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In memory of our grandfather, Abraham, and our beloved father, Henry


To my immediate and extended family with love and gratitude


With special love to Hannah, Toby, Levi, Sam, and Simon, who carry our name into the next generation and in whose hands it is rightly entrusted















INTRODUCTION







[image: ]








When I was eleven years old, I went looking for my grandfather in William Manchester’s book The Death of a President. I’m not sure how I knew that I would find him there. I found the book by looking it up in the old card catalog in my elementary school library. I pulled the thick, black-covered volume off the shelf and sat on the floor between the stacks to read it. I vividly recall flipping to the index, turning the leaves until I reached the last page, and scanning the Ys and Zs until I landed on the words I sought: Zapruder, Abraham. It was thrilling to see my own last name in print and in the satisfyingly long list of pages on which my grandfather was mentioned. I read the pages stealthily, consuming the few details about his personality and about what happened to him just before, during, and after President John F. Kennedy was killed.


I had no occasion to revisit those pages until more than thirty years later, when I was writing this book. When I did, I was shocked to see his story embedded in an incredibly gory account of the assassination, which I must have read at the same time. I don’t remember that at all. Neither do I remember reading the short paragraph in which Manchester described Jackie Kennedy and my grandfather in the same sentence, though that is the sort of proximity to fame and pathos that would normally have attracted my attention. What impressed itself on my memory was the image of my grandfather, crying and screaming over and over, “They killed him! They killed him!” I remember the description of him at his office, anguished and in shock, slamming the door and kicking “every object that would move” in rage and fury. I read that he was, in Manchester’s words, “a casualty, one of the weekend’s walking wounded,” so traumatized that, unlike nearly everyone else, he shunned the TV news coverage of the assassination and the funeral. I remember reading these pages over and over again, drawn to and horrified by the idea of my grandfather so broken and filled with sorrow. And I distinctly remember wishing there was more to read, feeling that these tantalizing fragments of his story were not enough.


I never knew my grandfather. Papa Abe, as he was known in our family, had died when my twin brother, Michael, and I were ten months old and our older brother, Matthew, was not yet three. Unlike my three living grandparents, who were a big part of my life, Papa Abe existed for me in his absence, as if our family were a great big smile with one giant missing front tooth. My sense of him came mostly from the stories my parents told and his one-liners that became stock phrases in our family’s private language. Our dad loved to tell how Papa Abe would drop him off at school and always say the same thing: “Got any money?” Our dad would say yes. Papa would hold out his hand, palm up, and shoot back, “Then gimme some,” and laugh at his own joke. He was endlessly curious about how things worked and terrific with his hands, rigging up gadgets and rewiring the electrical systems around the house, frequently with hilarious results. The family’s longtime friend Ada Lynn used to say that he tinkered with the wiring so much that she was afraid she would ring the doorbell one day and the house would blow up. He loved to talk, equally happy debating politics and world events as he was discussing philosophical or existential matters. He was a born musician who never had a lesson and could play by ear; he came home from work every day and sat down to play the piano before even taking off his hat. He was a keen observer and social commentator, predicting, for example, that people were getting so used to doing things by pushing buttons that, in the future, babies would be born with only one finger. I can still see the wistful smile that crossed my dad’s face when Papa Abe came up in conversation, and hear his laugh, laced with regret and grief from a too-early loss. I loved when my father remembered him aloud at the dinner table, and I wanted the night to stretch on long in the telling.


Of course, I also knew that he had taken a home movie of President Kennedy’s assassination in Dallas. I have no memory of learning this fact; it seems to me that I always knew it. I also knew his movie was called the Zapruder film, and Zapruder was my name, too, which in my childhood brain meant that I was famous, although I definitely knew I wasn’t supposed to think that. This part of his life never came up at the dinner table. “The film”—as it was always called in our family vernacular—was almost completely compartmentalized from our family identity, our stories, and our sense of ourselves. It’s extremely difficult to describe what I mean by this or even to fully untangle it in my memory. It’s not that the topic was forbidden or suppressed or that the film’s existence was denied or ignored. That is a too-blunt way to describe something far more subtle. But I knew—we all knew—that the grown-ups really didn’t want to talk about it. Why was another story. I’m sure I never thought to ask. It simply existed somewhere offstage, there and not there, fascinating and a little bit scary.


When I was very young, I accepted this without question, as children tend to do. The film generally only came up when a stranger in a bookstore, at the grocery, or in the airport would recognize our name and ask my parents: Isn’t that a famous name? Wasn’t that the guy who…? Are you related? And I remember with a visceral clarity how they responded. I would watch as my father deflected the question, smiling graciously and offering a firmly closed-ended response, so different from his usual warm, embracing enthusiasm. I saw how my mother, unfailingly charming in other public situations, would tense slightly, and she would say, “Yes, it is a famous name.” Even I understood that this polite but noncommittal answer telegraphed a resistance to further discussion, buying her enough time to finish signing the slip, smile, and escape the shop without getting embroiled in a conversation.


In addition to what I absorbed from our family culture and watching my parents, I remember a few very clear messages that were conveyed to me—to all of us, I think—about the Zapruder film. First and foremost, whatever the rest of the world thought, Papa Abe was remembered in our family for his true self, not for anything having to do with the film. I must have heard my mother say a hundred times, “Your grandfather should have been famous for who he was, for being a good person and a funny, wonderful man, and not for the film.” Surely this feeling came naturally to my parents, but it was handed down as an imperative to us. Second, we don’t brag about the film. It is a gruesome, horrible record of President Kennedy’s assassination, which was a tragic event for the country and the Kennedy family. It is nothing to be proud of. Third, we are tied to the film by chance and coincidence. It was an accident of fate. It happened to be taken by our grandfather and it happened to be called by our name. Apart from that, it has nothing to do with us. Now, as an adult with children of my own who bear my last name and who have innocently bragged about it just as I did, I understand and even appreciate the wisdom of this guidance. Well, the first two parts at least. That third one—it has nothing to do with us—would turn out to be more of a wish than a fact. But I didn’t know that at the time.


When I think back on it now, I imagine our family identity as a Venn diagram in which the overlap between the Zapruder family and the Zapruder film was neither clear nor fixed. When viewed from inside our family, the film was marginal, of little significance compared to the memory of a beloved patriarch who died too young. But strangers’ curiosity and prying calls from the media had a way of pushing it into view, emphasizing our family’s connection to the film in ways that were hard to ignore. If, in childhood, family identity is primarily defined by the tastes, interests, and values of parents, adolescence brings about questions and change. As I got older, I must have wondered about this thing called the Zapruder film: Why did people keep bringing it up if it wasn’t all that important, and what did other people know about it that I didn’t? On the other hand, my parents had already told me where the film stood in relation to our grandfather and how we should regard it, so I hesitated to ask them again. Eventually, caught between my own curiosity and my sense that a conversation with my parents would never fully satisfy me, I went rogue in the school library with William Manchester instead.


My parents and my brothers and I used to travel to Dallas to see my father’s family once or twice a year. I adored our grandmother and my aunt (my uncle died when I was very young, so I have only a few sweet memories of him), but the best part was being with my four older cousins—Jeffrey, Adam, David, and Aaron—who were always known collectively as “the boys.” Since I was the last grandchild and the only girl on that side of the family, they spoiled me, constantly hugging and kissing me, playing with me, teaching me to play pool, and giving me Juicy Fruit gum. It was heaven.


My memories of our time together as a family in Dallas remind me that there are two families who make up the descendants of Abraham Zapruder. Abe and Lil had two children—Myrna and Henry. Myrna changed her name when she married Myron Hauser, so their four boys are Hausers, as well. My father, Henry, married Marjorie Seiger, who became Marjorie Zapruder, and my brothers and I grew up as Zapruders. This otherwise innocuous fact matters because this is not just a story about family but about the inheritance of names, and how it shapes identity and life experiences. Since our grandfather’s film very quickly became known as the Zapruder film (to distinguish it from the other films taken that day), and the name is, by coincidence, nearly unique in America, the five of us who bore the name were linked to the unique record of the Kennedy assassination in a way that was different from that of our Dallas family.


For this reason, there is no singular experience of our family’s relationship to the Zapruder film. Throughout this book, when I refer to “our family,” I generally mean the immediate family and descendants of Abraham Zapruder, whether they are named Zapruder or Hauser. This is because we are a close family with a shared fate, and what happens to one of us happens to all of us. Nevertheless, there are other times when I have written about the particular experience of my immediate family, which is unique not just because of our name but because it was our father, Henry, who handled the film for twenty-five years and who bore the primary emotional, intellectual, and logistical responsibility for it. Finally, and most frequently, I have written from my own perspective, endeavoring to recall my experiences and memories of growing up with the film as truthfully and accurately as I could. Some of my memories or feelings may echo those of my siblings or other family members, while others may be completely different. In the end, we each experienced the film and its effect on our lives uniquely, as all members of a family do with their respective pasts.


