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Lee Harvey Oswald with wife Marina and baby daughter June, at Thanksgiving 1962, on the way to see Lee’s brother Robert. (Getty Images)




FOREWORD


BY REX BRADFORD


IF THE KENNEDY assassination is a mystery wrapped in a riddle inside an enigma, to quote a famous line from the film JFK, then Lee Harvey Oswald is the puzzle at the heart of the mystery. Despite the rifle found in the Texas School Book Depository being traced to him, and a whole bullet and two fragments traced to that rifle, the evidence against Oswald has always been thinner than it seems at first glance. Dallas police chief Jesse Curry summed it up a few years later: “No one has been able to put him in that building with a gun in his hand.”


Was Oswald framed then, the “patsy” he declared himself to be on national television before Jack Ruby silenced him? Those at the height of government pondered this question. Assistant Attorney General Katzenbach wrote the White House on the day following Oswald’s murder, opening with the statement that “the public must be satisfied that Oswald was the assassin; that he did not have confederates who are still at large…” but followed with, “Unfortunately the facts on Oswald seem about too pat—too obvious (Marxist, Cuba, Russian wife, etc.).”


What was “too obvious” was the in-your-face implication that Oswald killed Kennedy at the behest of Fidel Castro or Nikita Khrushchev, and the fear of this “solution” to the crime rocked the government. We now know that the new president Lyndon Johnson assembled the Warren Commission by invoking fear of nuclear war. “We’ve got to take this out of the arena where they’re testifying that Khrushchev and Castro did this and did that and kicking us into a war that can kill 40 million Americans in an hour,” LBJ told his old Senate mentor Richard Russell, dragging him onto the Commission against Russell’s wishes.


The Warren Commission went on to “solve” the case, declaring Oswald to be the lone assassin of President Kennedy, whistling in the dark past evidence which contradicted its pre-ordained conclusion. This verdict has been hotly contested ever since. Thousands of books have been written on the subject1, and formerly-secret files of the Commission, subsequent investigations, the FBI, the CIA, and other agencies have created a mountainous saga of information—some 5 million pages in the National Archives—without resolution.


Some of the many books on the assassination defend the Warren Commission’s view of Oswald as an unbalanced and dangerous man whose frustrations caused him to murder President Kennedy. Often they go further in this portrayal than the Commission itself, which admitted that it could find not a single instance in which Oswald expressed an unfavorable opinion of Kennedy. The Commission in the end declared that it “does not believe that it can ascribe to him any one motive or group of motives.”


Other books, most of them, challenge the Warren Commission’s findings. Some take on the medical, ballistics, and film evidence regarding whether any one person could have fired all the shots in Dealey Plaza. The infamous “single bullet theory,” whereby one “magic” bullet caused seven wounds in two men (Kennedy and Governor Connally), is so contested, and rightly so, that several books are devoted to it alone. That undamaged and clean bullet, found mysteriously on a stretcher in Parkland Hospital and forensically tied to Oswald’s rifle, has its own 60-year saga—recently added to by Secret Service agent Paul Landis’ 2023 account that no, the bullet wasn’t found on Connally’s stretcher, but rather Kennedy’s, where Landis himself placed it and then didn’t tell anyone. No wonder the American public remains confused.


Many other books on the assassination go straight to the whodunit—the Mafia did it, or the CIA, or Fidel Castro, or the military, or the right wing. The problem here is that to start with motive, when discussing the assassination of the U.S. president at the height of the Cold War, leads nowhere. Got a group with a motive to kill Kennedy? Get in line.


To the extent Oswald appears in these books at all—and sometimes he is ignored entirely—he is usually a one-dimensional creature. Whether a psychopathic loner, or instead a deep-cover intelligence agent always on assignment, Oswald is too often treated as a cardboard cut-out, moved about in service of a larger narrative. Until this book.


I first met Larry Hancock in Dallas more than twenty years ago, while speaking at research conferences that he ran with Debra Conway. Larry gave talks there too, and I was always impressed by his no-nonsense approach and intellectual rigor. I learned from him the invaluable skill of separating the stories of cover-up—for which there are many possible motives, right up to “for the good of the country,” I discovered—from the actual crime and conspiracy.


