But he had dirty fingernails, it looked like, and hands that looked like an auto mechanic’s hands. And afterwards it didn’t ring true for the Secret Service.”


				The policeman recalled wryly, “At the time, we were so pressed for time, and we were searching. And he had produced correct identification, and we just overlooked the thing. I should have checked that man closer, but at the time I didn’t snap on it. . . .”


				Smith and the deputy sheriff were not alone in their sighting of the “Secret Service man.” Gordon Arnold, the soldier who claimed he found himself virtually in the line of fire during the shooting, said he, too, encountered a “Secret Service agent” just before the assassination. Another Dallas witness, Malcolm Summers, spoke of seeing a man with a gun when he approached the knoll after the shooting.


				Former Dallas Police Chief Jesse Curry said in 1977 that he thought the “Secret Service agent” on the knoll “must have been bogus . . . Certainly, the suspicion would point to the man as being involved, some way or other, in the shooting, since he was in an area immediately adjacent to where the shots were—and the fact that he had a badge that purported him to be Secret Service would make it seem all the more suspicious.”


				Within minutes of the assassination, an off-duty Dallas policeman, Tom Tilson, happened to be driving with his daughter on the road beyond the railway tracks. From there, just after hearing first word of the shooting on the car radio, he saw a man “slipping and sliding” down the railway embankment. Tilson said in 1978 that the man “came down that grassy slope on the west side of the triple underpass . . . had a car parked there, a black car. He threw something in the backseat and went around the front hurriedly and got in the car and took off. I saw all of this and I said, ‘That doesn’t make sense, everybody running to the scene and one person running from it.’”


				Officer Tilson said his seventeen years of police experience, coupled with the news by then pouring over the radio, prompted him to give chase. He lost his quarry after a while, but—as his daughter confirmed—managed to get the license number of the car. He reported the incident, and the number, to Dallas Police Homicide that afternoon.


				Officer Tilson’s account appears to have been passed over in the chaos of the hours that followed, and there is no record of the car number he noted. There were other reports in Dallas that afternoon about speeding cars, one of them carrying stolen Georgia plates.


				In Dealey Plaza, within minutes of the shooting, the focus had shifted from the grassy knoll. Before and during the shooting, people in the crowd had noticed a man, or a man with a gun, in a window of the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository. Some said they saw two men.


				Fifteen minutes before the assassination, a bystander named Arnold Rowland asked his wife if she would like to see a Secret Service agent and pointed to a window on the sixth floor. He had noticed, he said, “a man back from the window—he was standing and holding a rifle . . . we thought momentarily that maybe we should tell someone, but then the thought came to us that it [was] a security agent.”


				Rowland testified that he had seen the rifle clearly enough to make out the telescopic sight and realize it was a high-powered weapon. The man he saw was not in the famous window, at the right-hand end of the sixth floor, but in the far left-hand window. Rowland also said that, at the same time, he spotted a second figure, at the famous right-hand window (see Photo 4).The second man was dark-complexioned, leading Rowland to think he was black.


				The Warren inquiry rejected Rowland’s comments about a second man, even though a deputy sheriff confirmed that the witness had mentioned the man right after the shooting. When he told FBI agents about the second man, Rowland said, “They told me it didn’t have any bearing or such on the case right then. In fact, they just the same as told me to ‘forget it now.’ . . . They didn’t seem interested at all. They didn’t pursue this point. They didn’t take it down in the notation as such.”


				The Warren Commission Report ignored and omitted altogether statements the FBI took from two other witnesses. These also referred to two men, and the first of them seems to corroborate what Rowland said.


				Shortly before the assassination, bystander Ruby Henderson saw two men standing back from a window on one of the upper floors of the Book Depository. Like Rowland, she particularly noticed that one of the men “had dark hair . . . a darker complexion than the other.” He might have been Mexican, she thought. Henderson had the impression the men were looking out as if “in anticipation of the motorcade.”


				Henderson recalled having seen the two men after an ambulance removed a man who had been taken ill. An ambulance had indeed been close by, and the time was routinely logged. The sighting of the two men can therefore be placed as having occurred less than six minutes before the assassination.


				The report of another witness, who also observed two men just before the assassination, is even more disquieting. Carolyn Walther noticed two men with a gun in an open window at the extreme right-hand end of the Depository. Though she was unsure that the window was on the sixth floor, photographs and the location of innocent employees in fifth-floor windows establish that she must have been looking at the infamous sniper’s perch. Mrs. Walther said:


				I saw this man in a window, and he had a gun in his hands, pointed downwards. The man evidently was in a kneeling position, because his forearms were resting on the windowsill. There was another man standing beside him, but I only saw a portion of his body because he was standing partly up against the window, you know, only halfway in the window; and the window was dirty and I couldn’t see his face, up above, because the window was pushed up. It startled me, then I thought, ‘Well, they probably have guards, possibly in all the buildings,’ so I didn’t say anything.