I did not end up nurturing a secret interest in the Zapruder film after my clandestine reading of The Death of a President. Far from it. My curiosity must have been more or less satisfied, because I rarely thought about the film through most of my teens, in college, and after. It was not because I suppressed it; to the contrary, it genuinely didn’t occur to me to dwell on it. Of course, strangers still sometimes asked about the film, or the media would suddenly seize upon it, but this no longer intrigued me. By the time I was in my teens, I found myself more surprised by this than anything else. I suppose by then I had absorbed my parents’ feelings about it—I took it for granted as a part of our family’s history but I did not see it as a defining element of my life or identity. For this reason, when strangers asked about the film, I often felt they were imposing their curiosity on me in a way that could be intrusive or even embarrassing. In this regard, the association of our name with the film felt a bit like having an unsightly birthmark—it was something we were born with, but it didn’t define us. I was used to it and no longer particularly noticed it. But I didn’t expect people to point it out, either.


It became increasingly difficult to avoid the topic of the film in the 1990s, when events pushed it more into the news and the public eye than it had been at any other time in my life. First there was Oliver Stone’s movie JFK, and then the film was parodied on Seinfeld. There followed a long public period (examined at length in this book) during which our family and the federal government tussled over the ownership of the Zapruder film, its copyright, and its monetary value. There were routinely articles about our family in the Washington Post and the New York Times. While some of the media coverage was balanced and reasonable, I also heard my family’s motives and morality casually critiqued on NPR and by idols of mine like Doris Kearns Goodwin. Closer to home, a mean-spirited article in our local Washington City Paper accused my grandfather, my father, and our family of shamelessly profiting from the president’s murder. A professional colleague at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, where I was working at the time, challenged me on our family’s policy regarding permissions to use the film, coldly pointing out that “we” charged high fees for its use. Stung and embarrassed, I tried to defend my father but realized that I had no idea what I was talking about. When our family and the government at last reached a resolution on the ownership of the film in 1999, I opened Yahoo to check my e-mail and found a poll question on the home page in which the public was invited to vote on whether they felt the Zapruder family deserved the amount of money awarded for the film. At the time I saw it, 18,000 people had already weighed in. The news of the decision aired on every network and on shows such as Entertainment Tonight, and my father was deluged with media wanting interviews. As much as I cringe at the memory, I now know that what I read in the paper and experienced for myself was, in fact, only the tip of an iceberg that my father was trying to steer us around.


And then, in the way that such things happen, it was over. The controversy died down and, mercifully, the media went on to other news and the public forgot about the whole thing. My brothers and I began our careers—mine in nonfiction, my twin brother Michael’s in music, and our older brother Matthew’s in poetry. I got married. Our parents worked, traveled, hosted evenings with friends talking politics, laughing, and drinking wine, and pursued their own interests: my father sailing and playing guitar, my mother taking photographs. We spent holidays and vacations together as a family. We went back to being the Zapruders, as we had always been. And if we didn’t have to think much about the Zapruder film anymore, so much the better.


In September 2004, days after my husband and I learned that I was pregnant with our first child, my father underwent a biopsy that showed that he had a malignant brain tumor. We had known since the previous April that he was ill, but nothing compared to the crushing blow of his diagnosis. The shock sent reverberating shudders through our family and our wide circle of friends. He was just sixty-five at the time.


At some point early in his illness, he told me that someone should interview him about the history of the film. I suppose he realized that he was very sick and that, since he had been the primary actor on our family’s behalf for everything that had to do with the film for so many years, he felt he should record his vast knowledge of it before it was too late. But it was a pipe dream; the idea reflected the wishful belief that life was going to continue as it always had, that his illness was an abstraction that would not actually have implications for our lives. As his cancer progressed with shocking rapidity, whatever fleeting thoughts I had of recording his memories regarding the film receded into the background. For one thing, to interview him at all was to face the fact of his impending death. It seemed impossible to accept it myself, let alone to ask him to acknowledge it so openly, to tell me things that he would not be alive to say later. Beyond that, the most articulate, precise, gifted talker I ever met lost his language incredibly quickly, and while his memory might have been intact inside his diseased brain, the cancer took from him his greatest intellectual gift, which was to translate his ideas into spoken language. Most of all, his illness and death—and, simultaneously, my first pregnancy and the birth of our daughter—occupied every cell of my being during that time. I was far too wrapped up in trying to soak up every minute I could with him—and eventually, helping him die with dignity—to give a thought to the Zapruder film. Luckily for our family, the cancer never robbed him of his gentleness and sweetness, of his love and generosity. But it did take his life far too early, like his father before him, and with it, among many other things, a vast personal and intellectual understanding of the history of the Zapruder film.


In the years following my father’s death, I was periodically visited by the idea that I should do something to capture and record the history of the film from our family’s standpoint. Surely it was his death—the sense that so much had slipped away—that gave rise to this impulse to collect what I could and to put some order to this narrative in whatever way was possible without him. I knew there were family papers about the film, voluminous legal documentation, and family and friends who had been involved in its history but who had never spoken publicly about it—and probably never would unless one of us asked them to.


My father’s sister, Myrna, her son Adam (also an attorney, who had worked with my father on the conflict with the government), and my mother all shared this sense of responsibility. Periodically, one of us would raise the subject and all would agree that we should gather the family’s papers, catalog them, and make sure they were stored somewhere safe. I would resolve to take it on, but somehow, the forward momentum always stalled and stasis would set in. Then, months later, I would wake in the night with a sudden panic: The documents were scattered, there were materials in my mother’s attic, what if something got lost or damaged? Who was going to interview my father’s personal secretary, the intellectual property attorney who had represented our family for more than a decade, and my father’s friends, not to mention my mother and my aunt and all the others?


I would plan to begin again. But before I got very far, I would realize once more the logistical complications of this effort and the massive, daunting nature of the subject matter. I would quickly get overwhelmed and lose heart, and then the whole thing would drift away from me. Along the way, our daughter turned three and our son was born. Life was full and busy. It was not the time, I told myself. I didn’t have the mental wherewithal to organize my refrigerator, let alone the Zapruder family’s history of the Zapruder film, even if it was only for our family and for posterity.


Which I already knew it wouldn’t be.


If I’m being truly honest with myself, I have to admit that on some level, I felt that taking even the smallest step in this direction meant taking on more than just organizing the family’s papers. I’m a writer. I am drawn to the study of history and I am especially curious about how simple narratives conceal much deeper, more complicated and interesting truths. It was hard to see how inviting this subject into my life wasn’t going to end in my wanting to write a book about it. I had no idea what kind of book it would be or what I would find if I dug into this history; I just knew that there would be questions and that I would want to find answers. At the same time, the thought of publishing a book—that most public of actions—flew in the face of at least one central life principle about the Zapruder film, which was that we did not invite conversation about it. I could see the conflict looming from a hundred miles away.


As if that weren’t enough of a deterrent, along the way I was going to have to study the history of the Kennedy assassination—a subject I had avoided my entire life—and confront the immense, unspoken complexities of the Zapruder film. People spend their lives on this topic. I hardly knew a thing. Not only that, but my father and my memory of him were imprinted on every part of this story; in order to learn and tell it, I would also have to invite him back in, only to endure his loss again, to face my unanswered questions, and to risk the grief that still sometimes brought me to my knees. And so it would go. I would run through all the reasons that this was a terrible idea. I would parse out all the ways that I didn’t want to do this. I would push the thought aside and leave it all for another day. And it would always come back.


My brothers—both of them gifted artists—have been the staunchest supporters of my writing. They encouraged me in my earliest thinking about this book, though they understood better than anyone the inherent problems that it raised. In 2010, my twin brother, Michael, sent me a quote from José Saramago’s novel The Cave.




Begin at the beginning, as if beginning were the clearly visible point of a loosely wound thread and all we had to do was to keep pulling until we reached the other end, and as if, between the former and the latter, we had held in our hands a smooth, continuous thread with no knots to untie, no snarls to untangle, a complete impossibility in the life of a skein, or indeed, if we may be permitted one more stock phrase, in the skein of life… These are the delusions of the pure and the unprepared, the beginning is never the clear, precise end of a thread, the beginning is a long, painfully slow process that requires time and patience in order to find out in which direction it is heading, a process that feels its way along the path ahead like a blind man, the beginning is just the beginning.





I taped this quote up above my desk where I could see it every day. And somewhere along the way, I found myself pulling the end of the thread, telling myself not to worry about the knots and tangles but just to follow it along for as long as I could. I began gathering the material records of the film—requesting copies of documents from our attorneys and going through my father’s old files in our attic, bringing home papers, letters, and photos from my aunt’s home in Dallas. I went to the National Archives and began wading through the government papers about the film. I also began reading the seminal books about the Kennedy assassination to get some purchase on the events of November 22, 1963, and its aftermath and poring over the handful of books and hundreds of articles about the Zapruder film. I started to interview close family friends, my father’s colleagues, and others from our inner circle who could offer insight into the life of the film. I had lunch with my father’s friends and asked them my questions. I see now that I was practicing the act of talking about the film—such an unfamiliar and uncomfortable experience—with the people I trusted, trying to locate and follow the strands that I knew ran through its history.