The Mary Ferrell Foundation, which I run, recently published Larry’s Tipping Point; that work is in some ways the precursor to the book you hold in your hand. He and his research partner David Boylan are experts on the Kennedy-era “secret war on Cuba” and the many operatives inside and outside the CIA who populate that history. Due to the JFK Records Act, large swaths of files on that subject are now public, available due to the efforts of the Assassination Archives and Research Center which obtained them and the Mary Ferrell Foundation that put them online. In essays and other work over recent years, Larry and David have mined these records to great effect.


But this book is also and primarily about Lee Harvey Oswald, about whom the Warren Commission itself collected and published a great deal of information six decades ago. What new is there to say about him? Plenty, as it turns out. The Commission didn’t have the full story, for one—this book’s contributions to illuminating the formerly secret and tangled record of Oswald’s trip to Mexico City, from where so many of the allegations of Communist conspiracy emanated, are clarifying and insightful. And recent years have also seen the publication of the important reflections of Oswald’s best friend during his time in Minsk, Ernst Titovets.


The Oswald Puzzle is unique, though, in taking head-on the conundrum that has faced so many who have taken the time to understand the details of the Kennedy assassination. If the physical evidence shows that no single person killed Kennedy, then how could someone the Warren Commission went out of its way to portray as a “loner” be responsible at all? And yet Oswald was clearly not just some random person picked up by authorities after the fact. What then, was his role in this affair?


The authors hold no truck with sacred cows. They take the Warren Commission’s own biography of Oswald and strip it of the Commission’s bias, presenting a more nuanced and clear-eyed picture of this unusual young man. But they also take head-on the Walker shooting and the so-called “backyard” photographs of Oswald holding a rifle and pistol, and other stories some pro-conspiracy advocates would prefer to avoid. The result is a fascinating portrait of an unusually fearless and yes, idealistic, individual.


Those unfamiliar with the Oswald biography will encounter a very odd tale; those who think they know the story may be surprised by what they find here. And then, after laying bare the stranger-than-fiction life journey of Lee Harvey Oswald, the authors describe how his pro-Castro activities in New Orleans in the summer of 1963 landed him squarely in the sights of the anti-Castro (and by 1963, anti-Kennedy) exile movement. Hancock and Boylan tell a compelling story of what happened next.


The missing element in our understanding of the Kennedy assassination has always been the lack of a believable counter-narrative to the Warren Report, one which explains who Lee Harvey Oswald really was. Hancock and Boylan have made a profound contribution in this regard. Have they solved the puzzle of Lee Harvey Oswald, and with it some core questions about the conspiracy that took President Kennedy’s life? Read this book and see for yourself.


And if you believe the story told here, then add the tragedy of this young man’s life and his fate to the tragedies of November 22, 1963.




INTRODUCTION


OVER THE DECADES, history books and the media have described and defined Lee Harvey Oswald as “the assassin of President Kennedy.” More recently, with a deeper view of history, and a flood of document releases and research, there has been some movement towards qualifying that description to read “the alleged assassin” or “the accused assassin.”


Readers will find good cause for such a shift in terminology in The Oswald Puzzle. Equally importantly, they will find that the book explores the much deeper issues of who Lee Harvey Oswald really was, and what motivated him.


The historical view of Oswald originated in leaks to the media and then was solidified in the report of the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy, popularly known as the Warren Commission. But the portrait painted by the Commission is both fractured and flawed. Fractured, because the Commission itself presented conflicting views of Oswald. Flawed, because it simply ignored aspects of Oswald’s life inconvenient to its conclusions.


Oswald was never tried and legally convicted of any crime, and over the following decades subsequent governmental inquiries raised doubts that the actual nature of the assassination was as simple as officially described in the Warren Commission Report. During the 1970s, first the United States Senate Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities (known as the Church Committee for its chair, Senator Frank Church), and later the House Select Committee on Assassinations raised key questions regarding the Kennedy assassination. Ultimately the House Select Committee report officially concluded that a conspiracy was involved in the murder of the president, and that there were multiple shooters in Dealey Plaza on November 22, 1963.


