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  The book is dedicated to the Briarcliffe Athletic Association, and to all of the coaches, especially John Crossan, who made my childhood summers so magical and so meaningful.
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  PREFACE




  In October 1997, John F. Kennedy Jr. traveled to Havana to interview Cuban leader Fidel Castro for a feature in his new magazine, George. John often interviewed important historical figures for the magazine, but this interview was unlike any other. Castro sat down at a table and, with only an interpreter in the room, launched into a four-hour monologue about everything from the U.S. embargo, to civil rights, to world revolution. John never had a chance to utter a word. He listened; Castro lectured. John tuned Castro out in the first few minutes.1




  The most revealing part of the meeting took place after the formal session had ended. As the two men exchanged farewells, Castro finally dropped his guard and tried to engage John in an informal, albeit, awkward, conversation. “How tall was your father?” Castro asked. “Was he as tall as you?” John, who was just a few days short of his third birthday when his father was assassinated, often confused his own memories of his father with the thousands of photos he had seen growing up. “I don’t know,” he responded. Knowing that Castro was his father’s contemporary, John retorted: “You tell me.”




  As John was speaking, Castro moved closer, placed his hand on John’s shoulder and leaned in as if he were about to share a secret. “You know,” he said without prompting, “I could not have allowed Oswald into my country.” Almost begging for John to acknowledge what he had just heard, Castro said: “You know that, don’t you?” John did not say how he responded, but he thanked Castro for his time, shook his hand, and quickly made his way back to the United States.




  Afterward, John interpreted Castro’s comment as an awkward way of reassuring him that the Cubans had not been involved in his father’s assassination. Not only was Oswald not a Cuban agent, he was not even welcome to enter the country. John, who rarely spoke about his father’s death, seemed, on the surface at least, willing to accept Castro at his word. (In the fifteen-plus years that I knew him, John made only one passing mention of the conspiracy theories surrounding his father’s death. “Bobby knew everything,” he cryptically stated, suggesting that his uncle knew things that no one else did.*)




  But Castro’s comments are revealing on another level. American intelligence knew that a few weeks before the assassination Oswald had traveled to Mexico City where he bounced back and forth between the Cuban and Soviet embassies begging for an entrance visa. Both governments gave him the runaround and refused his request. It had long been speculated that while at the Cuban embassy Oswald threatened to kill President Kennedy. What has never been clear was whether the Cubans took those threats seriously. Castro’s confession to John seems to confirm that the threat made its way all the way up the chain of command to Castro himself, and that the Cuban leader personally made the decision to deny a visa to the future assassin. Recent revelations lend further support to those claims.




  Why are these revelations important? The new information about a possible, though tenuous, connection between Cuban intelligence and Oswald may help us understand his motives. They do not, as many conspiracy theorists have tried to assert, prove that Castro and the Cuban intelligence community masterminded the Kennedy assassination. Quite the contrary — Castro was too shrewd, and too masterful at the art of selfpreservation, to conspire to assassinate the President of the United States. The retribution for such actions would have been devastating to him and to the revolution he so cherished. As Castro told John, he considered Oswald too much of a risk, but in recent years credible evidence has emerged that freelancing Cuban intelligence officials may have fanned Oswald’s assassination fantasies.




  Five decades after the assassination many Americans are still skeptical of the Warren Commission conclusion. Polls show that a majority of Americans, swayed by a vast army of conspiracy books and propaganda, refuse to believe that Oswald acted alone.




  The skepticism is understandable. Are we to believe that ideology played no role in the plans of a former Marxist marine, who had once lived in the Soviet Union, to kill the president of the United States? That a man who could not hold a job, or even drive a car, could mastermind a daring midday assassination? And to top it off, are we to accept that Oswald’s murder two days later at the hands of a local nightclub owner was a spontaneous act of outrage?
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  Presidential motorcade, Dallas, Photograph, Record Group 272; Released Per P.L.-102-526 (JFK ACT); National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD.