Immersing myself in this material was anything but simple. It was an exercise in learning, calibrating, and interpreting at the same time. As I read, I was amazed at how much I didn’t know—the sheer breadth of the life the film had had without my realizing it. It was not just my grandfather’s story, or even that of our family, but the centrality of the film’s place in the Kennedy assassination debates, how it had challenged norms around the public representation of violence, how it triggered new debates about the media’s role in protecting personal privacy or providing access to information, not to mention who should own and control the public dissemination of personal but historically relevant information. Added to this were all the ways the film had touched American culture, influencing some of the century’s greatest and most provocative filmmakers, artists, and writers.


And then there was our name. Zapruder. The Zapruder film. Abraham Zapruder. Mr. Zee. The Z-Film. Henry Zapruder. The Zapruder family. Zaprudered. The Zapruder Quotient. The Zapruder Curve. I could not get over my astonishment at seeing it in print so often. The experience was distinctly different than it would have been if our name had been comfortably ambiguous, like “Smith” or “Cohen,” shared with hundreds of thousands of others. But no. It was actually, literally our name, worn only by those who are descended from the man who shot the film. When people used the name Zapruder, there was no mistake about it. They were talking about us.


I often became overwhelmed by the implications of this research. I would find myself staring off into space, spinning out various strands of thought, trying out alternative narratives and struggling to wrap my mind around the immense significance of this object that bore my name but that I knew so little about. Sometimes, I could tolerate only a few pages of reading at a time. Sometimes, I had to abandon the books altogether and try again later. I frequently stumbled over information that I found upsetting. Sometimes, my reading illuminated aspects of the film’s history I had felt but not known, or sensed but not understood. Sometimes, I found myself forced to think differently about parts of the past I thought I knew. And many times, more often than I liked, I faced characterizations of our family and interpretations of our actions that didn’t tally at all with my knowledge and understanding of who we are.


This latter part was certainly the most difficult. I had an impending sense of dread each time I began reading about our family—a feeling that criticism was waiting in the wings. It usually was. As I turned the pages, I noticed how my body tensed and my jaw clenched. And when I realized that the topic had shifted to something else, I would find myself relaxing and breathing again. It took work to overcome my natural defensiveness about my family. Most frustrating of all, I didn’t know our own story well enough to counter points of view that seemed wrong or unfair. It was very hard to stay present in the face of it all.


Over the course of this work, I began to see how our family’s insistence on dignity and restraint when it came to talking publicly about the film had left a vacuum in the public story. Everyone but us seemed to own this narrative; each writer told the story and interpreted its meaning with his own facts, information, and perspective. But there was so much they didn’t know. They did not know who my grandfather was and how his life experiences and personality shaped how he handled the film. They did not understand the deeply personal relationship between our grandfather and Richard Stolley, the LIFE reporter who bought the film from him the morning after the assassination, and how that relationship shaped LIFE’s handling of it over the next twelve years. They did not understand why LIFE returned the film to our family in 1975 and the internal family dynamic that brought that about. They did not understand how our father thought about the film, and how he struggled to balance the public interest with his own private feelings about it, and how much our grandfather’s wishes and imperatives shaped everything that followed. They did not know what took place behind the scenes during the 1990s when our family was negotiating with the government about the film. They could not fathom what it was like to be in my father’s place, a Zapruder trying to strike the right balance between personal legacy and public responsibility for the Zapruder film. I might not know very much about the Zapruder film, but I knew a lot about the Zapruders. And I knew that no history of the film was complete without these threads woven into the story.


Gradually, and with some degree of shock and even dismay, I began to realize that it wasn’t true that the Zapruder film had nothing to do with us. My family might have wished that was the case, but the gaps, distortions, and simplifications in the public story revealed just how much was missing and just how much it mattered. This was the substance of the book whose content I had not been able to imagine years before.


Now what kept me up at night was not the worry that the materials would be scattered but what would happen when I brought them together and shaped them for myself, imposed my own narrative and interpretation on them. Through contentious times, high-stakes negotiations with plenty of money at stake, not to mention our name and reputation, our family had stuck together. What if, in spite of my best efforts, this book caused conflicts among us? What if it brought about outcomes that I would regret? There were other worries. I could not write a paean to my father or grandfather, but I did not relish the thought of judging their actions, either. Most of all, I knew that our grandfather and father had not welcomed attention about the film; it was difficult not to wonder if the mere act of writing this book would go against their unspoken wishes. As I worked, I struggled to reconcile the personal and historical imperative I felt to write this book with the worry that it would bring unintended and unwelcome consequences.


These were real fears and they made the early years of this work difficult. But time helped. I mostly focused on tracing the life of the Zapruder film, endeavoring to understand how its public and private strands intersected and influenced each other. I sought to grapple with the complex problems that the film raised for so many people—not just our family but also the media, the federal government, assassination researchers, artists, filmmakers, and the public—and to untangle the vastly different and often conflicting points of view. I wanted to do more than tell “our side” of the story; I wanted to see it from as many sides as I could and to capture the truly maddening contradictions that the film embodies. In time, I began to see that although our relationship to the film was integral to an understanding of it, it was only a part of it. There was a story that was bigger than ours, and there were intrinsic questions that superseded my doubts and worries.


Along the way, I inevitably had to revisit my own history with the Zapruder film, as well. Although in my growing-up years I did not experience our family’s silence around the film as particularly unusual, I grew to wonder what it was all about. Why didn’t we ever talk about it? Why didn’t I know more about this when I was growing up? Was there something that I needed to understand in order to make sense of the film’s place in our family’s life? Was there a personal legacy of the Zapruder film and, if so, what was it?


These questions—individual and collective, public and private—are the ones I’ve tried to answer in this book. As in all creative work, it required faith: in the legitimacy of my questions, in the idea that the public story of the film was more complex and meaningful than it seemed, and in the belief that there were new contributions to make even to a topic as well traveled as the Zapruder film. It also demanded faith in my family—in the conviction that no matter how morally complex the situations of the past or how risky it might be to ask questions in the present, we were capable of coming to terms with this part of our legacy. I had to believe that challenging the prevailing culture of silence around the film was a reflection of our values, not a contradiction of them, and that we would be better for incorporating this part of our past into our understanding of our family legacy.


But when it came to writing about my grandfather and father, whose stories are, after all, at the heart of this book, I found myself facing an entirely new challenge. Before learning the history of the film, without fully knowing the details of my grandfather’s and father’s handling of it, I knew there was a risk that I would run into facts, details, or decisions that might run counter to what I expected or undermine my fierce tendency to defend them against criticism. For this, I had to draw upon convictions that ran deeper than knowledge—never a comfortable position for a writer of history. Still, I felt sure that each of them had wrestled in their own time with the private and public problems that the Zapruder film raised, that they had confronted the hard decisions, weighed their conflicting desires, tested their values, and faced the consequences of their mistakes. This is who they were in every other part of their lives; how could it be different when it came to the film? Whatever else the story might reveal, I believed that it was their humanity, above all, that shaped how they bore the burdens of the Zapruder film. This is why there is a story to tell, one that offers us all a deeper understanding of the film’s dilemmas and its place in American life. That faith was entirely borne out in the writing of this book.















PROLOGUE
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HOME MOVIE


It was past ten p.m. when Abe Zapruder pulled up in the driveway of his house on Marquette Street in the Highland Park suburb of Dallas. Exhausted and agitated, he turned the key in the ignition and pulled it out, sat for a moment in the darkened car, images of the day passing before his eyes. He dropped his head, disbelief washing over him yet again. His eyes felt dry and raw, his throat sore from screaming, his head aching. He had to go in. They had been waiting for him for hours. He reached over to the passenger side of the car and pulled the camera case by its long shoulder strap, the weight of it bumping across the seat, the silver buckle clattering. He reached for the bright yellow Kodak boxes in which the 8mm film reel and one duplicate had been hastily stashed. He suddenly remembered the technician handing them to him. “There’ll be no charge, Mr. Zapruder.” Had he even thanked him? He couldn’t remember. He grabbed his hat and put it on as he slid from the car, then slung the camera over his shoulder, cradled the films in his arm, and slammed the car door.


His wife, Lillian, met him at the door. “Oh, Abe,” she said, her eyes filling with tears. He looked at her face for a moment and shook his head. There were no words. Passing through the family room, he crossed the hallway, with his wife following behind. In the dining room, the table wasn’t set for dinner. Normally, his daughter, Myrna, and her husband, Myron, would have brought their three children for Friday night dinner. Lil would say the blessings over the candles and he would recite the words of thanksgiving over the wine and bread. He wasn’t a religious man, but tradition mattered. They would eat Lil’s broiled chicken, or a brisket, or maybe both, and they would discuss politics, arguing and laughing, talking over each other. But not tonight. Tonight—as in homes all across the darkened landscape of America—this was a house of mourning.