Despite those reassessments of the Kennedy assassination, history has largely been left with the characterization of Oswald originally presented in the Warren Commission Report. The Warren Report defined Oswald’s character, his personality, his worldview, and his temperament—all in relation to his being presented as the murderer of the president. Even prior to the issuance of the report in the fall of 1964, during the first days and weeks immediately following the assassination, material related to Oswald was leaked from official sources to the press—first from the Dallas Police, then from the FBI (as its own report was being written over some three weeks), and as the months passed, from sources inside the Warren Commission itself. All those leaks, and all the media coverage which they generated, created a public image of Oswald which supported and solidified the charges initially placed against him. Yet at no point were those charges subject to rebuttal or challenge, simply because Oswald himself had been murdered within two days of his arrest. He had never obtained legal counsel, much less been brought to trial and legally convicted of any crime.


Over the decades, literally thousands of books and papers have been published on the Kennedy assassination. A few followed the scenario and characterization of Oswald as presented in the original Warren Report, but the vast majority revisited the attack in Dallas—and the events which followed—from a perspective of skepticism. In most instances those works either deconstructed the official story of the assassination, presented an alternative conspiratorial view of events, or perhaps most commonly, attempted both. One of this work’s authors, Hancock, has previously published two such works; Someone Would Have Talked in 2010 and Tipping Point in 2021. In general, the so-called conspiracy works have treated Oswald himself from a relatively one-dimensional viewpoint, either as a tool of some conspiracy or as an unwitting actor, taken advantage of by that same conspiracy. The major difference between the works lies in either their view of Oswald and/or the size and nature of the conspiracy they discuss.


The net result of the Warren Commission’s report, the subsequent congressional inquiries, and decades of books on the Kennedy assassination has left Lee Harvey Oswald as something of an enigma. What is in the history books is either misleading, or at best incomplete, in terms of what has been learned over the decades following the assassination. The minimal descriptions of Oswald given in those accounts virtually never goes beyond the original characterization of him developed in the Warren Report, which assumed him to have murdered the president, acting strictly on his own and for no specifically stated motive.


Readers who have turned to one or more of the assassination-related books will either find the characterizations of Oswald which support the view of Oswald as the sole assassin, or a broad variety of very different images of him. The majority of these portray him as either a witting or unwitting tool, instrument, asset, foil or outright dupe of some type of conspiracy—and focus on the conspiracy rather than Oswald as an individual.


This book takes a very different approach to Oswald, focusing entirely on him as an individual with his own deeply personal history and development, with a consistency in his character and worldview— all of which were in many instances the antithesis of that presented in the Warren Commission Report, and in many respects arguably different than that which has been presented in a great many books on the Kennedy assassination.


The Oswald Puzzle is first and foremost a book about Lee Harvey Oswald. It is also a book about the Kennedy assassination, but only to the extent that assassination “touched” Oswald during the last 72 hours of his life. It is a book about conspiracy, but only to the extent to which a conspiracy “used” Oswald. And it is a book about the American intelligence community—about individuals within and connected to that community—but again only to the extent that Oswald was “on the radar” and of potential usefulness to certain persons within that community.


The Oswald Puzzle is not a book about the details of the attack on President Kennedy in Dealey Plaza on November 22, 1963. It is a book about Lee Oswald as an individual, about his character and personality, and about the unique series of experiences he accumulated during the short 24 years of his life. But while it is not primarily focused on the details of the assassination, it is a book about conspiracy. To that end, the authors specifically address and explore the likelihood that Oswald was taken advantage of by individuals who used his personal goals to their own ends—resulting in the historical characterization of Oswald as something he was not, an assassin.


The Oswald Puzzle presents a variety of views of Lee Harvey Oswald, offering references to resources that allow the reader the opportunity for further exploration of the many, often conflicting views of his life. But most importantly, it is an effort to explore Oswald as an individual, with his own character, his own world view, and in particular his personal and increasingly activist agenda that drove his own activities up to the time of his arrest in Dallas, on the afternoon of November 22, 1963.




CHAPTER 1






VIEWPOINTS


“. . . the Commission does not believe that it can ascribe to him [Oswald] any one motive or group of motives.”


—Warren Commission Report, p. 423


OVER THE DECADES, two fundamentally different views of Lee Harvey Oswald have emerged. Those views have come to be so diametrically opposed it seems almost as if Oswald was a character living in different dimensions. The established, historical view is that of a radicalized “lone nut” assassin, an image presented to the public by major media in the days and weeks immediately following the assassination. It is a view which has remained consistent in historical references to the assassination of the President, appearing annually each year on the anniversary of the attack on President Kennedy on November 22, 1963, in Dallas, Texas.