  While this scenario seems implausible, it is far more convincing than any of the alternative explanations of the events in Dallas. It is the only theory that makes sense of most of the “known” facts, although when it comes to the Kennedy assassination it is difficult to find many facts upon which everyone agrees. I believe that the physical evidence proves that Oswald fired all of the shots at the presidential limousine on that fateful Friday afternoon. The question that lingers, and perhaps will never be answered with any certainty, is: Why?




  Oswald took most of his secrets with him to his grave, but his actions in the final 48 hours of his life leave room for reasonable speculation about his motives. The final 48 hours of Oswald’s life — beginning with assassination of President Kennedy at 12:30 p.m. on Friday afternoon and ending with Oswald’s death at Parkland Hospital on Sunday afternoon — reveal a complicated figure. The pages that follow will try to peel back some of the layers of Oswald’s personality and speculate about his motives and strategy. Was he a deranged loner searching for attention, or a misguided ideologue trying to make a statement? Or, as many have suggested, was he simply a pawn in a much larger plot to kill the president?




  * Robert F. Kennedy Jr. seemed to confirm those suspicions in a 2013 interview when he claimed that his father believed the Warren report was a “shoddy piece of craftsmanship.” Robert F. Kennedy’s oldest son said that his father “publicly supported the Warren Commission report but privately he was dismissive of it.” His father suspected that the mob was behind the assassination and that more than one shooter was involved.
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  CHAPTER 1:




  “Want to See a Secret Service Agent?”




  On a typical morning, twenty-four-year-old Lee Harvey Oswald was up before the 6:30 a.m. alarm. He would reach over and hit the “off” switch so that the sound would not wake his two children, June and one-month-old Rachel, or disturb his Russian-born wife, Marina.




  Friday morning, November 22, 1963, however, was different. Marina noticed that her husband had not slept well, and even after the alarm went off, he laid in bed for another ten minutes. Marina eventually turned to him and said, “Time to get up, Alka,” using her Russian nickname for him. “Okay,” he responded.1




  Lee climbed out of bed, stretched his wiry 5'9" frame, washed, got dressed, and then returned to the bedroom. “Have you bought those shoes you are going to get?”




  “No. I haven’t had time.”




  “You must get those shoes, Mama. And, Mama, don’t get up. I’ll get breakfast myself.”




  Lee kissed the children, who were sleeping, but he did not kiss his wife goodbye. He turned and walked toward the bedroom door and then came back. “I’ve left some money on the bureau,” he said in fluent Russian. “Take it and buy everything you and Junie and Rachel need.”




  Marina found his behavior unusual. Why would he tell her not to get up to make breakfast? She never made him breakfast. And why would he leave money for her and the children? He had never been so generous before. When she got up later that morning she found $170, likely all the money that he had saved, on top of the bureau.2
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  Lee Harvey Oswald, personal photo, Photograph No. 35, Record Group FBI Files; Released Per P.L.-102-526 (JFK ACT); National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD.




  Lee went to the kitchen and drank a cup of instant coffee. Before leaving he went into the garage and retrieved a package wrapped in brown paper and then walked the few blocks to where his coworker Buell Wesley Frazier lived with his sister. Since October, Lee had been living in a boarding house in Dallas while Marina and the children stayed with a friend in Irving. Lee usually hitched a ride from Frazier on weekends, but he surprised Marina by showing up on a weekday.




  At 7:15 a.m. Frazier’s sister, Linnie Mae Randle, peeked out her kitchen window and saw Lee approaching her house carrying a long brown package. She watched as he walked up to her brother’s car, opened the right rear door, and carefully placed the package on the backseat. A few second later, Buell came out of the house and walked toward his 1959 Chevy fourdoor. He noticed that Lee was not carrying his lunch, which was usually contained in a brown paper bag. Spying the package on the back seat, he asked: “What’s the package, Lee?”