				If Mrs. Walther had sounded the alarm, it would probably have been too late. She had barely noticed the second man when the President’s motorcade swept into view.


				No one appears to have bothered to interview another witness, one who had an ideal vantage point from which to observe the sixth-floor window on November 22. John Powell was one of many inmates housed on the sixth floor of the Dallas County Jail, spending three days in custody on minor charges. In the minutes before the assassination, he told friends and family members, he and cellmates saw two men with a gun in the window opposite. So clearly could he see them, he said, that he recalled them “fooling with the scope” on the gun. “Quite a few of us saw them. Everybody was trying to watch the parade. . . . We were looking across the street because it was directly straight across. The first thing I thought is, it was security guards. . . .”


				Like Ruby Henderson and Arnold Rowland, Powell recalled spontaneously that one of the men appeared to have dark skin.


				Though some inmates of the county jail were apparently questioned after the assassination, it is not clear that any official ever spoke with Powell at the time. His story emerged only years later, after a friend contacted a Dallas area newspaper.


				The testimonies that referred to two men acting suspiciously were either to be judged mistaken or ignored by the Warren Commission.


				There never was serious interest in the possibility that two assassins or more might have lain in wait for the President. For the focus of official interest became, less than five minutes after the shooting, a hunt for just one man.


				Two other bystanders, clerks from the county building, noticed a man in the sixth floor just before the shooting. He looked “uncomfortable” as though he was “hiding or something.” To the clerks, he seemed to be looking toward the grassy knoll rather than in the direction from which the President would be arriving.


				Then there was Howard Brennan, later to become a star witness for the Warren Commission. He had stood across the road from the Depository and reported having seen a man at the right-hand sixth-floor window both before and during the shooting. After the second shot, said Brennan, “This man I saw previous was aiming for his last shot.” He then drew back “and maybe paused for another second as though to assure himself that he had hit his mark,” before disappearing.


				Close by Brennan, a fifteen-year-old schoolboy named Amos Euins also saw a rifle being fired from the famous window. “I could see his hand,” he said later, “and I could see his other hand on the trigger, and one hand on the barrel thing.” Another youth in the crowd, James Worrell, said he looked up after the first shot and saw “six inches” of a rifle barrel sticking out of the window.


				Three people traveling in the motorcade, the Mayor’s wife and two photographers, saw part of a rifle protruding from the window—though neither photographer reacted fast enough to take a picture.


				Less than five minutes after the shooting, a policeman called in over the radio to say, “A passerby states the shots came from the Texas School Book Depository.” Three employees at the Depository came forward about the same time to say that, while watching the motorcade from a fifth-floor window, they had heard suspicious sounds above them—a clatter like a rifle bolt being operated and what sounded like shells being ejected onto the floor. The police operation gradually became more organized, the Depository was sealed off and a floor-by-floor search begun.


				As early as 12:44 p.m., the police radio put out a first description of a suspect in the assassination:


				“Attention all squads. The suspect in the shooting at Elm and Houston is supposed to be an unknown white male approximately thirty, 165 pounds, slender build, armed with what is thought to be a 30-30 rifle . . . no further description at this time.”


				The Warren Commission never did establish the source of this description. Its best guess was that it derived from a policeman’s exchange with Brennan, one of the witnesses who reported having seen a man with a gun in the sixth-floor window. Whatever the source, policemen in Dallas now had a lead, however vague, a rough description of somebody to be on the lookout for.


				At 1:16 p.m., forty-five minutes after the assassination, operators at Dallas police headquarters were startled by a civilian’s voice breaking into official radio traffic. A citizen was relaying news of fresh drama and a second murder:


				Citizen:	Hello, Police Operator?


				Operator:	Go ahead, go ahead, Citizen using police radio.


				Citizen:	We’ve had a shooting out here.


				Operator:	Where is it at?


				Citizen:	On Tenth Street.


				Operator:	What location on Tenth Street?


				Citizen:	Between Marsalis and Beckley. It’s a police officer. Somebody shot him.


				A couple of miles from Dealey Plaza, on a leafy street in the Oak Cliff district, a police officer had indeed been shot. He was patrol-car driver J. D. Tippit, and he was dead. Within four minutes, drawing on what witnesses at the scene said, the police broadcast a description of a suspect in this second murder: “A white male approximately thirty, five-eight, slender build, has black hair, a white jacket, a white shirt, and dark trousers.”


				As police cars raced to join the hunt for the killer of a fellow officer, two more citizens decided they had something to report. On hearing police sirens wailing, shoe-shop manager Johnny Brewer had looked up to see a young man walk into the entranceway of his shop. “His hair was sort of messed up,” Brewer would recall, “looked like he’d been running.” When the police cars went away, so did the young man.
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