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				Interviews with the contributors who appear in this book often lasted an hour or longer. In many cases, what appears in the Where Were You? television special distills those sessions to just a few minutes. What follows in this book are selections from those interviews that have been edited to conform to prevailing standards of accuracy, grammar, style, and usage.

		

	
		
			

			FOREWORD

			 

			November 22, 1963—a day that began with John Fitzgerald Kennedy making a short flight from Fort Worth to Dallas for a motorcade designed to take the young president through the streets and into the hearts of Texas voters. It was a momentous event for Lone Star State politics, but for most Americans it was just another late autumn day. 

			The wife of a doomed policeman was fetching a sick child from school. A young shoe store manager had no idea what lay in wait for him later that day. A future president was tending to his peanut farm. One of his successors had just finished a high school class. A future vice president was standing on the steps of his college library. A big-city preacher was meeting with folks in a country church. A Georgetown student was looking forward to playing the piano for the president when he returned to Washington, DC, that evening. A future movie star was attending his second-grade art class.

			An ordinary day—until suddenly first radio and then television broadcast a staccato message from Merriman Smith, the legendary UPI wire service correspondent covering the president’s trip:

			 

			THREE SHOTS WERE FIRED AT PRESIDENT 

			KENNEDY’S MOTORCADE IN DOWNTOWN DALLAS . . .

			 

			FLASH

			FLASH

			 

			KENNEDY SERIOUSLY WOUNDED

			PERHAPS SERIOUSLY

			PERHAPS FATALLY BY ASSASSINS BULLET.

			 

			The three years that Jacqueline Kennedy later called Camelot came to a terrible, shocking end that sent the country into a spiral of grief and bewilderment, a national mourning at once majestic and haunting in its reminder of our crushing loss.
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			I was in an Omaha newsroom, having finished my chores as morning news editor for an NBC affiliate. I was twenty-three, married just a year, and hoping one day to become a Washington reporter. Kennedy was my kind of president: young, stylish, witty, with a glamorous wife and celebrity friends who included both astronauts and movie stars. Like many of my generation, I saw him as a welcome change from the grandfatherly figures of Eisenhower and Truman. He sailed and played touch football, shunned fedoras and double-breasted suits. 

			When I read those first alarming bulletins, running to get them on the air, I was roiled by conflicting emotions: My God, who would do this? Shooting a president? In America? As I raced out to the nearby headquarters of the Strategic Air Command, a Cold War nerve center, to check its status, extra heavy security turned me away at the gate. I remember thinking, What now? This is going to be a different country. The innocence of my ’50s, Midwest upbringing shattered.

			
				As I raced out to the nearby headquarters of the Strategic Air Command, a Cold War nerve center, to check its status, extra heavy security turned me away at the gate.

			

			The Midwestern governors were meeting in Omaha, and I interviewed the best known of them, George Romney of Michigan, a man with his own presidential aspirations, but that day he was another grieving citizen. I later described to his son Mitt how his father comforted my cameraman. In Nebraska, a conservative state, there were other issues to deal with, notably: Would the University of Nebraska play its biggest rival, the University of Oklahoma, in Lincoln the following day? The game went on, as did others across the country, and as a reporter in the stadium, I remember that the cheering Nebraska fans offered a raucous contrast to the solemnity everywhere else.
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			We were suddenly a different people, and, as you will read in the following pages, for those who lived through the news from Dallas and the mourning that followed, we were bound first by the common experience of sharing our grief and the rituals of transferring power as it all played out on network television. Half a century later, future presidents, astronauts, students, doctors who received the president’s shattered body, journalists, historians, and even Russian spies remember exactly where they were and what they thought when they heard the news. Don’t we all?

			Marie Tippit, wife of the Dallas cop murdered by Lee Harvey Oswald after the president was shot, treasures a painfully poignant letter she received from Jackie Kennedy the following week. John Brewer’s life is still measured by that day when he saw Oswald duck into a movie theater and followed him inside. Buell Frazier’s life became a living hell when word got around that he drove Oswald to work that day, a favor that has shadowed him ever since. Andrew Young, the civil rights leader, breaks down even now remembering how poor country church parishioners wailed in their grief when they heard the news. Mort Sahl, the president’s friend and joke writer, will never believe it was just Oswald. Pentagon Counsel Joe Califano helped Bobby Kennedy select the president’s gravesite and then went to work for the new president, who, Joe says, believed Castro somehow played a part.

			Historians and JFK admirers reveal what we didn’t know about the secret side of his personal life, about his legacy and, always, the what-ifs. What if he had lived? Would he have expanded the Vietnam War? Could he have gotten the Civil Rights Bill through Congress, or did it take his death and his successor, Lyndon Johnson, to accomplish that historic achievement? Did the very manner of his death and its subsequent investigation change us?

			The intersection of those key questions—Where were you? How did it impact your life and America’s psyche? What if?—offers a meeting place for Americans to ponder half a century after those shots were fired into a presidential limousine on a Dallas street. They form a fixed part of history and myth, a provocative examination of who we were then and what we became after.

			John Fitzgerald Kennedy, wealthy young aristocrat, war hero, and ladies’ man, remains ageless in our memories and in the official and informal photographs from his presidency. He was already preparing to run for a second term and beginning to muse on what he might do after eight years in the White House. We’ll never know, of course, but his life and then his sudden, violent death remain an indelible part of our history.

			We invite you to join the conversation that provoked this project. 

			Where were you?

			 

			—Tom Brokaw
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				PART ONE

				DALLAS
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			Dan Rather

			In November 1963 Dan Rather—now a preeminent TV newsman and winner of numerous Peabody and Emmy awards—was the thirty-two-year-old CBS bureau chief in New Orleans. The network had sent the native Texan to Dallas to coordinate its coverage of JFK’s campaign fundraising swing through the state. As fate had it, Rather found himself at a film drop-off site just steps from the infamous grassy knoll when the shots rang out.

			 

			I was just past the railroad overpass. You have the School Book Depository here, and the street runs under a railroad overpass, and I was just past that overpass. I was there to take a film drop. Remember: It wasn’t videotape at the time. We were shooting—everybody was shooting—in film by and large. It was to be a place where the White House film crew was to throw off some film, and we had these positions all along the motorcade route. It was the last place. The official motorcade through the city was to end when it went under the underpass. Then they were going out to Trade Mart, where the president was going to speak. So I had positioned myself there to take the last throw of film off the photo truck, which was part of the motorcade, and take it back and have it processed and feed it to New York. I didn’t hear a shot. I had no idea that a shot or shots had been fired. I was frankly sort of relaxed because it was a routine day. When I thought I saw the motorcade flash by, I wasn’t even sure. I could hear the crowd, but I said to myself, Was that the president’s limousine? Was that the first lady I saw in that car or not? My first impression—we talk about nanoseconds here—was Maybe not, because the rest of the motorcade didn’t come behind it. But then very quickly after that, when the rest of the motorcade didn’t come, I said, “Well, something must have happened, because the rest of the motorcade isn’t coming through here, and was that the president’s limousine or not? Was that the first lady?”
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			I thought they were going to the Trade Mart. They seemed to me to take another turn. Now I was supposed to be in charge of our coverage—the whole coverage. I wasn’t the lead correspondent. Our White House correspondent, and a great one, the late Bob Pierpoint, was to beat his piece that day. I was there to facilitate the coverage, so I was out of position. I said to myself, Wow, if anything has happened, I’ve got to get back to KRLD, which was our local station that we were using as a feed point; it was only about four blocks away. I’m out of position here, so I took off. There’s a rise—what is now the infamous grassy knoll. As soon as I topped that, a scene of almost unbelievable chaos, even panic: There were men falling on top of their children and wives, people screaming. At that second I said, “Not only has something happened, but something really big has happened.” What was in my head was, I’m way out of position here. I shouldn’t have been over there. So I took off, just hightailed it. Yes, you can make a case that I should have stopped and got my notebook out. I should have stayed there. But my job, remember, was to facilitate our coverage and be the key person in getting the material to New York.

			
				I got back and practically blew the hinges off the door getting into the station.

			

			I ran back to the station. I had no idea that shots had been fired. I had no idea that the president was hurt in any way at that time. All I knew was something had happened, something really big and important, and, well, if not important, certainly the crowd thought there was.

			So I got back and practically blew the hinges off the door getting into the station. This is KRLD, where we were doing our feed point. I just said, “Get the police radios up. Something has happened.” Tumultuous things happened immediately, and Merriman Smith, the late UPI reporter, had the now-famous bulletin from Dallas.