  “Curtainrods,” Oswald responded.3




  The two men rode in silence for the twenty-minute drive into downtown Dallas. A few minutes before 8:00 a.m., Frazier pulled up to the parking lot two blocks from the depository building where they worked. Oswald took the package from the backseat and walked toward the building.4
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  Texas School Book Depository, Dallas, Photograph Warren Commission Exhibit 477, Records Group Warren Commission Exhibits; Released Per P.L.-102-526 (JFK ACT); National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD.




  Oswald’s job was to pick up orders for schoolbooks on the first floor, take the elevator to the fifth floor, locate the books, and bring them back down for packing and delivery. He tended to be a loner, rarely socializing with the other workers. On this morning he began his day by picking up the order form for three books: Parliamentary Procedures, ten copies of Basic Reading Skills for High Schools, Revised, and Basic Reading Skills for Junior High Schools. He placed the orders on his clipboard, climbed onto the elevator, and started up to the fifth floor.




  There was an air of excitement in the building that day as most of the workers anticipated seeing President John F. Kennedy.
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  The president was on the second day of a two-day swing through a state that promised to be a major battleground in the 1964 presidential election. In 1960 Kennedy had carried the state by only 46,233 votes, even with native-son Lyndon Johnson on the ticket. Jackie Kennedy, the glamorous first lady, accompanied her husband on the trip — her first campaign appearance since the 1960 election.




  Kennedy started his day at 8:45 a.m. standing in a misty rain in a Fort Worth parking lot. From there he moved inside for the main event — a breakfast meeting at the Hotel Texas for twenty-five hundred guests sponsored by the Chamber of Commerce. “Two years ago, I introduced myself in Paris by saying that I was the man who had accompanied Mrs. Kennedy to Paris. I am getting somewhat that same sensation as I travel around Texas,” he said. “Nobody wonders what Lyndon and I wear.”




  At 10:35 a.m., the presidential party left their hotel for the short trip to Carswell Air Force base and the eight-minute flight to Dallas’s Love Field airport. The president’s political advisors decided to fly the thirty miles to Dallas so they could arrive in time for a midday motorcade through downtown to attract the largest possible crowds.
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  President John F. Kennedy and First Lady Jacqueline Kennedy arriving in Dallas, Photograph, Cecil Stoughton, White House, John F. Kennedy Presidential Library and Museum, Boston.




  When the president and first lady stepped off the plane in Dallas “a great roar went up from thousands of throats.” Presidential aide Dave Powers said they “looked like Mr. And Mrs. America.” Jackie was wearing a pink wool suit with a matching pillbox hat. “Someone in the reception line added the final touch by presenting her with a bouquet of dark red roses,” LBJ noted. “It all began so beautifully,” recalled Lady Bird Johnson.5




  At 11:55 a.m., President John F. Kennedy climbed into his car for the nine-and-a-half mile motorcade through Dallas en route to the Trade Mart, where he was scheduled to speak at a luncheon for local businessmen. To guarantee maximum exposure, Kennedy aides chose a circuitous route through the most populated parts of the city.




  The motorcade, consisting of twenty-two cars, three buses, and over a dozen Dallas police motorcycles, extended more than a half mile. Dallas police chief Jesse Curry and two Secret Service agents were in the lead car. Five car lengths back was the presidential limousine, a specially designed twenty-one-foot long, midnight blue, seven-passenger Lincoln convertible, which carried the secret service designation SS 100X. Agent Bill Greer was behind the wheel and Roy Kellerman sat to his right. Texas governor John Connally and his wife, Nellie, occupied the jump seats. President Kennedy sat directly behind the governor with Jackie to his left.