Now Abe moved about the house quickly. Where was the projector? Turning right, he darted into the den, where Myrna and Myron were sitting, still in shock. He saw confusion, grief, and a trace of rage on his daughter’s face as she stood up and came toward him. He didn’t stop to talk; all he could think about was the film. He dug around in the closet until he found the projector and the screen. He yanked them out and began setting them up. Lillian stood nearby, uncharacteristically silent, reading her husband of thirty years, the man she had loved since she was a teenager in Brooklyn. Now was not the time to push him. After a pause, Myrna said, “What are you doing?” He still did not answer. He began threading the film through the projector and onto the take-up reel. Myrna’s face registered comprehension. “I can’t watch that,” she said. “I don’t want to see it.” He didn’t blame her. But he had to do it. He didn’t know when the thought had come to him. He just knew that all during the long, incomprehensible day, he had been thinking that he needed to get home, to see his family. He needed to show them his film.


A few minutes later, they were ready: Abe at the projector, Lil and Myron seated nervously on the couch. Myrna retreated to the living room, weeping, her head buried in the couch pillows. The den had been his son Henry’s room, and it was here that Abe always showed the home movies, projected against the stand-up screen. He had been taking home movies for nearly thirty years—Myrna as a baby in Brooklyn, his wife and family at the beach in Far Rockaway, Henry toddling on a city sidewalk, then, later, the children riding bikes in Dallas, a visit to Fair Park. Hours of unexceptional films spanning the thirties, forties, and fifties. Home movies that caught the past—their parents now dead, the streets of Jewish Brooklyn changed, his young children grown and married—saving at least a bit of it for his own memory and for the grandchildren who would come after him. Only this time, he and his family weren’t telling stories and talking and remembering. The room was completely silent but for the clicking of the film running through the projector.


The first frames appear: two of his grandchildren playing in a backyard suburban scene—green grass and a small white patio with a lounge chair in the background. There is the baby, David, in blue gingham overall shorts, toddling toward the camera with his mischievous smile and eyes that crinkle into half crescents when he laughs. The film is silent but his mouth forms the word “Papa.” Then there is Jeff, the eldest, long and lean, digging in the grass. He does not look up or wave, so absorbed is he in his task. The scene changes. Abe is inside Jennifer Juniors, his dress manufacturing company. Lillian Rogers, his longtime assistant and trusted friend, is fooling around, talking on the phone and pretending to make him wait. I’ll be with you in a minute, Mr. Zee. Everyone at work calls him that. Seconds later, he zooms slowly in on her face and catches her in an unguarded moment, smiling girlishly at him. Then the image fades out.


He stands, agitated.


The screen flickers again and they are in bright sunshine, outside on Dealey Plaza. He remembers making some test shots and adjusting the settings. How he loved that camera. He loved the mechanism and the beautiful, clean way it operated, and the elegant design of the case. He loved anything that ran efficiently and well. In another life, he would have been an engineer instead of a dressmaker. Maybe if he had been born here instead of in Czarist Russia. Maybe if he had gotten a proper education instead of going to night school in America to learn English and getting by on his brains and wits. But such was life and chance.


There are his employees, Charles and Beatrice Hester, seated at the pergola at Dealey Plaza, and his receptionist, Marilyn Sitzman. He had tried a number of spots before she turned up and noticed a four-foot wall that he could stand on. It would be perfect, offering him just the vantage point he wanted, looking down on Elm Street, able to follow the motorcade perfectly from left to right as it sailed past him.


Here are the first frames, the lead motorcycles rounding the corner of Houston onto Elm. He remembers again that his heart had skipped a beat when they came into view but that he had stopped filming when he realized that it wasn’t the motorcade yet. He wanted to save the film, to make sure he got it all. He would capture the president’s beaming smile and a glimpse of his glamorous wife, whose style the women in his own family tried to emulate. One day, he would show it to his grandchildren. “That’s Jack Kennedy,” he would say. “There’s Jackie. Look at them smiling and waving. Aren’t they beautiful? We loved them. We thought of them like our own family.”


Finally, the long dark cars came into view. He remembers the moment, lifting the camera to his eye and pressing the button. No more fiddling. He gripped his forearm, steadying the hand holding the camera, and trained his eye on the open limousine. There they were. He was going to get the whole thing from his perch above Elm Street. They were going to pass right in front of him. The light was excellent—the green grass behind the black car, the first lady in a pink hat. They came closer, and he could see them perfectly.


It had all happened so fast; now he couldn’t fully match up the sounds he had heard with what he saw. The president was smiling and waving; then Abe lost sight of him for a second or two behind a street sign. When he came out the other side, something seemed wrong. His wrists were up around his throat, and then he slumped over to the side, toward the first lady. Abe didn’t understand what he was seeing—he was paralyzed, watching through the lens. Had he heard a firecracker? Was the president joking—“Oh, he got me”? No, he wouldn’t. But then, what—? As he struggled to focus, there was another sharp crack and, inside the car, an explosion. It couldn’t be. But it was. It was the president—his blood, his brains, everywhere inside the car, on his wife. It was the most horrific thing he had ever seen, more so than anything he could ever have imagined. He was utterly frozen, his mind trying to register what had happened. There was a pink streak on the back of the car—the first lady in her suit—what was she doing? She was shoved back inside, back into that bloody horror. And then they were gone.


This was how he had known before anyone else; he had seen it magnified through the zoom lens. There was no way the president could have survived. He was as sure of his death as he had ever been of anything in his life. And yet it seemed like hours before everyone else knew. It was like being in a nightmare, trying to scream but finding that you couldn’t make a sound. He would try to tell someone that the president was dead, and they would reassure him—they thought he was hysterical. No, he’s been shot, they said. He’s been taken to Parkland. We don’t know anything yet. But he knew. He was alone with his certainty, shaken to his core, shocked and horrified that such a thing could happen in America. In Russia, where he had come from, yes. There, anyone could be pulled off a train and beaten to death or shot on the street. That was why his family had come here, to escape that barbaric violence and find a place in a democratic country, a society of progress. How could this have happened here? In America in the twentieth century? This event flew in the face of everything he believed about his beloved adopted country.


His stunned wife and son-in-law sat numbly on the couch, unable to speak.


The silence was interrupted by the ringing of the phone. Who could it be at this hour? He had already talked to his son, Henry, moments after the shooting, and the rest of the family was here. Reporters again? He had been given several hasty offers to buy the film but had refused, saying that he needed to make sure it reached the federal authorities. He had seen to that—it had taken all day, but the Secret Service had a copy and another one was on a plane heading to Washington. No one had asked for the original—or the camera, for that matter—so he had brought them home with him. But now what? The press was not going to give up, not when they realized that he was in possession of his pictures and at liberty to sell them. It was only going to get worse.


The phone kept ringing, insistent. “Abe?” Lillian asked. “Should I answer?” His heart sank again, for the hundredth time, thinking of Jackie Kennedy and imagining the footage crossing her path. Would he be the cause of further pain and suffering for her and her family? But how would he prevent it? It was too late. The film existed, and there was no way to undo it now. But one thing was for certain; he wouldn’t keep it. He never wanted to see it again, though see it he would, nearly every night for years to come, in his nightmares. Should he sell it? To whom? He could already imagine the images splashed all over the news, on the television. The thought was sickening. Choices upon choices, none of them good. He was exhausted; it didn’t seem like so much could have happened in a single day. And he was going to have to make more decisions tomorrow, and the day after that.


He should let the phone ring. He should wait and deal with whatever it was tomorrow. But he didn’t. He walked into the kitchen, dazed, and picked up the receiver.















CHAPTER 1
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ASSASSINATION


When Abe woke on the morning of November 22, the weather was overcast and drizzly, a disappointing beginning to the day of the president’s visit to Dallas. A few days earlier, the papers had published the details of the motorcade route. After landing at Love Field, Mr. and Mrs. Kennedy, together with Texas governor John Connally and his wife, Nellie, would travel in an open-top limousine downtown to Main Street, greeting spectators and fans before turning right on Houston and then making a quick left on Elm heading for the Trade Mart, where the president would address a gathering of business leaders. Abe must have been delighted when he realized that the motorcade was going to pass directly in front of 501 Elm Street, where Jennifer Juniors was located. A short walk to Dealey Plaza and he would have a splendid view of the president and first lady as they passed by.


In spite of the rain, Abe left home early, as usual, and by the time he arrived at Jennifer, the plant was up and running. He and his assistant, Lillian Rogers, began every day the same way, walking around to be sure everyone was at work and all was going smoothly. Abe was considered a tough but fair boss, one with meticulous taste and high standards for efficiency and excellence but who also cultivated a sense of warmth and informality in the plant. Everyone was family, from the office staff to the salesmen, cutters, pattern makers, designers, and seamstresses.