			I knew Parkland Hospital, where they took him, and so I immediately got on the telephone, knowing that if he had been taken there, it wouldn’t be long until all the lines would be busy. I got through to Parkland Hospital, and a switchboard operator—which tells you how long ago this was—put me through first to a doctor, then to a priest. I said, “Has the president been shot?” They said, “Yes, the president’s shot, and the president’s dead.” 

			“The president’s dead”—what a hammer to the heart and the psyche.

			All that was known, and it wasn’t widely known immediately, was that shots had been fired at the president and he had been taken to Parkland Hospital. CBS News had a team operation. We concluded he was dead before the official announcement. On radio we made the announcement that the president was dead. The decision was made by the television part of the CBS News operation, “We’re just going to wait for the official announcement.” The official announcement came shortly after 1:00 p.m.

			The CBS people there, including me, with Eddie Barker’s operation, found the Zapruder film by making a lot of telephone calls. When something happens—never mind something this big—the first thing you look for are pictures. Remember, this is not a time when everybody has a camera, phone or otherwise. Phone cameras didn’t even exist then. Not everybody has a motion picture camera. But what we wanted to do, as every other journalist enterprise wanted to do, was find the pictures. The president’s been shot. The president of the United States is dead in front of thousands of people. There have to be pictures. Motion pictures—what we called in the film days pictures that wiggle, motion-picture pictures—would be preferable, but any kind of photographs. So we started making phone calls. 

			When I say we, probably twelve or fifteen people started asking questions, making phone calls. Within hours, maybe less than that, a policeman told somebody on the KRLD staff, “There was a guy with a movie camera.” 

			“Was he an official? Was he government?” 

			“No, no. I think he was just a citizen.” 

			Keep in mind there weren’t that many movie cameras around. Who might he be? Somebody thought he might recognize him, and we tracked down phone numbers. Finally, almost miraculously, we got Mr. Zapruder on the phone. He confirmed that, yes, he had filmed the whole thing. Of course the film needed to be developed. We helped make the contact with Kodak to process it overnight. In those days, if you had a home movie camera, it’d take three days, maybe a week, to get it processed. But under these circumstances, you got it processed overnight.

			By the next morning, Mr. Zapruder quite wisely had a lawyer. He realized what he had was going to be quite valuable. We had told him, “We’d like to get the film.” He said, “I don’t quite know how that works.” 

			
				A policeman told somebody on the KRLD staff, “There was a guy with a movie camera.”

			

			We wound up in Mr. Zapruder’s lawyer’s office. I thought that CBS News had the only access to Mr. Zapruder, but when I got to the lawyer’s office, which was in downtown Dallas, my heart sank because Dick Stolley—a great reporter at Life magazine at that time and later the creator of People magazine—was there. Stolley, whom I knew, and knew to be a tough reporter, was working for an outfit with deep pockets—I hated to see him there. But the lawyer said, “Here’s the situation: We’re going to show you this film. We’re going to show you it one time. Then, in effect, we’ll put it up for bids.”

			It wasn’t a screening room. They just put it up on the wall. They showed it one time. I’ll never forget being in that room. My head was back, my eyes were wide, my mouth was agape because, as everyone now knows, it was all laid out there.

			The only thing in my mind was: This is news. Even I, dumb as a fencepost about a lot of things, knew this was news. I went out of the room—well, flew out of the room. I said to the lawyer: “I’m going to report this on television, what I’ve seen. I’ll be back. Do I have your promise that nothing will happen before I get back?” Now he has another version of this, I think, but I thought I had a promise. Our studio was a short distance away. I ran all the way over, sat down and, from memory, with no notes, recounted what I had seen. They asked me to redo it once because, frankly, they hadn’t liked how I described what I’d seen of Mrs. Kennedy trying to get out of the car—and rightly so. They knew this was a very sensitive point, so they asked me to redo it.

			Then I went running back over to the lawyer’s office. When I got there, they asked, “What do you think it’s worth?” I said, “This is way beyond my pay grade. I have no idea.” So I went back to CBS. They said, “Start with ten thousand dollars, and we’ll give you maybe thirty-five thousand/fifty thousand dollars top.” It was a quick conversation with news people, not with the business people. I went back to the lawyer’s office, and Dick Stolley was smiling like a deacon with four aces.

			I said to the lawyer, “I want to talk about maybe making—”

			“It’s been sold,” he said. “Life magazine has bought it.” Naturally I wasn’t happy about that and said, “How could you do this? That was supposed to be—”

			“They made a preemptive bid,” he said.
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			Life magazine didn’t allow the film to be seen by the public. The public didn’t see the film for, I think, something like twelve years. But even during that period, when I’d seen it only the one time, it played—and still plays to a degree, like a looped videotape—in the back of my head. Sometimes in off moments, when I’m thinking about something else, it’ll just play. Fair to say, as I get older and my steps grow slower, I think of it less in recent years. But when we have a year like the anniversary year, that videotape plays from time to time, you bet.

			Dallas is seen, for better and for worse, in the state as a whole—this was certainly true in my youth and I think to a degree is true now—as the only place in Texas that looked north and east for approval. Most Texans say, “Frankly I don’t give a damn what you think. I’m a Texan,” and such things as “Listen, if it’s true, it ain’t lyin’, you know.” But the rest of the state’s always said, “We don’t care what people in the North think.” But Dallas, partly because it was a commercial center, a banking center, was the only place in the state that looked northeast for approval. To say that Dallas was psychologically devastated wouldn’t be too strong a word. There were people who said, “Texas killed Kennedy,” or “Dallas killed Kennedy.” The city was in a state of shock like the rest of the country, but their shock was exacerbated by the sense of shame—I wouldn’t say guilt—about what had happened there. It took some years to overcome that. There was some pride that Lyndon Johnson had become president, but the Dallas of 1963 is light years away from the Dallas of today. 

			Lyndon Johnson was not an overwhelmingly popular person when he was a senator or vice president, but it was a sense of “OK, the country has to go through this period. Good that a Texan’s in charge.” With that was a sense of “We Texans hate the idea that this happened here. We hate the idea that it happened at all.” There were other folds underneath this. Texas was and is a gun culture, and the whole business of “How in the world could a president of the United States be assassinated and then the assassin be assassinated. . . . What kind of state do you have down there? What kind of city do you have down there?” It took a while, particularly for Dallas, to outgrow that.

			It changed me. I think the experience changed every American. But perhaps because I was there, it changed me in several senses. First of all, it made me a more skeptical reporter. You never want to descend into cynicism. But skepticism in a reporter—a fairly strong sense of skepticism—is important. So it developed that in me. It also developed in me a stronger sense of life, every day for what there is, because life is fragile. What you most expect frequently doesn’t happen. What you least expect too often happens. It also gave me a renewed respect for those in public service. You can say, as some people were fond of saying when he was alive, “John Kennedy was born with a silver spoon in his mouth. His father has all the money in the world. He has all the money in the world. He had the benefit of education, one thing, another.” But he gave himself to public service and believed deeply in it, and so many people around him did too—not just White House staff people, the Secret Service people. It gave me a renewed sense of patriotism and a renewed sense of love of country, a new respect for public service, those people who dedicate their lives to public service. It also brought me closer to my family. 

		

	
		
			

			Robert Grossman

			Now the chair of the Department of Neurosurgery at Methodist Hospital in Houston, Texas, in 1963 Robert Grossman was a thirty-year-old neurosurgery resident at Parkland Hospital in Dallas when President Kennedy was brought there immediately after being shot.

			 

			I was sitting in my laboratory at South Western Medical School, talking with Kemp Clark. Kemp and I were the two neurosurgeons at Parkland. Kemp was the chairman. He was thirty-eight; I was thirty. That was my first job after finishing my training in neurosurgery. I’d been at Parkland for about five months at that time. I was on the faculty; I had finished my training. We were talking about the president’s visit and that it was controversial. There was some feeling that the president was not welcomed by certain groups in the community; I think that was a very small aspect of the community. There were huge crowds greeting him, very enthusiastic, and I think he and Jackie were actually much-loved figures. Kemp and I were sitting and talking about the trip. The phone rang, and someone said to me, “Come to the emergency room. President’s been shot.” I told Kemp. We thought it was a prank. Then we looked at each other and said, “We had better go and see.” 