The Official View


The finding of Oswald as the sole assassin of the President did not become “official” until the issuance of the report of the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy (more commonly known as the Warren Commission) in September of 1964, almost a year after the events of November 22, 1963. However, the view of Oswald as a dangerous, “lone nut” assassin gained semi-official status almost immediately, with the leaking of the FBI report on the assassination, and its conclusions, to elements of the media early in December 1963.


Preparation of that FBI investigative finding—with its conclusion established from its inception—had begun as early as the afternoon of Oswald’s murder by Jack Ruby only two days following the murder of the president. That same afternoon, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover advised presidential aide Walter Jenkins that it would be necessary for the incoming Johnson administration to participate in the effort to “convince the public that Oswald is the real assassin.”2


That direction was reinforced the following day, on November 25, with another memorandum—this one from Assistant Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach, to presidential aide Bill Moyers, reading in part: “The public must be satisfied that Oswald was the assassin; that he did not have confederates who are still at large; and that the evidence was such that he would have been convicted at trial.”3 That direction was officially sustained for days, weeks, and in perpetuity. Yet we know that behind the scenes, information suggesting a foreign conspiracy, specifically Cuban or Russian, continued to come to both the FBI and CIA. The CIA’s own Mexico City station staff strongly advocated stories of Oswald being a paid Cuban assassin. Officially and for the public none of that mattered—it was going to be Oswald, and Oswald alone.


In retrospect such an obvious rush to an official judgment seems more than questionable. Yet historically there are numerous examples of those in charge during national crises desiring to “capture the narrative,” ostensibly in the interests of national security but pragmatically to ensure control over the national response. In such crises there is also a consistent desire to minimize rumor and gossip, and to preempt potential questions about the administration in power as well as the actions of the agencies (or military services) involved in the incident.4


As an example, less than five years after the president’s murder, both Director Hoover of the FBI and the nation’s Attorney General would announce that a single individual had shot and killed Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., with no evidence of others being involved and with no racial motivation—making that declaration within 24 hours of the murder, with absolutely no proof to back up their assertion, no suspect in custody, and the FBI investigation barely having begun.5


With Oswald dead, no prospect of a trial, and the FBI’s conclusion on Oswald’s sole guilt given to President Johnson within only weeks, a good deal of material which might have been challenged in a legal setting ended up simply being handed off to the national media, which accepted it without challenge or question and essentially delivered what would have been the prosecution’s case directly to the public—as established fact.


The Media


A political element had been introduced into the attack as motive by the media as early as the day following the assassination, with one Texas newspaper carrying a banner headline “Pro-Castroite Charged in Slaying of Kennedy.”6 Similar copy, and inferences, quickly appeared in newspapers around the nation. “Castroite Held, Charged with Assassination” was the byline in the San Diego Union Tribune.7


For an ostensible “loner”—as Lee Harvey Oswald would be portrayed by the Warren Commission—extensive details on his background, his time in Russia and his protests in support of the Cuban revolution surfaced quite quickly in the media. We now know that one explanation for that immediate availability of information, especially regarding Oswald’s political leanings, had to do with the Scripps Howard News Service, as of 1963 the most prominent news outlet in the nation.8


According to Seth Kantor, a Scripps Howard reporter, calls to the Scripps news service desk were referred to Hal Hendrix, the chief Latin American reporter for the Miami News. When Kantor reached Hendrix, he found him to possess an extensive knowledge of Lee Oswald, not only background on his time in Russia, but more recently about Oswald’s activities in New Orleans—demonstrating for Cuba and the Castro regime, his connection to the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, and even information on Oswald’s radio appearances.