  The president’s advisors were feeling good about the motorcade. As they reached the downtown area, Kenneth O’Donnell marveled at the roaring crowds standing eight and ten deep, and hanging out the windows above. “There’s certainly nothing wrong with this crowd,” he said to Powers. Riding in the sixth car in the motorcade, Liz Carpenter, a Johnson press aide, turned to Jack Valenti, a local advertising executive who had helped organize the trip. “They do love this president, don’t they?”6




  [image: image]




  Around noon, most of the employees at the book depository took their lunch break and went outside to get a glimpse of the president as the motorcade was to pass directly in front of their building. Oswald, however, remained inside, on the sixth floor. He started rearranging beige book cartons along the wall, using some of the larger book boxes to construct a four-and-a-half-foot wall. If anyone decided to enter the sixth floor, the wall would block their view of where Oswald was sitting. Inside the wall he placed smaller cartons that could be used to sit on. From the vantage point of the corner window, Oswald could see out across Dealey Plaza. He would be able to see the motorcade approaching along Houston Street, observe as it made a sharp left turn beneath him, and then continue to view it as it moved down the slope to the triple underpass.




  After methodically moving boxes to prevent any other employees from seeing him, Oswald assembled a Mannlicher-Carcano Italian military rifle with a four-power scope that fired a 6.5 millimeter jacketed shell. Oswald had purchased the twenty-three-year-old rifle the previous March by mail order from Chicago. He then sat on a small book box in his sniper’s perch waiting for his prey. Occasionally he would stand with his rifle slung under his right arm, trying to get a look at the approaching motorcade. At 12:28 p.m. he would have seen the blinking red lights of the advancing motorcade and heard the sounds of police sirens.
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  Texas School Book Depository interior, Photograph 91-001/393, 1963, Dallas Municipal Archives, City of Dallas.




  At the top of Dealey Plaza, Howard L. Brennan, a forty-five-year-old steam fitter, stood facing the school book depository. Glancing up, he saw the beaming faces of men on the fifth floor. Above them he saw a young man holding a rifle. From what he could see he was in his early thirties, slender, probably 165 or 170 pounds, wearing light-colored clothes. It seemed odd to him, but he decided to mind his own business and keep his eyes trained on the presidential motorcade.




  Standing a few feet away, another man looked up, saw the same sight, and then turned to his wife. “Want to see a Secret Service agent?” he asked, as he pointed to the young man holding a rife in the sixthfloor window. Ruby Henderson and Carolyn Walther looked at the same window and saw two men — one standing in the shadows, the other holding a rifle. Another bystander looked up and saw the man crouching in the window with his rifle pointed to the street below, but before having a chance to react he was distracted by the sound of the motorcade approaching the Plaza.7




  At 12:30 p.m., as the presidential motorcade finished its turn onto Elm Street, Mrs. Connally flashed a smile and said: “Mr. Kennedy, you can’t say the Dallas doesn’t love you.” The Secret Service called ahead to the Trade Mart telling them they would be there in five minutes.




  Oswald peered through the scope and zoomed in on the back of President Kennedy’s head.




  [image: image]




  What brought Oswald to that sixth-floor window? The Warren Commission, while convinced Oswald was the lone shooter, remained agnostic about his motivation. “Many factors were undoubtedly involved in Oswald’s motivation for the assassination, and the commission does not believe that it can ascribe to him any one motive or group of motives,” it concluded.




  Although it failed to ascribe a motive for the shooting, the Commission described a lonely, disaffected, sociopath who was in desperate need of attention. It spent a great deal of effort showing how the events in his childhood — growing up without a father, making few friends, and dealing with an overbearing mother — molded him into an angry, embittered misfit. A few of the people who met Oswald in the last two days of his life subscribed to this psychological interpretation of his actions. Detective James Leavelle, who observed Oswald’s interrogations in the hours and days after the shooting, told the Sixth Floor Museum in 2002 that Oswald “was the type of individual that wanted to be somebody. He didn’t shoot John F. Kennedy. He shot the president of the United States because that would get him notoriety and recognition.”8




  There is certainly a great deal of evidence to support Oswald’s profile as a deranged sociopath. Born in New Orleans on October 18, 1939, he led a nomadic life as his self-absorbed mother, Marguerite, shuffled him between temporary homes and schools. Lee’s biological father, Robert E. Lee Oswald, named after the famous Confederate general, died of a sudden heart attack two months before Lee was born. By that time, Marguerite was already thirty-two years old with two sons — John Pic, eight, from an earlier marriage, and Robert, who was five.