			We started walking to the elevator and took the elevator down. The medical school building was across the parking lot from the hospital. When we got downstairs, we could see limos, police cars, and an ambulance at the entrance to the emergency room, so we started running. We ran into the entrance to Parkland, down the hall to Trauma Room One. We had no idea of how serious it was at the time.
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			There was the president of the United States lying motionless, surrounded by physicians—it was a tremendous emotional shock. It was very clearly the president. He was a very striking, very handsome figure, even in that extreme situation. There was no sense of panic or of fear in the room. I think Parkland physicians were used to taking care of very serious injuries, and I think everyone was doing their job, was very contained. It was really quite businesslike.

			The president had been seen first by Jim Carrico and Malcolm Perry. Jim was chief resident. Malcolm was on the faculty; he was a vascular surgeon. They had done an intubation and a tracheotomy because they had seen a wound in his throat. They thought at the time that it was an entrance wound. They started intravenous fluids. It was clear that he had a severe head wound. There was a great deal of bleeding from his head, but at that point no one had examined his head carefully. 

			
				We both picked his head up to examine the wound.

			

			Kemp and I went to the head of the gurney and stood behind the president. The assistant, if you have a right-handed surgeon, stands at the right hand of the surgeon. So Kemp was on the left, I was on the right, and we both picked his head up to examine the wound. The scalp had been shattered, and the skull had been shattered and lifted up like a plate of bone. You could see that the president’s brain tissue—which was badly disrupted in an area about the size of your hand, over what’s called the parietal boss—had been blown out where this was an exit wound. Lifting his head up, I could see an entrance wound with brain extruding from it. It was immediately clear to me that he had been shot from behind, the bullet coming out through the parietal area and blasting the tissue outward.

			
				Mrs. Kennedy was standing in one corner of the room.

			

			It was clear that this was a fatal injury, and what was going through my mind was: How long would he live? Would he be in a coma for days, even weeks? People can be kept alive on respirators with life support. I was wondering whether he would be in that situation, with the whole country held in suspense, the whole world around us watching.

			Everyone at Parkland, from the highest to the most unfortunate, is treated the same way. I don’t think it would’ve made any difference if it was somebody else. There was a tremendous effort to see if his heart could be started. An EKG was taken. There was no organized electrical activity in his heart, so I think people’s attention was really focused on whether he could be resuscitated. But after cardiac massage and artificial respiration, it was clear that his heart couldn’t be started. Dr. Clark Kemp, who was the most senior person in attendance, said we should stop resuscitation efforts. 

			Mrs. Kennedy was standing in one corner of the room. She had blood and brain on her dress; she was wearing that iconic pink outfit. I think there were some tears on her face. But she wasn’t out of control in any way. She was standing there quietly. The Secret Service agents must have been in the room, but they didn’t interfere or interrupt the medical care.

			Dr. Clark made the call, I think, because the clear cause of death was the head wound. I think it devolved upon him to make that judgment.

			Texas law was that a person who has been shot or murdered should have an autopsy in the county in which the murder occurred. Earl Rose, who was the coroner, stood in front of the Secret Service as they were wheeling the body out and tried to stop them. But the Secret Service wouldn’t have any of that. They pushed him out of the way and continued to take the president back to Washington.

			It’s difficult to say whether an official autopsy would have made a difference in terms of findings. The autopsy records aren’t as detailed as one would wish, and the physicians in Bethesda who did the autopsy were under a great deal of time pressure to complete it. The X-rays that were taken were not as complete, not as thorough as could’ve been done. The drawings that were made were rather crude. But whether it would’ve been done better in Dallas, no one can say.

			Seeing the president dying in front of you—the feeling is one of awe. Everyone was concerned. There wasn’t much discussion in the room obviously. Everyone was concentrating on the medical aspect. But I think everyone was concerned: What does this mean for the country? Was this the start of World War III? I think that was the first thought everyone must’ve had. Was this a deliberate attack? What better way to destabilize the country than to kill the president. Was this a deliberate attempt by Russia? We were at the height of the Cold War. We’d just had the Cuban Missile Crisis. Was it the Cubans? Was it the Russians? We had fought the Chinese and North Koreans. Was China or North Korea behind this? Was it a right-wing hate group, a left-wing group? All those thoughts were going through our minds.

			I got home later that afternoon—I don’t remember the exact time. I told Ellen, my wife, about what had happened. We had two young daughters: Amy, who was about three, and Kate, who was one. They were too young to remember of course. But I told Ellen and waited to go in the next day. As you know, Oswald was captured and then shot, and I was asked by the surgical service to examine him. He was in deep shock. The question was whether the bullet had penetrated his spine or the shock was simply due to abdominal bleeding. I examined him. As best as I could determine, the bullet had not entered his spine.

			I don’t think Oswald could have been saved, even if he’d gotten better treatment en route to the hospital. He had lost a great deal of blood and, even if re-infused, if the person has been in shock too long, the nervous system will not recover. I don’t think he would’ve recovered.

			
				I don’t think Oswald could have been saved.

			

			Later that Sunday, we were very much focused on what the president’s death meant for the country rather than on any personal change or effect on us. It made me proud to be an American because unlike in many countries in the world, where an assassination might result in a military takeover, nothing like that happened. Everything was orderly. Our Constitution was respected. Everyone knew what he or she should do and followed through properly.
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			There are some unanswered questions, and I think that probably the most controversial aspect of the Warren Commission report is the question of the order of the shots: whether there was one shot that hit both the president and Governor Connally or whether there were separate shots. I think no one can give a definitive answer to that. 

			At the time this was thought to be an entry wound, but actually it was an exit wound. We should’ve undressed the president and examined his entire body, but we didn’t do that out of respect for him. There would be an autopsy in Washington, and the thought was that they would do whatever was necessary. I think if we had examined him, we would’ve seen the entry wound, which was in his upper back.

			That bullet had come out through his throat, so he clearly was shot twice. I guess the question is whether there was a separate shot that hit Connally. But I think that’s the most controversial aspect. Out of respect for the president, nobody wanted to undress him and examine him completely. I think everyone was in such a state of shock that the notes made by the physicians weren’t detailed. Nowadays, with everyone having a smart phone with a camera, we would’ve photographed the body. We would’ve photographed the wounds.

			I always drew the pathology of the operations that I did—I learned that from my residency chairman, Jay Lawrence Poole, at Columbia. He was a wonderful medical artist, and he would draw the anatomy of the tumors, the aneurysm we operated on. I should’ve made a drawing of what I saw, but it just never crossed my mind. I suppose I was in shock from the events. I don’t think there ever has been a protocol for reporting what you have seen, except to dictate it. Even the dictated notes were not very detailed, because it was really like being in the center of a hurricane and more wondering about the implications of what had happened.

			I went back into the hospital the next day and made rounds. I don’t remember really watching television that much afterward. The atmosphere in the hospital was actually fairly calm; I think people were keeping their concerns to themselves. There wasn’t an atmosphere of panic or chaos in any way. It was very professional.

			I can still visualize picking the president’s head up. He had very thick hair, but even with that you could see the blasted out area of his skull and his brain. It seems like yesterday.

			I have a photograph of President Kennedy that has never been published. It was taken by a friend when Kennedy came to talk at Rice University a year before, when he talked about putting a man on the moon. My friend was the photographer for the Rice Thresher, the university newspaper, and took a wonderful photograph of the president in the car, which I have at home. That’s the way I’ll remember him, not as he was on the gurney but as a vital human being. Robert Dalleck’s book An Unfinished Life—that is the sad part, because we don’t know what he might have accomplished had he lived. He really did have an unfinished life.

		

	
		
			

			Robert Caro

			In 1963 Lyndon Baines Johnson biographer Robert Caro was a twenty-eight-year-old reporter for Newsday. In 1974 he wrote The Power Broker, a biography of New York City urban planner Robert Moses, which the Modern Library chose as one of the hundred greatest nonfiction books of the twentieth century. To date he has written four of five planned volumes of The Years of Lyndon Johnson (1982, 1990, 2002, 2012), a landmark biography of the former president. He has won two Pulitzer Prizes and numerous other literary awards.

			 

			When he comes to Congress in 1947—the summer after the first session—he has been sick all his life with the same symptoms: constant nausea, inability to gain weight. He’s so skinny that you can see the ribs, count the ribs on him. He has a constant pain in his stomach, which he defines as “like it’s a hard knot inside me,” and he has this yellowish tint. He’s been diagnosed with everything, including leukemia and hepatitis. None of the diagnoses was correct, so none of the treatment was correct. In 1947, after his first year in Congress, he goes to England to visit his sister and falls terribly ill. And for the first time they have the right diagnosis: Addison’s disease.