New Orleans was not on Hendrix’s normal news “beat,” but apparently he had gone so far as to call Scripps himself to make the news service aware that he had extensive information on Oswald’s activities there the previous summer, and was ready and willing to share it. That might seem a bit mysterious at first; it becomes less so given that Hendrix was later found to be a media resource close to the covert CIA Cuban operations station in Miami (JM/WAVE).9 Hendrix’s special access to Cuba-related information may well have been a contributing factor in his detailed coverage of the events related to the landings at the Bay of Pigs, for which he had received a Pulitzer Prize for his news “scoops.” According to former CIA officer Frank Terpil, Hendrix was also a family friend of CIA propaganda specialist David Phillips.10


Hendrix’s insider relationship with the CIA continued for years, with his reporting of a coup in the Dominican Republic (David Phillips’ assignment at the time) through the Scripps Howard news service a day before it actually occurred, and into the early 1970s during the CIA’s anti-Allende project in Chile (a project headed by David Phillips). Hendrix was identified as having provided International Telephone and Telegraph with highly confidential information on the Allende government. When questioned on the matter by a Congressional committee, Hendrix was later shown to have lied in order to cover his CIA source.11 Some three years later a CIA cable revealed that his source had indeed been a CIA officer, and that the CIA was aware that he would protect their association with him in his testimony to the committee.


The information Hendrix was providing through his Scripps Howard connection was only one element of the ongoing development of Oswald’s image as a politically radical presidential assassin within the general media. That media coverage fixed the public perception of Oswald following the leaking of the FBI report, certifying him as the lone criminal actor well before the Warren Commission Report solidified it all on its release in September 1964.


Beyond the immediate media impact of Scripps Howard’s available background information on Oswald, the significance of the CIA/Hendrix/Phillips connection will receive further attention as we proceed. It is only one of several clues revealing the extent to which the CIA was aware of Oswald and his pro-Castro activism prior to the assassination. It is also one of several indications that the Agency was itself using that knowledge of Oswald in its own activities (in progress and in planning) at the time of the assassination.


Decades later, it was discovered that the CIA-supported positioning of Oswald as a political radical had already been underway well before the assassination. It was being conducted in a propaganda campaign being carried out via the CIA-funded and sponsored Cuban Student Directorate (the DRE). A DRE warning campaign about Oswald had begun as early as August 1963, and had involved letters to Congress, warnings to Cuban exile groups, and local journalists in Miami—all raising the flag about the dangers of Cuban subversion of naïve Americans, especially through the work of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. At the time of the assassination, recordings of Oswald’s radio interviews supporting the Cuban revolution were being circulated from several private outlets, and an anti-Castro propaganda record containing elements of the interviews was packaged and ready for distribution.


The media coverage of Oswald as a political radical and possibly instigated by communist beliefs was also fueled by a series of ongoing leaks of materials out of Dallas, materials which had been originally collected for the prosecution of Oswald, but remained in police custody. Over time, materials including Oswald’s personal diary as well as photos (held by both the Dallas Police and in the Dallas District Attorney’s office) were shared among Dallas police officers, and several items ended up with the press. Similar leaks occurred throughout the length of the Warren Commission inquiry; such behavior would have been both illegal and embarrassing in any normal criminal prosecution, but with Oswald dead there was no trial, no challenge to the accusations against him, and standard legal practices were essentially out the window.


At one point the Commission itself became concerned, especially over the leaking of the diary, and asked the FBI to investigate. The investigation led to Assistant District Attorney Bill Alexander. Alexander had initially prepared charges against Oswald, presenting him as part of a communist conspiracy, but the conspiracy element had been dropped from the official charges based on calls to Dallas from President Johnson’s aide, Cliff Carter. The FBI questioned Alexander about the leak on July 10, 1963, and the Dallas Morning News reported that Alexander had been interviewed but strongly denied releasing anything. The FBI’s report on the interview notes that, in addition to a simple denial, “Alexander also…made a statement that Lyndon B. Johnson, J. Edgar Hoover, the FBI, and the ‘Warren Commission could kiss my a--.’” The FBI report noted that he had been strongly admonished concerning those remarks.12


The Warren Commission


As the leaks and popular media coverage of Oswald continued, the Warren Commission proceeded to build its own presentation, one strictly in line with the Katzenbach memo—Oswald’s guilt was a certainty, he had no confederates and acted completely independently; with the evidence in hand, he would certainly have been convicted if he had lived to be brought to trial.


Yet despite the extensive and detailed background work done by the FBI on Oswald, one sticking point which had emerged was the question of motive. The investigation had been able to produce no evidence of Oswald’s animosity, hatred, or even negative remarks regarding President Kennedy. In contrast, people who did know and talk with Oswald were found to report that if anything he had a positive attitude towards JFK, generally supporting his global policies and thinking that Kennedy was the type of leader who might at least be able to open a positive dialogue with Premier Khrushchev.