After they finished their morning check, they would leave the fifth floor of the building and head down to Abe’s office for coffee. It was November, which meant that the company would be preparing its spring line. As Abe and Lillian sat drinking their coffee, they were surely going over one aspect of the business or another, maybe looking over some dresses or tweaking a design.


To make their inexpensive knockoffs, they had to buy couture and other sample dresses, which they kept on racks in the factory while they were using them to create the patterns. They would often go to Neiman Marcus and consult with Helen Kessler, a thirty-year veteran of the Haute Couture Department, to choose dresses that they would put on his wife Lil’s Neiman’s charge and bring back to the shop. There they would take photos of them, mock them up, and then—in an impressive act of chutzpah—return the dresses for a refund before finishing the knockoffs to sell. Still, getting the dresses wasn’t the whole story. There was a lot more to it. Lillian, who gave an interview with my mother and aunt in the nineties, described what set Abe apart. “A lot of pattern makers are clumps, schlumps; they just don’t have any idea of fit,” Lillian said, but Abe “could see if something had a ridge across the back or didn’t fit quite right. There would be a little dress that was not just right and he’d lift it up here, and he’d say they’d have to adjust the pattern and take that little bit out to correct it.”


Abe had learned the needle trades together with hundreds of thousands of Jewish immigrants who had arrived in New York from Eastern Europe, taking a job as a pattern maker in a factory on Seventh Avenue when he was still a teenager. He stayed in the New York garment industry until 1941, when he and Lil moved to Dallas for the opportunity to work for an up-and-coming sportswear line called Nardis. By 1963, he had been in the business for four decades.


But his success in the business was not just a result of experience. From his earliest days in America, he had an innate sense of style, dressing like a gentleman in a crisp white shirt and well-pressed trousers, or a perfectly cut suit and hat. It was surely part of what caught the eye of his future bride, Lil, who also dressed with a flair that belied her family’s poverty. Street smart and savvy, she knew how to shop carefully, getting expensive clothing for a fraction of the cost by buying samples. In pictures of them from the late twenties and thirties, they are a glamorous couple, Abe grinning with his hat tilted rakishly on his head, and Lil, tall and slim in a tailored suit or a long skirt with a silk blouse. She, too, wore fashionable hats that framed her heart-shaped face and her radiant smile. They were a young, modern American couple and they dressed the part. In later years, Abe would joke that there was nothing to dressmaking: All you needed was “a front, a back, and two sleeves.” But the truth was that he knew from his own experience how the right clothing—and careful attention to style, fabric, cut, and fit—could transform a person.


At some point over coffee that morning, Lillian asked Abe if he had brought his movie camera from home, as he had said he was planning to do a few days before. Well, no, actually, he hadn’t. He had given up on the idea at the last minute, thinking that with the crowds packing the motorcade route, he would never get near enough to see, let alone film the president. I can picture Lillian’s reaction—a sigh, a shake of the head. She knew as well as anyone how he operated. She had been working with him for seven years by then. He was practical almost to the point of being pessimistic. Not only that, but in spite of his many talents and sharp mind, he could be uncertain of himself. It wasn’t his style to put himself forward.


So when Lillian heard that he had left the camera at home, she wasn’t about to let it lie. “You ought to go home,” she told him firmly. He quibbled with her, telling her she should go get her camera, even though she preferred still photos and wasn’t nearly the avid photographer that he was. “You’re the one that makes the beautiful movies,” she protested. It was true. Abe loved photography. He had started with stills, taking many photographs of Lil in the early 1930s, developing them in a darkroom he set up for himself in the basement of the family’s apartment building on Park Place. Soon he became interested in home movies, catching on to the first wave of amateur filmmaking. By 1963, it had been a favorite hobby for three decades; he had bought himself a brand-new camera the year before. Those who knew him well, like Lillian, knew that he would regret it if he let this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to film President Kennedy and the first lady slip through his fingers.


At some point in the back-and-forth, Abe’s receptionist Marilyn Sitzman and his young business partner Erwin Schwartz—the son of his original partner, Abe Schwartz—came in and joined the conversation. Marilyn tried to encourage him to get the camera, remembering that the only way to get Abe to do something was to cajole him into it. Erwin, on the other hand, scoffed, “You’re crazy… When he comes around that corner, makes that run onto Elm off of Houston, they’ll be going over a hundred miles an hour. You won’t get to see anything. I mean, the parade’s over.” But Lillian pleaded, “Oh, Mr. Zee, go home and get the camera. Don’t listen to him.”


Eventually, however, Lillian gave up and went back to work. She knew he would have to make up his own mind. When she returned to the fourth floor later in the morning, she realized that Abe was nowhere to be found. “Where had he gone?” Lillian rhetorically asked my mother and aunt in her interview with them. “Home to get the camera, of course.”


This story of a near miss with history—Abe Zapruder leaving his camera at home on the morning of JFK’s assassination—has been told many times before. It’s been said that he forgot it, or that it was overcast and that he feared rain, or that he was afraid he was too short to get a good enough view to take the pictures. Any of these explanations could be true, but they fail to take into account just how predictable it was that he would leave the camera at home and that Lillian would talk him into going back to get it. In a certain way, that’s the least unlikely bit of it; he had Lillian in his life exactly for this reason. Unlike Abe, she carried the innate confidence of a Midwestern American who had never known the traumas and instability that he had. She saw when he hesitated but never let him give in to his insecurities, encouraging him to trust his instincts and take risks. In return, he taught her everything he knew about business and about people, ideas, and the wider world.


It is true that Abe Zapruder’s intersection with history is laced with coincidence and chance. Any number of things could have gone differently that day. But Lillian letting Abe get away with not filming the president when he was passing a hundred yards away from Jennifer Juniors was not one of them.


While Abe was out, Lillian made an announcement over the company’s PA system giving the employees permission to take an extra-long lunch to watch the president’s motorcade. “This is your captain,” she said, “and we don’t care what your religion is or your politics. You could be Baptist or Republican… We don’t care, but today the president of the United States is coming down here and we have a chance to see him, and it doesn’t make any difference whether you agree with him or not. He’s still the president.”


Her words hint at the political tensions that sharply divided the city of Dallas at the time and had raised serious concerns for the president’s safety. In fact, Dallas—more than any other American city—had become ground zero for a reactionary political movement that bitterly opposed President Kennedy. They were led by a small knot of ultraconservatives, including Ted Dealey of the Dallas Morning News; H. L. Hunt, the oil tycoon and the wealthiest man in the world; Rev. W. A. Criswell, pastor of the First Baptist Church in Dallas; and retired Army General Edwin Walker, together with the fiercely right-wing Texas representative to Congress, Bruce Alger. Gripped by an ironclad conviction that the United States faced the threat of an imminent Communist takeover, they believed that Kennedy’s international policies and his support of the United Nations amounted to a betrayal of the United States.


There was simply no way to live in Dallas and avoid this climate. The Dallas Morning News (which Abe referred to as “that rag”) was filled, day after day, with editorials excoriating the president. In 1960, Myrna and Myron had been appalled to witness Lyndon and Lady Bird Johnson being physically harassed at the Adolphus Hotel in Dallas by a group of high-society women led by Representative Bruce Alger and called the “Mink Coat Mob” by onlookers to the protest. Then, just a month before the president’s visit, protesters spat on Adlai Stevenson, American ambassador to the United Nations, when he spoke in Dallas. Myrna wrote him a personal letter of apology.


Far from quieting down in advance of the president’s visit, conservative agitators papered the city days before his arrival with five thousand leaflets showing a mug shot of President Kennedy and the words “WANTED FOR TREASON” beneath it. They accused him of betraying the US Constitution and turning the sovereignty of the government over to the “Communist-controlled United Nations.” Then, the very morning of his arrival, the Dallas Morning News ran an inflammatory ad by the so-called American Fact-Finding Committee that read, in part: “Welcome Mr. Kennedy to Dallas… A City that rejected your philosophy and policies in 1960 and will do so again in 1964—even more emphatically than before.”


Abe returned to Jennifer around 11:30 a.m. with his camera. First he filmed a few minutes of Lillian to fill up side A of the reel of film already in the camera and then flipped it over so he could start with a fresh side for the motorcade. There was a big discussion among the staff about where they should stand to get the best view. Several decided to congregate on Dealey Plaza, along the stretch of Elm Street that would mark the last leg of the motorcade. Compared to Main Street, where spectators were five deep, cheering and waving, the crowds along Elm were fairly thin. There was a mass exodus from Jennifer shortly after noon, with nearly everybody “hitting the elevator,” in Lillian’s words, on the way down to the street, except for a handful of people who went out on the fire escape to watch from there. Nearly everybody: Marilyn, who wasn’t a supporter of the president, decided to go open her first bank account instead. Erwin, too, left the office to attend a meeting at North Park Inn just as the staff began to filter out around 11:45. As the office emptied out, Abe realized that someone had to stay back to keep an eye on the place. He gallantly offered to stay instead of Lillian. Years later, she remembered, “Mr. Zee was telling me to take the camera and I could go and he would stay, but he didn’t really mean it. But anyway, he said it. So he went on but I stayed there and I could see. I had the window open. It was a warm day, beautiful day, the sun was shining.”