			In 1947 Addison’s disease is often fatal, and the physician who treats him in London tells Pamela Churchill, whose house he was staying at, “You know that young friend of yours from America? He hasn’t got a year to live.” He’s brought back to America in the sick bay of the Queen Elizabeth on a stretcher. He’s so sick that when he gets to New York, a priest comes on board to administer the last rites. He’s flown into Boston, where he does gradually recover. In 1949 cortisone is starting to be used, and it’s a miracle drug to treat Addison’s disease, which really had no cure before. Kennedy starts to change, to fill out. His face starts to fill out. But just about that time, his back, which has always been terribly bad, becomes so bad that he’s walking on crutches. When he campaigns for the first time for the Senate against Henry Cabot Lodge, he’s often on crutches. He’s ashamed of them. He tries to hide them. When he’s in the Senate, there’s a committee hearing; he tries to get there a little early to put the crutches under the table so nobody will see them. Sometimes there’s no room under the table, so you see the crutches standing against the wall behind him.

			
				[image: caro_A.tif]
			

			Doctors don’t want to operate because Addison’s disease has such terrible effects on the immune system. He decides to have the operation, and the surgeons at the Lahey Clinic in Boston refuse to operate because it’s too risky. His father says to him, “Don’t have the operation. Roosevelt was on crutches. You can still have a full life.” Jack Kennedy says to his mother, “I would rather die in the operation than live the rest of my life hobbling around on crutches with pain all the time.” 

			In ’54 he has an operation on his back despite these terrible risks. They only give him a 50/50 chance of surviving the operation. The operation doesn’t work, and four months later, in February ’55, he has a second operation. The incision doesn’t close. It’s eight inches long, so he basically has a hole in his back. At that time he goes to see a doctor named Janet Travell. 

			I was a reporter on Newsday, and for a brief time I covered Bobby Kennedy’s run against Kenneth Keating in ’64. Bobby always used to say about Dr. Travell, “Without her, my brother would never have been president.” She was Kennedy’s White House physician, and then she was Johnson’s White House physician. She told me this story, which she later recounted in her own memoir: 

			Jack Kennedy doesn’t want anyone to know he was sick, so when he comes back from the second operation, he first goes down to Palm Beach to get a tan. He comes back. He leaves the crutches on the plane; the photographers take pictures of him walking off the plane with this big grin. The Herald Tribune writes, “Tanned and fit, Jack Kennedy comes back to the Senate.” Dr. Travell has read all this and isn’t quite sure why he’s coming to see her. Her window faces the steps; she sees Jack Kennedy get out of his taxicab, and she sees this crippled man. He’s on crutches. It’s hard for him even to get down the three steps. When he’s talking to her, she says, he can’t turn. He can’t turn his head to talk to her unless he turns his entire body. When she asks him to describe his medical history, the symptoms, he does it in such a discouraged, tired voice, as if he has told this story too many times before. But she starts to do the things that need to be done: She treats him with injections, and she puts him in a rocking chair so that the muscles of his back are constantly in motion. This treatment is so outside normal medical procedures. She injects procaine and Novocain into the back spasm—and almost immediately starts to get him better.

			But she sees his ambition. As soon as her treatments start to work, he starts to run for president, crisscrossing the country, seeing political leaders in all the states. Then his father calls Dr. Travell and says, “You know, he’s in terrible pain still. Can you come down to Palm Beach?” She comes down to Palm Beach and sees laid out on a table a big map of the United States, all the places he’s going to travel to, and she sees there are no days off, no time for rest, and he’s in pain. She says, “You must take time off for rest,” and he basically tells her, “I won’t take the time off.” His back gradually starts to get better. He stays in the rocking chair. He continues to be treated by her, and he crisscrosses the United States over and over again, learning the new forces in politics.

			Johnson said for the record, “What was Jack Kennedy? Jack Kennedy was a sickly man, malaria ridden.” (He thought Kennedy had malaria.) “Yellow in cast,” he said, “sickly, weak, not a man’s man.” That was Lyndon Johnson’s estimation of Jack Kennedy. It couldn’t have been more wrong, but he was judging Kennedy on the fact that he didn’t really work or do very much in Congress or the Senate. That’s how Johnson looked at people. Everybody had the same view of Kennedy. Speaker of the House Sam Rayburn said of Kennedy, “A nice boy, but he doesn’t like the grunt work. He doesn’t like to really work at congressional work.” No one understood that the real reason for this wasn’t a lack of willingness to work, wasn’t a lack of ambition. It was this terrible illness, and later his back, that drained his energy. 

			In 1958 Lyndon Johnson is going to be the next Democratic nominee. He is the mighty Senate majority leader; he runs the Senate. Someone wrote about him, “He stands there with his arm upraised, directing the votes to go faster and slower. He makes a gesture. Two more men run out of the cloakroom. He makes another gesture, another man comes out. My God, running the world. Power enveloped him.”

			So Johnson thinks he’s going be the presidential nominee. In the beginning of 1958, he is going to be the presidential nominee. But Jack Kennedy is going around the country, and he’s learning that there’s a new force in politics. Johnson thinks it’s the senators, the old bulls, who are running things back in their states. But there’s a new generation of politicians, men who were veterans of the Second World War, like Jack Kennedy. Now they’re rising up. They identify with Kennedy. A new organization is starting up, and Johnson will not campaign. He thinks Kennedy will never get the required 761 votes on the first ballot—or any ballot. There’s no way Kennedy is going to get a majority. If Kennedy doesn’t get that majority, it’s going to go into the back room. What does the back room mean? They’re old-time politicians, and Johnson says, “They talk my language. They don’t talk Jack Kennedy’s language. If I can get it into the back rooms, I will be the nominee.” He doesn’t realize what’s happening. Jack Kennedy is taking the nomination away from him.

			Kennedy had a great understanding of the world. He had traveled. He had been in England. He wrote Why England Slept, which analyzed what led up to the Second World War. He was a reader of history. During the Cuban Missile Crisis, he kept referring to a book, Barbara Tuchman’s The Guns of August, about how the First World War came about because of miscalculations and follies. People rushed to do things, made the wrong decision. Throughout the Cuban Missile Crisis he was saying, “Let’s take time. Let’s not take this step because it’ll lead to other steps.” He kept pulling back the hawks, standing in their way. He said, “If we can just give peace another day, maybe I can negotiate with Khrushchev. Maybe he’ll come around.” 
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			It’s amazing. The newspapers and magazines have lists of vice presidents, and Lyndon Johnson’s name is on none of them. He has all this power as a majority leader. Why would he give up that power to be vice president, which is a powerless post? No one thinks there’s a chance of that, and Kennedy hasn’t even hinted at it. The labor leaders and liberal leaders are scared that Lyndon Johnson might become the vice presidential candidate. Kenny O’Donnell says he had given assurances, with Kennedy’s approval, to labor and liberal leaders that it wouldn’t be Lyndon Johnson. Kennedy is nominated one night. The next morning at eight o’clock, the telephone rings in Lyndon Johnson’s bedroom where he’s sleeping with Ladybird. It’s Jack Kennedy.

			He says, “I want to come down and speak to you.” They make an appointment for ten o’clock, and someone says to Johnson, “What did he call about?” Johnson says, “He’s going to offer me the vice presidency.” At about the same time, Jack Kennedy is calling his brother Bobby. In the Biltmore Hotel in Los Angeles, Kennedy has the corner suite on the ninth floor; 9333 is the number. Johnson is two floors down: 7333. Bobby Kennedy is in the middle, on the eighth floor. Jack Kennedy calls Bobby early in the morning and says, “Count up all the votes we’d get if I hold the big states in the North that I know I’m going to hold, and add Texas.” Bobby Kennedy calls in two of his aides, Kenny O’Donnell and Pierre Salinger, and tells them to count up those votes.

			
				“Count up all the votes we’d get if I hold the big states in the North that I know I’m going to hold, and add Texas.”

			

			Salinger says, “You’re not thinking of nominating Lyndon Johnson, are you? You’re not going to do that?” And Bobby says, “Yes, we are.” 

			That is startling and also brilliant. Jack Kennedy always sees the big picture. Maybe no one else had bothered to add that up. They were all focused on the nomination. No one had bothered to add up what Jack Kennedy was going to win once he got the nomination. Was he going be president of the United States or just a defeated nominee for president? He was going to have a tough race against Richard Nixon. Had Jack Kennedy been thinking about this all along? We will never know. But as soon as he’s nominated, the very next morning he’s offering the vice presidency to Lyndon Johnson.
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			Suddenly Johnson finds he has no power at all. During the three years of Kennedy’s presidency, Johnson spends very little time with the president. Evelyn Lincoln, Kennedy’s secretary, put together from the presidential log  just how little time Johnson was alone with Kennedy, although he wanted to be alone with him a lot. The first year, 1961, he’s alone with Kennedy ten hours and nineteen minutes. Second year, I don’t remember the number, but it’s less. The third year, in the whole year of 1963, the vice president is alone with the president only an hour and some minutes. Johnson is cut out of power completely. 