In terms of actual evidence, the investigation produced none of the material that might be expected if the attack on the president had been driven by either an aggressively political or personal agenda. There was no written manifesto (yet Oswald had been writing on several political and geopolitical issues in 1963, and that writing was in evidence), no trace of a warning letter or call to the media—or anyone else—before the attack, no written note stating a reason of any sort. Oswald himself consistently denied while in custody being involved in any way in an act against the president. He had been given multiple opportunities to make remarks to the press, and in none of them offered the least sign that he was trying in any fashion to “make a name for himself.” There was simply nothing to demonstrate that Oswald was either a firebrand radical pursuing a cause, or someone propelled to kill over some perceived personal issue with the president.


Ultimately the Commission would be forced to construct an image of Oswald which would support the view of him as an assassin based on personality and character issues rather than a specific, actionable motive. That lack of a clear-cut motive alone left many skeptical regarding the official view of Oswald as the assassin. This book will detail solid reasons for that skepticism.


However, motive was only one of the “trust issues” which emerged regarding the Warren Commission Report. In sum, those issues led to the development of a community of skeptics which over time came to reject virtually everything about the case against Lee Harvey Oswald, including the evidence placed into the official record, the construction of the Commission’s report—and virtually all the sources used by the Commission in its profiling of Oswald.


Warren Report Criticism


Criticism of the Warren Commission’s work began early, largely based in two fundamental issues. The first objection was that there was no legal challenge to any of the evidence used by the Commission in its work. In contrast to due legal process, investigative material (including testimony and statements) was simply entered into the Warren Commission record and collected in 26 volumes of minimally indexed documents which were published separately, two months later than the report itself. Key evidentiary materials were stored in highly restricted access at the National Archives. Attorney Mark Lane made a highly public challenge to that Warren Commission’s process and attempted—unsuccessfully—to insert some aspect of challenge into the Commission’s work.


In December 1963, Lane wrote to Chief Justice Earl Warren proposing that the Commission appoint a counsel for Oswald who could advocate in his defense—and attached a “brief” which contained certain assertions related to Oswald which had been made by Dallas County District Attorney Henry Wade. The “brief” was published in the National Guardian, a politically left New York City weekly newspaper. Lane visited Oswald’s family in Dallas and was officially named as counsel by Marguerite Oswald. The Committee’s general counsel, J. Lee Rankin, pushed back, notifying Lane that it was not felt “useful” to have an attorney representing Oswald participating in hearings or to have access to investigative materials. Yet following the response to Lane, Chief Justice Warren released a statement that the president of the American Bar Association would be designated to represent Oswald’s interests.


Contrary to the Warren press release, the ABA chief did not personally nor actively participate in Commission activities, instead designating Charles Rhyne to represent him. Rhyne—Dean of the Southern Methodist Law School—was also identified by Warren as representing the Attorney General of Texas to the Commission.13 Rhyne does not appear to any extent in the Warren Commission inquiry transcripts, and there is no record of any active representation of Oswald’s interests in its meeting records.


Mark Lane did independently testify before the Commission in March and July, 1964. His appearances resulted in what were described as heated exchanges with Warren, who made it clear that Lane had no official position and did not represent Oswald’s family in any fashion—and that the Commission challenged the truthfulness of certain of Lane’s statements. In response Lane published a critique of the Commission in a book titled Rush to Judgment; the book became a number one bestseller (it spent 29 months on the New York Times bestseller list in 1966) and was turned into a documentary film in 1967. It seems fair to say that Lane’s work laid the foundation for what became significant, broad-based public skepticism over the Commission’s final report.


Lane’s research was supported by Sylvia Meagher, who worked as a research analyst at the UN’s World Health Organization. She was one of the first to not only read but study in detail the twenty-six volumes of hearings and exhibits that were published in support of the Warren Commission Report. As a trained, experienced analyst she was “appalled” at the inconsistencies between that material and the summary report and began to collect what proved to be an extensive list of deliberate misrepresentations, omissions, and distortions which she felt demonstrated instances of dishonesty in the Commission’s report on the assassination.