Camera in hand, Abe went down to Dealey Plaza to scout out a location. He tried a few places, walking all along the curb on Elm Street, but could not find solid footing there. Another spot was blocked by a tree. After a while, Marilyn Sitzman came walking up the hill. All the banks had been closed because of the president’s visit, so she gave up and walked back to the plaza, where she encountered Abe taking some test shots of his payroll clerk Beatrice Hester and her husband, Charles, sitting on the pergola at the back of the plaza. As Abe continued to look for a place to stand, Marilyn suggested a four-foot-high concrete abutment. It was a perfect location—high above the street, giving him a clear view of the length of Elm; the president and Mrs. Kennedy would ride right past him in the open-top limousine. There was a risk, however: He would need to set the telephoto lens on full zoom in order to get a clear view of them, and he worried that he would get dizzy standing up on the ledge while following them through the lens as they passed by. Since he suffered from vertigo, this was a real possibility. So, as Abe climbed up on the ledge and found his bearings, he asked Marilyn to stand behind him and steady him if he started to lose his balance.


Abe Zapruder wasn’t the only photographer on the scene. In fact, there were no fewer than twenty-two photographers on Dealey Plaza, most of them amateurs, positioned along the last part of the motorcade route. Some were shooting black-and-white or color stills, Polaroids, or 35mm slides, while several others had movie cameras loaded with color film. It seemed everyone had the same idea. Mary Moorman and James Altgens, their cameras loaded with black-and-white film, were positioned near the curb across the street from where Abe was standing. Farther up the street, near the hairpin turn from Houston to Elm, Phillip Willis stood ready with color film in his camera. Marie Muchmore was standing on the opposite side of Elm from Abe, on a grassy area set back from the street, her movie camera loaded with color film. Over on Main, Orville Nix was waiting with a movie camera and color film, as well.


Up on the concrete ledge, Abe looked out for the motorcade. When the lead motorcycles rounded Houston to Elm Street, he started filming, only to stop when he realized that it was not the president’s car yet. He re-cranked the mechanism of the camera to “full wind” so that it would run for the maximum amount of time. He didn’t start filming again until he could see the president and the first lady coming toward him in the car. Years later, in an interview she gave with my mother, Marilyn remembered, “When they started to make their first turn, turning into the street, he said, ‘OK, here we go.’”


Those first few seconds of the film are perfect: The sun is shining and you can clearly see the unmistakable, handsome face of the president as he brushes his hair from his face, lowering his arm as he turns toward the crowds on his right, smiling, and raising his hand again to wave briefly. For an instant, the back of a freeway sign obscures the limousine, and then the Kennedys reappear. “As it came in line with my camera, I heard a shot,” Abe later recalled. The president’s elbows fly up, his face distorted in pain, and he suddenly hunches forward as his wife looks at Governor Connally, sitting in the jump seat across from them, before turning back to her husband with visible confusion on her face. “I saw the president lean over to Jacqueline. I didn’t realize what had happened,” Abe remembered.


The next part of the sequence always feels agonizingly long to me, even though it took place in seconds. The car dips into the lower part of the camera frame, and as the president’s body sinks down in the car toward his wife, the fatal shot strikes him. “And then I realized,” Abe said. “I saw his head open up and I started yelling, ‘They killed him! They killed him!’” Jackie recoils, her mouth open in horror, and suddenly she is climbing out of the open-top car, scrambling on the back hood of the limousine, met by Secret Service agent Clint Hill, who pushes her back down into the seat.


For an instant, Abe and Marilyn stood stunned on the concrete stump, paralyzed by what had just happened. Then someone behind them dropped a soda bottle, which made a loud crack and shattered on the concrete. Marilyn recalled that the noise woke them out of their shocked trance. “Some people were screaming,” she said. “I mean, it was utter chaos by that time. But the first thing I remember is after that bottle hit and I looked down… everybody was laying flat on the ground almost. There might have been one or two people still standing but I would say that ninety-eight percent of the people were still laying flat on the side of the hill.”


Abe never remembered getting down from the ledge or anything that happened in the immediate aftermath of the shooting except for his own anguished screams. A still photo taken by James Altgens of the Associated Press shows Marilyn and Abe in his hat and bow tie, holding the camera; they are faintly visible in the far background, having just gotten down from their perch. They moved toward the pergola where the Hesters had been standing during the motorcade, but in the panic and chaos, Abe soon got separated from the rest of them. He was by himself on the plaza, distraught and in a daze, with the camera still in his hand and the case slung over his shoulder, when he encountered Harry McCormick, a reporter from the Dallas Morning News. McCormick had been at the Trade Mart waiting for the president to arrive when he heard of the shooting. He rushed over to Dealey Plaza, where he spotted Abe holding his camera and immediately approached him to find out if he had caught the shooting on film. Abe answered that he would not speak about the film with anyone but the federal authorities. In Harry’s account, it was he who told Abe that the Secret Service would want to see the film, and he offered to get Dallas Secret Service chief Forrest Sorrels and bring him to Jennifer Juniors.


Somehow Abe got back to the office. Lillian remembered that “Everybody was going nuts, turning on the television. There was nothing and you couldn’t get anything on television… So anyway, he walked in, and he handed me the camera. He says, ‘I’ve got it all on there.’” Abe later tried to piece together his memory of the traumatic first moments after the assassination. “Well, I was in a state of shock when I got back,” he said, “and I was kicking and banging the desk. I couldn’t understand how a thing like this could happen. I personally have never seen anybody killed in my life, and to see something like this, shooting a man down like a dog, I just couldn’t believe.”


His first instinct was to call his son, Henry. In his confusion, he dialed the home phone number and reached his daughter-in-law, Margie, instead, who had been home waiting for a furniture delivery and listening to the radio when the news broke. She knew that the president had been shot, but like everyone else in the nation, she did not know yet that he was dead. This was one of the few stories I remember hearing from my childhood, perhaps because the innate awfulness of it impressed me. When I asked her to tell me the story, my mother recalled, “Papa called the house and said, ‘Is Henry there?’ and I said, ‘He’s at his office.’… He said the president had been killed. And I said, ‘Well, he’s been shot. He’s been taken to Parkland Hospital.’” He was distracted and rushing, she said, very anxious to reach Henry, never stopping to explain what he knew or that he had a film of the shooting. Like many others during that long hour between the shooting and the announcement that the president was dead, she tried to reassure him that the president was being treated at Parkland and might yet survive. But Abe insisted that the president was dead. “He knew,” she said, and even fifty years later, I hear the sadness and resignation in her voice.


Abe was able to reach Henry at his office at the Justice Department shortly before the phone lines got jammed. “He was crying,” Henry recalled in an account he wrote thirty-five years later. “He said that the president was dead. I protested that this was not true, that the radio had reported that he had been taken to Parkland, the emergency hospital in Dallas. There was no way, my father said, that the president could have survived. He told me that he had seen the president’s head ‘explode.’ He kept saying how horrible it was that Mrs. Kennedy had been there when this happened to her husband and expressing his own horror at having seen the president ‘shot down in the street.’ [He] told me that he had a film of the assassination and discussed with me what he should do with it… He kept saying that the president was dead, asking me how this could happen in America.”


By the time he got off the phone with his son, Abe was resolved to get the film into the hands of federal authorities. Meanwhile, Marilyn Sitzman and the Hesters were heading back toward the office through streets suddenly jammed with police: detectives and officers from the Dallas Police and the sheriff’s office, all trying to collect clues and eyewitness testimony. On their way, they ran into Darwin Payne, a young reporter for the Dallas Times Herald, at the corner of Houston and Elm. He had been working on a story about Jacqueline Kennedy when he got word of the shooting. He rushed to the Book Depository Building where, he later recalled, “There were some women who worked at the next building for Abraham Zapruder who said, ‘Our boss took pictures of it. He has a movie camera.’ And that, of course, was of great interest to me, so… they led me to him, in the building next door. We went up to the fifth or sixth floor, whichever floor he was on. There he was in an office. He was a dress manufacturer, and I saw him and talked to him.”


Payne said that Abe was in tears and that he knew for certain that the president was dead, even though the TV was on in the office and the national news hadn’t reported it yet. Payne’s fragmentary notes, scrawled in a blue spiral-bound notebook, survive to this day. They read: “I got film. I saw it hit in head. They were going so fast. [Illegible] Slumped over with first shot. Second shot hit him in head. It opened up. Couldn’t be alive. She was beside him. After last shot, she crawled over back of car.”