			Johnson was the great legislative magician. He passed bills no one else could pass. In fact, in 1957 he passed the first civil rights bill that had been passed since Reconstruction. But under the Kennedys he isn’t allowed to participate in the legislative process at all. Part of it is simply that they’re afraid of Lyndon Johnson. They had seen him in his days of power, how he was the most powerful man in Washington. They want to keep Lyndon Johnson on a very short leash because if they let him off the leash, who knows what he’s going to do? Second, Johnson is always interested in publicity for himself. They’re afraid that if they let him run the legislative program, it will become Lyndon Johnson’s program and not Jack Kennedy’s program. Third is simply the hatred between Johnson and Robert Kennedy.

			The Kennedys do everything during that presidency to humiliate Johnson. He’s not allowed to have a plane to go to an event unless Robert Kennedy personally approves it. Every speech, even a minor speech, has to be approved by the Kennedys. They leave him with no power at all. Of all the things that bothered Johnson, nothing bothered him as much as not being allowed to ride on Air Force One with the president. At one point Kennedy says to Evelyn Lincoln, “You don’t mean he’s asking to ride on Air Force One again? I’ve told him that for reasons of security, the vice president and the president should never travel on the same plane.” 
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			When they get off the plane [in Dallas], the second car of the motorcade is a Secret Service car. They call it the Queen Mary because it’s so heavily armored and jammed with Secret Service men with their automatic rifles hidden on the floor and four agents on the running boards. In the first car are Kennedy and Connally, with his leonine head, and Nellie Connally, the former sweetheart of the University of Texas. Then there’s a seventy-five-foot gap. The Secret Service insists there be a seventy-five-foot gap between the president’s cars. Then there’s the Johnson car, which is an open convertible with Johnson sitting on the right in the backseat, Ladybird in the center, and Senator Yarborough on the left; in the front is Secret Service agent Rufus Youngblood.

			Suddenly there’s a crack—a sharp, cracking sound. People think it’s a backfire from a motorcycle, or they think it’s a balloon popping. But Connally told me, “I was a hunter. I knew the moment I heard it that it was the crack of a hunting rifle.” 

			Rufus Youngblood in Johnson’s car hears the noise, doesn’t know what it is, but he says, “I suddenly saw not normal”—those are his words—“not normal movements in the president’s car. The president seemed to be tilting to the left.” At the same moment he sees in the Queen Mary, the Secret Service car, an agent jump to his feet with a rifle in his hands; he’s looking around, trying to find out what’s going on. Then the other shots crack out. It’s only eight seconds between the first and the last shot. Everyone knows what they are now. 

			Youngblood whirls around in his seat. He grabs Johnson by the right shoulder and says, “Get down. Get down.” Youngblood shouts in a voice that Ladybird says she had never heard him use before. He pulls Johnson to the floor and sort of falls over the back of the front seat and lies on top of Johnson, shielding him from bullets. As they’re lying there, Youngblood has a radio strapped to his shoulder. The radio is basically in Johnson’s ear, and he hears the words, “He’s hit. He’s hit,” and he hears the words, “Hospital, hospital.” Not only has the president been wounded but the governor’s been shot. Who knows if Johnson was the next target or not? 

			Youngblood tells him to keep down, and he realizes his best chance of protection is to put his car as close to that Secret Service car in front of him as he can. So he tells the driver, a Texas highway patrolman named Hershel Jacks. A typical Texas patrolman—laconic, cool—Jacks puts the car just a few feet from the bumper of the Secret Service car. The three cars—Kennedy’s, the Secret Service’s, and Johnson’s—roar up a ramp onto the expressway, roar down the expressway, and squeal off the expressway and into the emergency bay at Parkland Hospital.

			Youngblood says to Johnson, “When we get to that hospital, don’t stop for anything. Don’t look around. We’re taking you to find you a secure place.” So they yank him out of the car. His car is right next to Kennedy’s. He never has a moment to look to the left to see what’s in Kennedy’s car. What’s in Kennedy’s car is the president’s body. They haven’t taken it out yet, with the blood pooling from his head on Jackie’s lap as she’s sitting there. But he doesn’t know this. He doesn’t know what’s happened to the president. They run Johnson—four agents with the agent behind them carrying a rifle in his hand—looking for a secure place.

			
				The radio is basically in Johnson’s ear, and he hears the words, “He’s hit. He’s hit,” and he hears the words, “Hospital, hospital.”

			

			The Secret Service agents sort of lift Johnson out of the car and run him down one corridor, down another one, and finally they get to what they call the medical section. They find a cubicle that’s been divided into three sections. Johnson is put against a back wall. They close the blinds on the windows. For forty-five minutes, Johnson stands there. They bring in a chair, and Ladybird sits beside him. But Lyndon Johnson is standing there. Then Ken O’Donnell suddenly walks through the door. Ladybird was to write in her diary: “Seeing the stricken face of Kenny O’Donnell, who loved him, we knew.” A moment later, another Kennedy aide, Mac Kilduff, runs into the room and runs over to Johnson and says, “Mr. President.” It’s the first time he knows he’s president. This is one of the pivotal moments in American history. 

			
				Another Kennedy aide, Mac Kilduff, runs into the room and runs over to Johnson and says, “Mr. President.” It’s the first time he knows he’s president.
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			I was a reporter for Newsday, a Long Island newspaper. I was in the middle of Arizona. Actually I was in the middle of the Mojave Desert. I was doing a series on elderly retirees who were trying to live on retirement homesites in the middle of the Mojave Desert, and we found out they were basically being gypped by their companies. The Senate had sent an investigator out with me. I had found that the elderly women who were trying to live there didn’t have water or anything and had to drive to get water. We were trying to get the names and addresses of these women so that the Senate could bring them to Washington. We were there all of November 22. We had been staying in Las Vegas and driving down to the Mojave Desert. You couldn’t get reception on our car radio. There was so much static early in the day that we turned off the radio. In the evening we were driving back to the main highway. I think it was Route 66. It went up to Las Vegas. As we got to the intersection and turned on the radio, the first words we heard were, “Doctors are operating on Governor Connally at this moment,” something like that.

			What is this about? and then there was static. All of a sudden we came up to Route 66, and there was a big truck—as I remember, a big trailer truck—with a driver sitting in the window. He was crying and said something like “Have you heard?” and told us the news. This was already evening or close to evening of that day, hours after the assassination. I didn’t hear about it until then.
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			Johnson is transformed. The Kennedys had almost broken his spirit; he had changed in appearance from the mighty majority leader to this guy with a hangdog look. Suddenly he’s back in charge. The moment he’s addressed as Mr. President, he is giving orders. The Secret Service runs into him, and Youngblood says, “We have to get you back to Washington. The place we can keep you secure is the White House.” 

			Remember, we’re only thirteen months from the Cuban Missile Crisis. Was Russia behind this? Was Cuba behind this? Who was behind this? 

			They say, “We have to get you back to the White House.” 

			Johnson says, “No. I’m not leaving the hospital without Mrs. Kennedy.” 

			They say, “Mrs. Kennedy won’t leave the hospital without her husband’s body.” 

			Johnson says decisively, “We will go back to Air Force One, and I’ll wait there for her to come with the body.” He directs them: “Get cars. Let’s go to the airport by a different route than the one they expect us to go. No sirens in the car.” They speed to the airport, and Johnson literally runs up the steps with the Secret Service onto Air Force One to wait for Kennedy’s body.

			Talk about scenes in American history. Johnson goes into President Kennedy’s bedroom [on the plane], and he takes off his jacket. According to different accounts, he either lies down on the bed, sprawls on the bed, or sits on it and calls Robert Kennedy. Robert Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson hate each other. Hatred is not too strong a word to describe the feeling between Robert Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson. For three years Robert Kennedy has done everything he can to humiliate Johnson, and in a moment, in the crack of a rifle shot, the tables are completely turned. Now Johnson has the power. He calls Robert Kennedy and asks him, “Should I be sworn in here in Dallas before I get back to Washington?” and “What’s the wording of the oath?” 