  Moving often, unable to make friends, Lee became a loner, though one known for bouts of rage and violence. At thirteen, he underwent a psychological evaluation. Asked whether he preferred the company of boys or girls, Oswald told the psychiatrist, “I dislike everybody.” Three years later, he dropped out of high school and joined the Marine Corps. Instead of providing him with discipline and direction, the Corps only exacerbated his psychological problems. During basic training in San Diego, he qualified as a sharpshooter. In October 1957, while assigned to an air base in Japan, he was court-marshaled for accidently shooting himself in the arm. A few months later, he was court-marshaled again for challenging a sergeant to fight. He served eighteen days in military prison.




  The experience with military discipline left him even more bitter and withdrawn. Ironically, he found solace in communism. Although Oswald’s fascination with Marxism dated back to high school, it intensified while in the Marine Corps. He started studying the Russian language, played Russian music, and addressed his fellow Marines as “comrades.” His behavior earned him the nickname: “Oswaldskovich.”




  In mid-August 1959, Oswald requested a discharge, claiming he needed to take care of his ailing mother. In reality he planned to defect to the Soviet Union. On his twentieth birthday he traveled to Moscow and announced his desire to become a Soviet citizen. When the Soviets rejected his request, Oswald slashed his wrists in a suicide attempt. The Soviets had little use for Oswald, but fearful that he might kill himself and create an international incident, they gave him permission to remain temporarily until a final decision could be made.




  The Soviets sent him to work at a radio and television factory in Minsk, where he met Marina Prusakova, an attractive nineteen-year-old pharmacology student. They married in April 1961 and had their first child, June, the following February. Oswald assumed that as a former marine he would have been given special treatment. Rebuffed, he became disillusioned with the drudgery of Soviet life. In May 1962 he informed the U.S. Embassy that he was ready to come back home.
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  Marina Oswald, early 1960s, Photograph No. 451, Record Group FBI Files; Released Per P.L.-102-526 (JFK ACT); NationalArchives at College Park, College Park, MD.




  In June 1962, using a loan from the State Department, Oswald moved his family back to the United States. After arriving in Fort Worth, however, he became more withdrawn, irritable, and abusive. Marina complained to a neighbor that her husband was unable to support her and their child, and that he was sexually inadequate. At home Oswald acted like a tyrant, forbidding his wife from smoking, drinking, or wearing cosmetics. He refused to allow her to learn English, making her even more dependent on him.




  Not only was Oswald becoming less emotionally stable and more ideologically rigid, he also revealed an extreme capacity for violence. Oswald had always been quick to anger. As a teenager, he had pulled a knife on his half brother’s wife and even punched his mother in the face. His penchant for violence and his stridently ideological views seem to have come together in April 1963, when he attempted to assassinate right-wing retired general Edwin Walker. Using the same mail-order rifle that he carried into the book depository on November 22, Oswald fired at Walker from a distance of about one hundred feet as the general sat in his study. The bullet deflected off the window-frame, leaving Walker with a few bullet fragments in his forearm. Oswald fled the scene without being caught.




  When he returned home late that evening he confessed to his wife that he had tried to kill the general, but cut her off before she could elicit an explanation. “Don’t ask any questions,” he instructed her. Marina, fearful that her husband would make another attempt, persuaded him to move to New Orleans.