Payne wasted no time trying to acquire the film for his paper. “I was trying to get Zapruder to let us take the… to go with me to the Times Herald with his film and see about having it developed,” he remembered. “To see if he had anything. And I told him I felt certain that we’d pay him for the film. He said he didn’t want to do that. He said he wanted to give it to the Secret Service or the FBI.” When that approach failed, Payne enlisted the help of the paper’s publisher. “So I got [James] Chambers on the telephone,” he said, “and we had a three-way conversation… Chambers, myself, and Zapruder. And he told Zapruder that he was very interested in the film. He would pay him for it, you know, if it were good.” But still Abe refused. He insisted that he was going to get it to the Secret Service.


In an oral-history interview nearly forty years later, Payne remembers a flash of an idea and relays it with a smile: “The camera was on top of a filing cabinet right there. And in a fleeting moment, I thought, ‘Well, I could grab it. Nobody would stop me. I could grab the camera and run.’ Of course, I didn’t.” It wouldn’t be the last time that members of the media lost their heads for a minute or two over what they thought might be the scoop of the century.


Minutes later, the phone rang. It was Erwin, calling from a friend’s house where he had been following the news of the shooting. In an interview, he recalled: “I picked up the phone and I called the office and I hear screaming, turmoil, and I said to the girl, ‘What’s going on?’ She said, ‘Oh, Mr. Schwartz, the police are here with shotguns.’ I said, ‘What are you talking about?’ And she said, ‘Oh, Mr. Zee has the films and they want the films and he told me to put it in the safe.’… And I said, ‘Where’s Mr. Zee?’ She said, ‘He’s in his office, crying.’ And she went and got him, and he picked up the phone and said, ‘Erwin, Erwin, it was terrible. I saw his head come off.’ I said, ‘I’ll be right there.’ I said, ‘Just stay there. I’ll be there as quick as I can.’”


When Erwin arrived at Jennifer and got off the elevator on the fourth floor, he found two uniformed Dallas police officers with shotguns standing in the outer vestibule. When he asked them why they were there, he recalled that they said, “We came to get the film.” Abe had declined to give it to them as well; he was waiting for the federal authorities. Erwin brushed past them and went straight to Abe’s office, where he found him still in shock, still saying over and over that the president’s head had exploded and how horrific it had been. Erwin said, “Who… why do they want this film? Why are they after the film?” And Abe answered, “I told them I’d give it to them but only to someone in authority.”


All this time, Harry McCormick had been looking for Dallas Secret Service chief Forrest Sorrels. Sorrels had been in the lead car of the motorcade and had ridden to Parkland in advance of the president’s limousine. At Parkland, he commandeered a police car and rode back to the area of the Texas School Book Depository (TSBD) Building to start trying to piece together what had happened. He brought two witnesses to the sheriff’s office just across the street to have their testimony taken. While there, he ran into McCormick. Sorrels described their meeting in an official affidavit: “At that time Mr. Harry McCormack [sic], who is a reporter for the Dallas Morning News, and whom I have known for many years, came to me and says, ‘Forrest, I have something over here you ought to know about.’ I said, ‘What have you got here?’ He said, ‘I have a man over here that got pictures of this whole thing.’ I said, ‘Let’s go see him.’ So we went on to a building at the corner of Elm and Houston, on the east side of Houston, and across the street from the court house building there, up to the office of a Mr. Zapruder.”


Payne remembered their arrival. “A group of people came in… ties, coats, and all that. And they were Secret Service… With them was Harry McCormick, the police reporter for the Dallas Morning News. They had come to get the film… They went into an office and shut the door. Harry McCormick went with them as they shut the door. I went in, decided I was going to go in, too… I mean, I was a reporter, as well. They said nope, no reporters admitted. And there I saw that Harry McCormick was already in the room. He was at the opposition paper… And so I said, ‘I’ve got to be in there. If McCormick’s in there, you’ve got to let me in there.’ So they kicked McCormick out.” But not before Harry could offer $1,000 for the film, which Abe again refused.


While the two frustrated reporters waited outside, Abe, Erwin, and Sorrels discussed matters in the office. Sorrels described the meeting in his Warren Commission testimony the following May. “Mr. Zapruder was real shook up,” he recalled. “He said that he didn’t know how in the world he had taken these pictures… and he says, ‘My God, I saw the whole thing. I saw the man’s brains come out of his head.’ And so I asked Mr. Zapruder would it be possible for us to get a copy of those films. He said yes.” Erwin remembered it this way: “Forrest Sorrels identified himself and Zapruder said, ‘I’ll give you the film. I’d like to.’ [Sorrels] said, ‘Well, let’s see if we can’t get it developed.’”


Getting the film developed was not as easy as one might think. At some point, Harry McCormick had suggested that they might have luck at the Dallas Morning News. So the group decided to go over there to try. They retrieved the camera from the company safe and left with the two police officers who had been waiting in the vestibule. The officers escorted Abe, Erwin, Forrest Sorrels, and Harry McCormick in a squad car with its siren blaring, while Darwin Payne resumed his investigation by heading over to the Texas School Book Depository. They arrived at the Dallas Morning News and inquired about processing the film, but, as Forrest Sorrels later put it in his Warren Commission testimony, “There was no one there that would tackle the job.” Perhaps unwilling to let the film out of his sight, McCormick suggested they try the ABC affiliate WFAA-TV, which was located right next door.


When they arrived, program director Jay Watson was already on the air, having interrupted the station’s regular programming to cover the shooting. He was interviewing eyewitnesses from the scene and trying to report the news as it came in. It wasn’t long before the producers nabbed Abe and put him on the air while Erwin stood off to the side, holding the camera inside its leather case. In retrospect, it’s another strange twist in a story of coincidences that the man who caught the moment on film was himself caught on film almost immediately afterward, preserving his first, fresh impressions of the event that changed his life.


In the grainy black-and-white image, Abe is neatly dressed in a dark suit, with a white shirt, a small dark bow tie, and just the hint of a white pocket square. He is wearing glasses, the classic 1960s browline style framed in dark plastic along the top and rimless on the bottom. He is obviously agitated and upset, moving around uncomfortably in his chair and repeatedly clearing his throat as he speaks. Meanwhile, Watson is smoking and looks slightly bored, holding an on-set phone to his ear and distractedly adjusting the microphone as Abe describes finding a place to shoot the pictures and what happened until the motorcade came into view. “As the president was coming down… I heard a shot, and he slumped to the side like this,” he said, slumping over. Still no reaction from Watson, who has the phone to his ear, looking off camera. “Then I heard another shot or two, I couldn’t say whether it was one or two, and I saw his head practically open up”—Watson suddenly swivels around, leaning in and locking on as Abe raises his hand to his head, gesturing to show the explosion of the president’s skull—“all blood and everything, and I just kept on shooting.” Watson is staring at him now, completely motionless. “That’s about all,” he says, deflated, and then there is a momentary pause, just the slightest shake of the head and exhale of breath as he struggles for composure. He looks down, shaking his head again, and I can almost see the adrenaline coursing through him, his disbelief and revulsion. Still shaking his head, he pushes himself to speak. “I’m just sick, I can’t… terrible, terrible.”


It is one of the very few interviews that exist of my grandfather. I remember the first time I saw it. I was watching TV and I happened to pass by it as I was changing channels. I never knew the interview existed, and I remember the moment of shock and confusion as I realized I was seeing my own grandfather on TV, and I tried to absorb the fact, searching for a trace of familiarity that would connect me to him. I noticed his slight accent—not a pronounced Russian one but a kind of thickness or weight in his voice and a clipped way of speaking—as well as his breathlessness and agitation.


The full interview is longer than the bit I first saw. There’s a second part where Abe speaks very little, referring first to the “sickening scene” and trying to make sense of his position relative to the shooting. I can see the wheels turning in his head. Then Watson interrupts him to start talking about himself and carry on with the business of broadcasting. There is a minute or two when Abe is not “on”; he is just sitting at the desk next to Jay Watson, biting his lips, shifting around, twitching his shoulder slightly. The first part of the interview has been dissected and examined ad infinitum for clues about what Abe Zapruder, the quintessential eyewitness, recalled seeing. But I am mining the second part, too. I’m looking for gestures, facial expressions, his voice and accent, the emotions and thoughts going on inside his head and heart. I’m looking for my father, my brothers and cousins, looking for the bloodline that links us to this missing member of our family.


I remember excitedly calling my father to tell him that Papa Abe was on TV and asking him if he knew about this interview. I wish I could remember the entire exchange, but I only recall realizing that this information was not a revelation to my father. I might have been momentarily surprised that he didn’t seem particularly impressed, but thinking of it now, I understand that this little clip would never have the importance for him that it did for me. After all, he had a lifetime of experiences with his father to recall. I had only snippets and fragments. More than that, for me there was no clean way to untangle the memories that came from our family from those that came from his public identity. This was one of those times—like digging around in The Death of a President when I was eleven—when it occurred to me that there was an access route to my grandfather through the Zapruder film and the assassination. I understood, if vaguely, that his experience held not only information about the assassination but also clues about Abe Zapruder, clues that no one else would notice or look for but that were substance for the mental picture I wanted to create of him.