			Robert Kennedy is having lunch that day with his wife, Ethel, and Robert Morgenthau, the district attorney for the southern district in New York, at History Hill, the Kennedy house. It’s this old white frame colonial house in McLean, Virginia, with a long lawn that slopes down to the swimming pool. The house is being painted. Suddenly two things happen at once. Morgenthau sees one of the painters clap a transistor radio to his ear with a look of shock and horror on his face and start running down the lawn toward the swimming pool as fast as he can. The same moment, the telephone rings on a table on the other side of the swimming pool. Ethel Kennedy goes to answer it, and it’s J. Edgar Hoover. He has Robert Kennedy come over to the phone and tells him that his brother has been shot and perhaps killed.

			A few minutes later, the phone rings again. It’s Lyndon Johnson, whom Robert Kennedy hates, fifteen minutes or so after he learns his brother is dead, asking him for the wording of the oath of office and the exact procedure for taking over the presidency. Two people heard that call. Kennedy’s deputy, Nicholas Katzenbach, is patched into it. He’s the number-two man, the deputy attorney general of the United States.

			I asked Katzenbach. He said, “Johnson could’ve asked any one of a hundred officials for the wording of the oath. He could’ve asked me; we worked together a lot. It’s appalling that Johnson called Robert Kennedy. He shouldn’t have done it.” 

			Marie Fehmer is Johnson’s secretary. She is in John Kennedy’s bedroom [on Air Force One] with Johnson, and she hears Johnson’s end of the call. Johnson says to her, “Get on an extension, and take down the exact wording of the oath.” 

			I asked her, “What were the voices like on the phone?” She said, “Katzenbach’s voice was like steel. Bobby Kennedy’s wasn’t. I kept thinking, You shouldn’t be doing this. But the call is made.”

			Another thing happens that increases the tension. While this is all going on, Jacqueline Kennedy is coming onboard with a heavy bronze coffin containing her husband’s body. They put the coffin in the compartment next to the president’s stateroom, and Jacqueline Kennedy wants to go into the stateroom—basically her and the president’s bedroom. She opens the door, and there’s Lyndon Johnson in his shirtsleeves. Depending on whose account it was, he is either sprawled on the bed or sitting on it. But Marie Fehmer says, “It was a horrible moment, and we rushed out of the stateroom.”

			So you have this plane carrying two presidents, one alive and one dead. It’s flying across the United States. In the rear compartment is the president’s coffin. Sitting next to it is Jacqueline Kennedy. Her skirt is covered with blood. She has taken off the white gloves she was wearing. They’re caked with blood. 

			The Kennedy loyalists—Godfrey McHugh, O’Brien, O’Donnell—are standing with her sort of next to the president’s body. In the next room, the president’s stateroom and office, Lyndon Johnson is giving orders. The orders are taken up to the cockpit and radioed to Washington. In the front of the plane is where all the press and the passengers sit. One of the reporters was asked, “What was it like there?” He said, “You’ve heard of strong men weeping. Well, we had it there that day.” Kennedy’s secretaries are crying too. 

			At this point, no one knows if it’s a conspiracy. We are shortly going to be reading headlines: “Oswald visited the Cuban embassy.” “Oswald visited Soviet embassy in Mexico City.” No one knows, but the Cuban Missile Crisis is very fresh in everybody’s mind. During the flight, which is something like two hours and six minutes long, on every air base along the route, fighter planes are actually on the runways. The pilots are in the cockpits, strapped in; the engines are running. In the radar shacks at the bases, men are huddled over the radar screens. “Is any blip approaching Air Force One?” 

			That’s the atmosphere, and as the plane flies across the country, church bells are starting to ring in a thousand towns and cities. Flags are being lowered to half-mast as the body of Jack Kennedy is flown back to Washington. It’s one of the pivotal moments in American history; it’s also a moment that for sheer poignancy is almost unequaled in our history.
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			Johnson evokes Kennedy’s memory. He says, “Let us continue.” He says, “The first priority is to pass the bill the president fought for all this long year, the Civil Rights Bill.”
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			At the time President Kennedy is killed, that Civil Rights Bill is going nowhere. The Senate was always the great barrier to civil rights with its use of the filibuster. But the bill’s not even in the Senate. It’s not even on the House floor. The House Judiciary Committee has passed it, but they sent it to the Rules Committee, which is presided over by Judge Howard W. Smith of Virginia, the archest of segregationists. He won’t even tell anybody when he will start a hearing. At approximately the same time as the Kennedy motorcade is going through Dallas, John McCormick, the Speaker of the House, is asking Judge Smith, “What’s the schedule? When are you going to start hearings?” Smith is saying, “I don’t know.”

			The Washington Post interviews Smith and asks, “What are your plans for the Civil Rights Bill?” He says, “No plans.” That bill is not getting out of the Rules Committee; it’s completely stuck. 

			Three nights after Kennedy’s assassination, Johnson’s going to give his first speech to the joint houses of Congress. Johnson’s not even in the Oval Office yet; he’s still living at home. In the dining room, around his kitchen table, his advisors are drafting the speech. Johnson comes in, and they tell him, “Don’t emphasize civil rights. Don’t make that a priority. You’re going to alienate the Southern Democrats. It’s a lost cause, anyway. It’s a noble cause, but it’s a lost cause. Don’t waste your prestige immediately on it.” And Johnson says, “What the hell’s the presidency for, then?” He makes civil rights a centerpiece of his speech. He puts it in the context of Kennedy’s memory. “This is what he fought for. This is what he wanted.” Sympathy for Kennedy is not the whole story, but it’s a big part of the story of why that Civil Rights Bill gets passed.

			Jack Kennedy had this great gift for appealing to the better side, “the better impulses in America’s nature.” He said, “Ask not what your country . . .” He stirred everybody.

			One minute it was the Eisenhower era, where people were interested in materialism and making money. Then Jack Kennedy made these speeches at the beginning of his presidency, and all of a sudden, everyone wanted to go to Harvard Business School. The next minute, everyone wanted to enroll in the Peace Corps or work for Bobby Kennedy’s Justice Department. He appealed to America’s ideals, and he did so in words of genius. The words of his speeches are the words of a man who knew what ideals America should be striving for and knew what words to put them into. He’s unforgettable in that. 

			In foreign policy, when you listen to the tapes of the Cuban Missile Crisis, you hear over and over again moments you can hardly believe. The Russians shoot down the airplane, and you hear the voices of George Bundy, McNamara, and the others saying, “Now we promised we’d retaliate. We have to attack now. We have to bomb now.” Kennedy basically says, “Gentlemen, let’s take a little break. Let’s be calm. Let’s come back in a few minutes and talk about so-and-so.” Over and over again, he pulls the hawks back from war. If he hadn’t been president, would we have had a nuclear war over the Cuban Missile Crisis?

			In those respects, Kennedy was among our greatest presidents. You also have to say that in domestic affairs, Kennedy was not effective. His legislative program and the ideals he articulated for Medicare, for tax reform, for civil rights weren’t going anywhere. Would they ever have gone anywhere? If he had a second term, would they have gotten passed? Perhaps, but there’s no sign of that. Both of his two big bills, the tax cut bill and the Civil Rights Bill, were absolutely stalled in Congress.

			When you look at the Kennedy assassination and Lyndon Johnson’s ascension to power, you say, “This is one of the pivotal moments of the twentieth century.” It’s a watershed moment, and what do I mean by “watershed”? I use it in the exact meaning of the term. A watershed is the top of a mountain divide. On one side, the waters run one way; on the other side, the waters run another way. On November 21, 1963, America was not the same country as it would be five years later—five years after Jack Kennedy’s death—when Lyndon Johnson’s presidency ended. America changed. When you look at the whole landscape of America in the twentieth century, John F. Kennedy’s presidency was a pivotal moment when everything started to change. There are many reasons for that. Part of it is the unique place Jack Kennedy holds in American political history—because of the unique, unforgettable way he made America remember what ideals it stood for.

		

	
		
			

			Buell Frazier

			Nineteen years old at the time, Buell Frazier worked at the Texas School Book Depository and lived a few blocks from Lee Harvey Oswald’s wife, Marina, in Irving. He considered Oswald a friend and drove him to work on that fateful day.

			 

			The first day I met Lee Harvey Oswald was his first day at work. Mr. Shelley, my supervisor, called me over to his office. I met Lee Oswald outside of his office. He explained to me that Lee was a new hire and that he wanted me to teach him how to fill orders there at the Texas School Book Depository. I got to know Lee through working with him. I was teaching him how to pull orders for different publishers. “Sometimes,” I said, “you will have to read the line all the way across, because it will tell you which textbook you want.”