  In the final weeks of his life Oswald was preoccupied by Fidel Castro and by his desire to find a way to Cuba. “I only know that his basic desire was to get to Cuba by any means and all the rest of it was window dressing for that purpose,” Marina said. He considered Castro a hero, and even considered naming his second child “Fidel.” While in New Orleans, he opened a chapter of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, which contained only one member: Oswald. He did manage to gain some local press attention when he got into a fight with anti-Castro Cubans. He also apparently made an effort to infiltrate anti-Castro groups, most likely in an effort to collect intelligence on their activities.9




  On September 27, Oswald traveled to Mexico City where he shuttled back and forth between the Cuban Consulate and the Soviet embassy. Oswald had once again grown disillusioned with life in America and planned to return to the Soviet Union (or perhaps stay in Cuba). While there are many conflicting reports about what took place — as there are with every aspect of Oswald’s life — there seems to be some agreement on the basic narrative.10




  Oswald’s first stop was the Soviet Embassy, where CIA bugs captured him asking for entrance visas for him and his family. While at the embassy, Oswald claimed to have valuable information, and requested being placed somewhere on the Black Sea where the climate was warm. It is unclear what “hot” information Oswald had to trade, if any at all.11




  The Soviets took some information from Oswald and then sent him to the Cuban Consulate, claiming he needed a transit visa that would allow him to fly from Mexico City to Cuba before going to the Soviet Union. But when he went to the Cuban embassy he was told the Soviets had to give him an entrance visa before they could give him a transit visa. He was getting the bureaucratic runaround. Oswald went back to the Soviet embassy and also made one final appeal to the Cubans. He carried a packet of materials to prove his loyalty to Fidel Castro and the Cuban revolution, including a card showing that he was a member of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. Nothing worked.
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  Fair Play for Cuba membership card, Photograph 91-001/134, 1963, Dallas Municipal Archives, City of Dallas.




  Angry and frustrated that the Soviets had rejected his request, Lee returned to Dallas on October 4 and eventually took a room at a boarding house in Oak Cliff, a residential part of Dallas. By now, Marina was staying with a friend, Ruth Paine, and she had come to appreciate some of the comforts of living in her modest home in Irving, Texas. In early 1963 Oswald and Marina had met Ruth at a small party for a group of Russian émigrés. A young Quaker woman, Ruth was eager to learn the Russian language. She presented Marina with an attractive offer: Marina could live with her for free in return for providing Russian language sessions. Since Marina was pregnant with her second child, she welcomed the offer.




  Ruth not only provided a room for Marina, she helped Lee find a job. She learned from her neighbor, Buell Wesley Frazier, about an opening at the book depository building. Lee applied and got the job. Beginning work on October 15, Lee filled book orders for $1.25 per hour. Four days later, Marina gave birth to their second daughter, Rachel. For the next few weeks, Oswald lived in his small boarding room from Monday through Friday, and then would hitch a ride to Irving with Frazier so he could spend the weekends with his family.




  On November 19 the Times Herald published a detailed plan of the president’s motorcade route, indicating that it would pass directly beneath the school book depository. Assuming that Oswald saw the paper that day, the earliest he could have started thinking about shooting the president was Tuesday.




  On Thursday night, November 21, the evening before the assassination, Oswald made an unexpected trip to see Marina. That evening he begged her to return to him. He offered to rent a big new apartment and to fill it with some of the amenities she had become so accustomed to at the Paine house, namely a washer and dryer. Three times he asked; three times she refused. She was upset because she had learned that week that he was living under the false name of O.H. Lee. The lying and deception had to stop. “No,” she said to herself, “if I don’t teach him this lesson right now, this lying will continue. O.H. Lee will continue.”12




  By November 1963, Oswald found himself alone, living in a tiny room in an Oak Cliff boarding house, working a menial job as a stock boy. His world was collapsing around him. He had been disillusioned by the marines, by life in the Soviet Union, and now by his new life back in the United States. Cuban officials had denied his request to enter their country. His marriage was in trouble. Oswald was a trapped man. He needed to make some dramatic statement to shake things up.




  Marina always wondered: If she had said yes, and accepted her husband’s offer, would President Kennedy have left Dallas alive?
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