My periodic ache for my grandfather is hard to explain. I don’t know if it’s because of the film—because I felt somehow that he was public property and it didn’t seem fair, in that most basic and elemental childhood way, to have to share him with strangers. Or if it was because my three living grandparents were such a big part of my life and his absence made the picture feel especially incomplete. Or because his death so clearly pained my father, which in turn pained me enough that I wanted to try to undo it. Or maybe it wasn’t about him at all, but the way I first grappled with the finality of death, railed against it as all children must, and wanted to cheat it by cobbling together a picture that would bring him back to life.


While Abe shifted under the hot studio lights and breathed in Jay Watson’s secondhand smoke, business was being conducted offscreen. McCormick and Sorrels were consulting with Bert Shipp, the assistant news director at WFAA-TV, about what could be done with the film. They told him they might have something showing the assassination of the president taken by “some clothing manufacturer over here.” When Shipp asked them what kind of film it was, they told him, “Just film.” But it wasn’t just film. It was double 8mm color film, which was complicated and laborious to process. WFAA could process black-and-white film, and they could process 16mm, but this was way out of their league. Bert told them in no uncertain terms, “Let me tell you something. If you think you have in here what I think you have, don’t you be running around to any Bert Shipps or anybody else trying to get them to develop this film. You call Kodak. You get them to open that lab. Don’t you let anybody but an expert process this 8mm film.”


Sorrels was convinced. Shipp called the Eastman Kodak lab near Love Field to see if they might be able to process the film that afternoon, but he couldn’t get anyone on the line. As was the case everywhere, the staff at Kodak were in a state of shock over the president’s murder. Phil Chamberlain, who was the production supervisor at Kodak, recalled: “When the news came that the president indeed had died, I cried, and had the receptionist announce it over the PA system. And then we planned to shut down the operations the rest of the afternoon. So we shut down the processing machines and people just… people just stood around in little groups crying and talking and commiserating.” When Shipp couldn’t get through via the regular channels, he called the emergency number instead and reached Jack Harrison, the staff supervisor on duty that day. Shipp put Agent Sorrels on the phone, who conveyed the urgency of the situation, saying, “We want to have you to process our film. We want you to shut your machines down and process the film we have here. How long will it take you to do it?” When he learned it would be about an hour and fifteen minutes, he told Harrison that they would be right over. “There’ll be a lot of us so just leave it open for us, and no other film to be run.”


The group piled into a police car to ride the five miles to the Eastman Kodak processing lab at 3131 Manor Way. It was just blocks from Love Field. At around the same time, Lyndon Johnson was sworn in as the thirty-sixth president of the United States. At the very moment the police car approached the Kodak plant, Air Force One could be seen taking off from Love Field, ascending steeply into the blue for the terrible trip home to Washington with the casketed body of President Kennedy and his widow on board.
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EXPOSURE


The Eastman Kodak lab was located in an unadorned salmon-brick building with a double-height tinted-glass entryway. The group hustled up the steps into the nondescript lobby, where they were met by production supervisor Phil Chamberlain and Richard “Dick” Blair of the Customer Service Department. Harrison recalled later, “You could hear them like a bunch of cattle coming. All these people coming up there, talking among themselves… well-dressed men and a couple of policemen and just two or three ‘civilians.’ And one of them was Zapruder.”


They wasted no time getting to work. Blair went with Abe into the darkroom, where they ran the unexposed portion of the film through to the end of the reel and took out the spool. The film was handed off to Kathryn Kirby, who was in the Special Handling Department. She stamped it with a processing identification code that would forever identify the film as the in-camera original. The perforated number, located on the edge print of the film, is 0183. The original was then given to Bobby Davis at machine #2 for processing. The machine had been cleared and certified by John Kenny Anderson, the production foreman, shortly after the call came in from Forrest Sorrels to make a machine ready. Bobby Davis had loaded the machine with new leader, a strong tape that is affixed to the unexposed film and literally “leads” it through the processing. According to Blair, Forrest Sorrels remained in the darkroom while processing took place, and Abe watched through a small window. He periodically called home to check in, and apparently spoke with an attorney who advised him about having affidavits made to certify the safe handling and processing of the film and the duplicates. Meanwhile, Harry McCormick of the Dallas Morning News never let up trying to get the film. “I spent over four hours with this man, trying to get prints for the paper. We made large cash offers, which he refused… When I could not get them for the paper, I tried to get them for myself, thinking I could then get something for the paper. I told him he did not know the markets and how to handle this and that if he would turn it over to me, I would give him all but twenty-five percent. I later went down to ten percent but still had no luck.”


Meanwhile, the hunt for the president’s killer was closing in on Lee Harvey Oswald. Just forty-five minutes after the assassination, thirty-nine-year-old Dallas police officer J. D. Tippit, a World War II veteran and member of the force for eleven years, spotted a man who fit the physical description of the suspect in the Oak Cliff section of Dallas. Tippit stopped to question him through the window of his police cruiser, and when he got out of his car to approach him, Oswald shot him three times at point-blank range before delivering a fatal gunshot to the head. Oswald fled to a nearby movie theater, where he was arrested and brought into custody. Forrest Sorrels got the call while he was at Kodak. He urgently needed to return to the Dallas Police Department, where Oswald was being questioned, but before he did, Erwin recalled that he said to Abe, “If [the pictures] come out all right, get me a copy. Would you do that for me?” “Sure,” Abe replied.


Here I have to take a break for a brief technical explanation about the Bell and Howell movie camera and the development and duplication of double 8mm film. It’s the kind of section that I, as a reader, would normally skip. But it turns out that this matters a lot to the story later.


Abe bought his Bell and Howell 414 PD Director Series camera the year before, in 1962, from Peacock Jewelry on Elm Street in downtown Dallas. The camera had gotten excellent reviews in Modern Photography, where it was described as “undoubtedly one of the finest 8mm motion picture cameras we have ever seen. The Zoomatic is an 8mm camera that has been beautifully thought out and designed along clean, functional lines.” That sounds like the kind of review that would have gotten Abe’s attention. Not only that, but it came with a sleek, elegant carrying case of hard black leather with a shiny silver buckle and trim. Everything about the design of the camera and the case suited him and his sense of style.


Now for the particulars: The body of the camera is black with silver fittings and buttons. It has a flush-mounted crank on the right side of the camera’s body that the filmmaker pops out by pushing a button. You have to be careful doing this because the crank snaps out hard, and if it hits your hand, it will smart. I know this because I’ve done it. It takes thirty-five revolutions of the crank to fully wind the camera for filming. It seems obvious enough to go without saying, but there are no batteries or other power sources. The power comes only from the mechanism inside the camera that the operator winds to make it ready to film. When set at “full wind” (shown in a small “reserve power indicator” window), the camera runs uninterrupted for seventy-three seconds, exposing about fifteen feet of film.


The camera has both a wide-angle and a zoom or telephoto setting, which can be set using a button on top of the camera or manually by adjusting a metal zoom lever on the lens. Most importantly, on the right side of the camera, there is another small window with the buttons to run the camera: ANIMATION, STOP, RUN, and SLOW MOTION. The button rests at the STOP position. ANIMATION is a single-stop setting, essentially to take still photos, which is accomplished by pushing the button up and then releasing it each time the filmmaker wants to capture an image. To film at normal speed, the filmmaker presses the button down to the RUN setting. And for slow motion, he pushes down to the very bottom setting. At normal speed, the camera should run at sixteen frames per second, though later tests, which were of critical importance to establishing the time clock of the assassination, showed that Abe’s camera was actually running at 18.3 frames per second.


The 414 PD camera takes double 8mm film, which, confusingly, is sometimes just referred to as “8mm” (the forerunner to Super 8). Double 8mm film actually starts out as 16mm-wide unexposed film stock with perforations (or sprocket holes) on both edges of the film. When the filmmaker wants to make a movie, he opens the door on the left side of the camera, loads the unexposed film reel (in low light) onto the spool, and then closes the door and runs off a few feet of film to get to the start position. He has about twenty-five feet available for shooting, with a few feet of leader. He winds the mechanism (remember that “full wind” allows the camera to run about fifteen feet uninterrupted) and begins filming. When he is finished, he will have a strip of 8mm-wide images running along the left half of the 16mm reel of film. This is side A. To continue filming, he needs to take out the reel, flip it over to the other side, and reload it before rewinding the mechanism. Then he can shoot side B, whose images will occupy the right half of the film strip. So, when it comes out of the developing machine, still in its 16mm-wide form, the images on side A are on the left, running in one direction on half of the exposed film, and the images on side B are on the right, running in the opposite direction. At this point, there are perforated holes on each edge of the film strip. Then, in the normal course of processing, technicians slit the film strip down the middle, making two 8mm strands of film, which are then spliced together so that it can be watched as one continuous reel with all the images going in the same direction on the right, and the perforated holes along the left.
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