			We filled orders for five states out of there. We did New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, Louisiana, and Arkansas; the public schools in Arkansas might use one version of an algebra book, and maybe Texas would use another. Even though the covers looked the same, you had to know where to look on the case or look inside the book to know which textbook to send. Lee was very smart. He learned very quickly.

			One time, when we were riding home, Lee asked me, “Do you follow politics?” and I said, “No, not really.” I explained to him that I just didn’t have much faith in politicians. He didn’t tell me a lot about living in Russia. I did find out later, however, that he did live in Russia. But as far as what type of work he did there or anything like that, it was never talked about. I’ve since learned a lot about Lee, where he was, and things he did before he met me. They’re just things I found out on my own through reading or watching programs and so forth.
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					Frazier in police custody (photograph by Lawrence Schiller)

				

			

			At work, he didn’t really fit in. He tried, but he just didn’t fit in. He wasn’t a slacker; he was a good worker. I told him many times after he’d worked there for several days, “Now, you’re coming along pretty good.” When you’re teaching somebody, you feed something to them as fast as they can absorb and retain it, and Lee was remarkable in that. He learned so quickly. He was very dedicated in what he was doing. He was a no-nonsense person when he was working.

			Lee rode out to Irving, where he spent the weekends with his wife at Miss Ruth Paine’s house. He rode out every weekend except one.

			[image: ]

			November 22 was on a Friday. I was running a bit late that morning. I don’t know what I was doing, or I overslept a little bit. I got to the breakfast table there in the den area at my sister’s home, where I was living, and I was eating my breakfast.

			My sister was over to my left at the kitchen sink, washing some dishes, and she observed Lee carrying a package. He put the package in the backseat of my car, and then he came around and looked in the window. My mother was there, and she looks up and says, “Who’s that man looking in the window?” I said, “Oh, that’s just Lee.”

			Then I looked at my watch and said, “Oh, I’m running late,” so I went to the door. Lee came to the carport, and I told him, “I’m just finishing up breakfast; I’ll be out in just a minute.” I went back, finished whatever I was eating, and went and brushed my teeth. Then I went out to meet him. Lee was outside there on the carport. We walked around and got in the car.

			As I was sitting down, I glanced over, looking at him, and I saw a package in the backseat. I said, “What’s the package?” and he said, “You remember I told you yesterday I was going home to get some curtain rods?” I said, “Oh, okay.” That’s the last I thought about it. But much later, I was asked a lot of questions about the package.

			We got in the car and went on to work. The weather was overcast and cloudy, and it was misting rain—real fine, little specks, much like a straight pin, about that size, real small. While we were going to work, I said, “I wish this rain would stop,” but we didn’t talk a lot about a lot of things that morning. The rain didn’t seem to bother him. He just observed what I said and said, “Okay,” or something like that. Then we got to work, and a few minutes before work I sat there and charged the engine on my car a little bit because I’d been having trouble sometimes with it starting. While I was doing that, he got outside the car, and he got the package and stood there for a minute. Then he decided to go on, and he walked on ahead of me. 

			The area where I parked was down in the employees’ parking lot, which was a good two hundred yards or more from the building where we worked. We had to walk through a rail yard, where they switched and put a lot of trains together. I was always fascinated with trains, even when I was a little boy, so I’d watch the guys doing that. When Lee first started out, he was probably fifty feet ahead of me, and as we walked along, he got a little further and a little further ahead. When I was getting close to the building, I noticed something: He was going up the steps on the dock, and he went inside. I didn’t see him for some time, so what he did once he got inside, I don’t know.

			
				I said, “What’s the package?” and he said, “You remember I told you yesterday I was going home to get some curtain rods?”

			

			I did see Lee that day. I could go to any floor we had. We had seven floors and a basement. The first floor is where we put a lot of the orders together and shipped them out, by parcel post or freight. The basement had certain publishers in it. A man by the name of Jack Dougherty mainly worked the basement floor. Jack was a great guy, and sometimes I would go down and help him. We got along wonderfully. It was nice and cool down there, even in the summertime. 

			Jack didn’t talk about President Kennedy coming by that day, and Lee didn’t say anything about it. But one of the workers there, a man by the name of Junior Jarman, always bought a paper every morning before he’d come to work. He was looking at me and said, “Look at this! The presidential parade’s going to come right by, out in front of the building.” He said, “Do you think we’ll get to go out there and watch that?” 

			I said, “I don’t know.” I had a good rapport with the supervisor. So when one of the workers looked at me, I said, “You all have been talking about that for a couple hours. Why don’t we just find out?”

			They said, “Well, who’s going to go find out?” 

			I said, “I’ll go find out,” so I went and asked Mr. Shelley, and he said, “Let me check with Mr. Truly,” which was his boss, Mr. Roy Truly. He checked, and then he went up and talked to a man by the name of Mr. Casin, and they realized what a great opportunity that was. When you stop and think about it, how many times do you get a chance to see the president of the United States in a motorcade in your lifetime? Unless you’re in a business where you travel with him and do a filming, that doesn’t happen very often—or at least it didn’t back in that time.

			That’s something I think somebody should understand, because the country back in 1963 was a lot different than it is today. We didn’t have the technology we have today. There’s just a lot of things we didn’t have. But we did fine.

			When the presidential motorcade came by the Texas School Book Depository, I was standing on the top step, on the first floor when you go out the front of the building. I think there were seven steps there. I was standing on the top step, but I was in the shadows. If you were out taking a picture, you wouldn’t have seen me because there were people down in front of me. While we were out watching the parade, I didn’t see Lee.

			I was just thinking to myself as they were coming down Houston Street and getting ready to turn, and as they turned, I said to a lady, “Look how realistic, how normal they look!” I said it because at that time we had Life magazine, and the photography in the Life magazines were just really something special. I remember seeing pictures of the Kennedys in different places throughout the world, and I remarked on how beautiful Jackie was and how real. I just couldn’t believe that I was that close to the first lady and the president of the United States.

			It was exciting. Here was a little country boy from a rural town in East Texas, and I had a chance to come to the big city. I was excited about that, and I was working. When I was a child, I thought everybody was my friend. I know different now; that’s not true.

			When the motorcade was turning the corner, they were being led by a group of motorcycle policemen, and they were cutting the motorcycles on and off, making them backfire. At the first shot, I thought it was someone still doing the backfiring. But when the second and third shots came, I realized it was no longer backfire, and the acoustics down in the Dealey Plaza—how sounds bounce off one building onto another—has given the impression to some people there were more shots than three.

			A lady came running up the sidewalk to right where Elm goes down to the underpass. She was coming right up by where we were standing, at the steps, and she said, “Somebody has shot the president.” It was real bad. People were running and hollering and falling down. No one knew what was really going on. I just couldn’t believe it, because back in that time, and even today, that’s such a tragedy. I hope it never happens in this country again. It was just hard to believe that somebody would do that. I never thought of anybody doing that, in the wildest imaginations that you could come up with. I never thought anybody would do that.

			I stayed right there in the step area. Billy and Mr. Shelley said they were going down to see if they could learn more about what had just happened. The whole time when we were watching the parade and everything, I never thought about anybody except just being so close and being able to witness that live. I look back on that now—that really meant a lot to me, and I didn’t realize that at the time.

			I stayed there outside, the steps there for a while with some people. After some time, we decided to go back into the building. I’d gone back in with some other people, and then, I know this may be strange, but I was hungry. I always kept my lunch down in the basement, where it was nice and cool, so I told somebody, “If Mr. Shelley or Mr. Truly’s looking for me, I’m going down to the basement to eat my lunch.”

			I’d gone down, and I was sitting there, eating my lunch, and I heard a door open. I looked up, and there was a policeman; he asked me, “You been down here very long?” 

			I said, “Not too long.” 

			He noticed I was eating my lunch and said, “Have you seen anybody walking around down here?” 

			I said, “No, sir.” He asked me several questions. When he got through, I said, “Anything else?” 

			He said, “No, you’ve told me everything I need to know.” 

			So I finished eating my lunch, and then I went back upstairs. Then we had a roll call, and everybody was there but Lee. I remember them calling out his name and Lee not responding. Lee hadn’t taken his lunch that day. I asked him that on the way to work. I noticed he didn’t have his lunch, and I said, “You didn’t bring your lunch today?” He said, “No, I’m going to buy my lunch today.” We had a catering truck, which used to come at break time around ten o’clock, and some of the guys would buy their lunch off the catering truck. There were also places that you could go and sit down, like a lunch counter. I thought, Maybe Lee might’ve wandered off to one of those places where you could get a sandwich and he just hadn’t gotten back. 

			Mr. Truly announced that because of what had occurred, the School Book Depository was closing early that day, and that we would resume our normal work schedule on Monday morning. So I walked down to my car.

			Lee had told me the night before that he wouldn’t be going home with me on Friday. That morning, I checked: “Now, you told me that you didn’t want to be going home with me this afternoon.” 

			He said, “That’s correct; I won’t be going with you.” 

			
				Then we had a roll call, and everybody was there but Lee.

			

			So I asked him, “You got something planned?” 

			He said, “Yes,” something about a driving test or something like that. 

			I used to listen to the radio. One of my favorite stations was KBLX 1480; it would tell you about traffic, where the accidents were, so I was listening to that, and then they broke into the normal radio station. They said that the president had been severely injured, that he’d been taken to Parkland Hospital, and that he had been pronounced dead. I said, “Oh, my gosh.” I just couldn’t believe all this happened—things happened so fast—and I just couldn’t believe anything like it would happen, but it did.

			Before I got off to Irving, the radio said they had captured a man outside of the Texas Theatre in Oak Cliff, and the more they talked about what went on, I put things together and realized they were talking about Lee. I said, “My gosh. I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” Since I’d gotten off early, my mother and my stepfather were up visiting one of my sisters and her husband and three children. He had had a heart attack, so he was in the hospital at Irving Boulevard and Pioneer. I thought, I can stop by and check on him, so that’s what I did. I was in his room, and then a nurse came to the door and said, “I have a phone call for you at the desk.” 

			I said, “Just patch it through here to the room.” 

			She said, “I’m new; I don’t really know how to do that.”

			I said, “OK, I’ll be there in just a minute.” Well, I opened the door to go to the nurses’ station, and two guys grabbed me and threw me up against the wall; I was totally shocked. I said to them, “What is going on here? Why are you doing this to me?” 

			They said, “We’re arresting you.” 

			I said, “For what? I haven’t done anything.” 

			That was Detective Rose and Detective Stovall. They took me to their car, and we stopped at the Irving Police Station. They talked with someone there, and then they took me on to downtown Dallas. They asked about everything you could think of. It was just repetitious—over and over and over for hours. Detective Rose and Stovall started off; then they took a break, and two more detectives come in and quizzed me with the same questions, over and over. They just asked me things about Lee and my work and stuff like that. Things I knew I could tell them. They asked about the package Lee had with him. I said, “He did bring a package with him this morning.” They asked me about the length of the package, and I told them, “It was roughly two feet, give or take an inch or two either way.”

			Every answer I gave them was the answer I knew. One time, Captain Will Fritz, who was head of the Homicide Department, brought in a typed statement, and he wanted me to sign it. Now, Captain Fritz, I’m sure, did a lot of good things for the Dallas Police Department, but over the years, I’ve asked myself: Somewhere along the line did he become like the people he hunted?

			When he put the paper down in front of me, I started to read it. He wanted me to sign a paper that I was confessing to being part of the assassination and that I knew of it—that I had knowledge of it and that it was going happen. I told him I wasn’t signing that. I told him it wasn’t the truth. Well, Captain Will Fritz was quite hot-tempered. When I told him I wasn’t signing it, he drew back his hand to hit me, and I took my arm up to block. I was sitting there at the table, and all during the questioning, I just had to look straight into a wall. I couldn’t look sideways or anything, and when I told him I wasn’t going to sign it, I think he really could have struck me. But I told him, “Outside that door are some policemen, and before they get in here, we’re going to have one hell of a fight. I’m going to get some punches in.” He walked out, and I never did see the man again. I don’t want to come across as though I hated the man. I just was so unhappy with the way he treated me.

			On Saturday morning I was cleared to go home. They cleared me one time, and we were on the way out to Irving when they got a call and turned around and brought me back. That’s when they did the fingerprints and a mug shot. I couldn’t believe what was going on. This was kind of like a nightmare to me. We went back, and after more questioning and so forth, they finally let me go. I didn’t know anything about Lee shooting the policeman, J. D. Tippit. When I’d tell them something, they’d come back and say, “That’s not true.” But I knew it was. I knew what I was telling them was the truth, and I didn’t deviate from that.

			
				“Outside that door are some policemen, and before they get in here, we’re going to have one hell of a fight.”

			

			On Sunday morning I was in the kitchen there at the house. I’d just got through eating breakfast. Someone turned the TV on, and there it was, live. They were going be transporting Lee from the jail on Horowitz Street down to another jail. They were in Dallas, and then they were in the basement. They said where they were. There was a transfer, and everything was going to happen. As we were watching, Jack Ruby stepped out of the crowd and stepped right in to Lee and fired the shot.

			[image: ]

			It wasn’t easy. I just sat down and asked myself, What have you gotten yourself into? All I’d wanted to do was come to work in Dallas, save money, go to college. I wanted to go to college right out of high school, but I didn’t have the money.

			Since that weekend, it’s been kind of like a roller coaster. My life has been valleys and peaks, and most of it’s been living in valleys far more than peaks. Hasn’t been good. I’ve had some good times, but I’ve also had some rough times, trying to figure out: How do you adjust this. How do you go on with this? I was just a young boy, nineteen years old, from a rural town. I wasn’t worldly; I wasn’t ready for anything like this. It was just very hard. There were jobs I lost because they found out I was a friend of Lee Harvey Oswald at one point. I have a hard time understanding why someone would take something out on you when you had nothing to do with it. Now, we know people read things, and the fact is: Everything you read about the John F. Kennedy assassination is not true.

			There’s so many books that have been written about this subject, and some of the authors give their readers the impression that they know me personally and they’ve talked to me. I wouldn’t know them if I passed them on the street. I’ve never talked with them. A lot of them just take something out of somebody else’s book and put it in their book. The truth is the only thing that matters. So many people have not done that. 

			I know that right after this happened, the language I used to converse in was very bad. I’m really ashamed of that, but that’s the way I talked. That’s who I was at that time. A person can use bad grammar, but that doesn’t mean you’re a bad person. If I had been investigating this and I was questioning a young boy, me, what I would be most interested in was the truth. Whether he used the correct grammar or not, that wouldn’t even be considered by me. I’ve made a lot of improvements in my grammar, but I still make a few errors now and then. It’s just hard to realize that this thing happened, even though it’s been nearly fifty years.
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			I’ve asked myself many times, How could you be involved in it? How’d you get involved in that? Why’d that happen to you? I’m not angry with anybody. It’s just a bad thing that happened, and I just happened to be there. So I tell myself every morning when I get up and shave, I look at myself and say, “Who is Buell Frazier?” I know—but a lot of people don’t have a clue because they try to judge me from my past.

			I try to stay out of the limelight. I do things sometimes with the Sixth Floor Museum, but I don’t go out looking for publicity. That’s just not me. I think about it every year, but I just have some way I just deal with it, because I know I can’t change anything. If I could go back and change things, it would never have happened—not to me, not to anyone. But it did, and so you have to regroup and move on, and hopefully you learn from things. Hopefully this country’s learned a few things. 

			I firmly believe, if you go back and look at where America was in 1963, with the assassination of John F. Kennedy, that’s when America began to fall from God’s grace. The man I know as Lee Oswald, I didn’t think he was capable of the assassination. I’ll tell you why. My sister’s three little girls used to go down the street about half a block to Ruth Paine’s house. Lee and Marina had two children. They had two girls. One was just an infant when this happened, and the other one was several years old. Lee used to play with the neighborhood children around that large oak tree that still stands there today, and sometimes I would hear them laughing. They said, “That man that rides to work with you; he’s a nice man.” You stop and think about a child. A child can see a lot of things in a person that adults can’t see. So, two Lee Harvey Oswalds? Possible. I think they had the body exhumed, and they measured it and so forth. Or did he have split personalities? I’ve asked myself that many times over the past years. I’ve asked myself, Did I really know the true Lee Oswald?

			I don’t come to Dallas very often, because it has a lot of bad memories for me.

		

OEBPS/image/3c34844v_grayscale_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Rather_A_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/9780762794560.jpg
Gompanion to the
Special Two-Hour
Documentary
Event






OEBPS/image/67700.jpg





OEBPS/image/67806.jpg





OEBPS/image/Brokaw_B_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Grossman_B_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/caro_A_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/45165.jpg





OEBPS/image/Brokaw_A_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Frazier_A_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/29614.jpg
1P|





OEBPS/image/Grossman_A_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Rather_B_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Frazier_B_fmt.jpeg





OEBPS/image/Caro_B_fmt.jpeg