In 1965 Meagher published a full name and subject index to the twenty-six volumes—which had been distributed by the Commission with no “working” index. She followed that in 1967 with what became a highly significant critique of the Commission’s work; Accessories After the Fact became a mainstay of Warren Commission critics and was published in six editions over time, impacting the work of follow-on assassination inquiries, including that of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence. Senator Richard Schweiker in the preface described the book as being “a meticulous and compelling indictment of the Warren Commission Report,” with a significance that “could not be overstated.”


Over the years, successive generations of citizen researchers, initially known simply as “skeptics,” would follow on with Warren Commission critiques, eventually gaining access to internal Commission materials on its own workings and decision-making. That information solidified the skeptical view by revealing the extent to which Commission staff, and even senior members, had been driven to produce a report which was in line with the initial position defined only days following the assassination of President Kennedy and the murder of Lee Harvey Oswald. Oswald was to be presented as the sole actor in the assassination, there were no others involved, and he certainly would have been convicted if he had gone to trial.


The contemporary work of JFK researcher Pat Speer provides one of the best summary insights into the extent to which the Commission’s deliberations and the work of its staff was “channeled” towards that conclusion—and the internal sensitivities regarding the crafting of the report so as not to expose it to criticism or raise public doubt.14 Speer begins his summary with an example from August 1964, when the Commission was deep into work on its final draft.


Commission counsels, staff and advisers were active in the process of draft revision and on August 8 the chief Justice Department liaison to the Commission (Howard Willens) wrote a memo suggesting that the report should not include a finding addressing Oswald’s capability as a shooter. Willens wrote: “I think our case remains the same even if Oswald had limited or negligible capability with a rifle. In a way, we are emphasizing an argument we don’t really need, which prompts controversy and may tend to weaken the stronger elements of our proof.”15


At that late date, the representative of the Justice Department was asserting that it was best to avoid the entire issue of whether Oswald actually had the ability to make the shots that the Commission was going to assert killed the president and wounded Texas Governor Connally. Speer points out that Willens, an attorney for the Justice Department, should have been focused on how strong the case that Oswald was able to make the shots that killed the president actually was, rather than avoiding one of the most fundamental issues of the entire inquiry in order not to offer a subject that might leave doubt in the public’s mind or offer opportunities for critics to question the strength of the Commission’s conclusion.


Internal Dissension


As it turned out, Willen’s concerns about the section of the report dealing with the actual shooting were well considered; it was indeed quite debatable. By early September, Counsel Wesley Liebeler was given a copy of the current draft report to review. Given that Liebeler viewed the report as essentially being the prosecution’s “brief” in a case against Oswald, he was shocked by numerous statements which he felt to be incorrect or at best simply unsupported. The result was a 26-page memorandum to the General Counsel J. Lee Rankin on September 26.


Speer provides a blow-by-blow detailing of Liebeler’s points—primarily related to Oswald’s rifle capability. Item 16 on Liebeler’s list provides an example of his concerns:


“Item 16. The present section on rifle capability fails to set forth material in the record tending to indicate that Oswald was not a good shot and that he was not interested in his rifle while in the Marine Corps. It does not set forth material indicating that a telescopic sight must be tested and sighted in after a period of non-use before it can be expected to be accurate. That problem is emphasized by the fact that the FBI actually found that there was a defect in the scope which caused the rifle to fire high and to the right. In spite of the above the present section takes only part of the material in the record to show that Oswald was a good shot and that he was interested in rifles. I submit that the testimony of Delgado that Oswald was not interested in his rifle while in the Marines is at least as probative as Alba’s testimony that Oswald came into his garage to read rifle—and hunting—magazines. To put it bluntly that sort of selection from the record could seriously affect the integrity and credibility of the entire report.”


In a following item Liebeler was even more outspoken—“Why don’t we admit instead of reaching and using only part of the record to support the propositions presently set forth in the galleys. Those conclusions will never be accepted by critical persons anyway.” 16


Counsel Rankin was not at all happy with Liebeler’s memorandum. According to author Edward Epstein, Liebeler himself had told Epstein that Rankin’s actual response was that no more such memoranda/internal critiques were welcome—the report had to be published, immediately. Liebeler was apparently not one to back off from issues that deeply concerned him, and Rankin allowed Liebeler to present his issues to Norman Redlich. Speer notes that Redlich was Rankin’s top aide and the man responsible for reviewing and re-writing both the chapters on the shooting and those on Oswald’s likely guilt. According to Epstein, Redlich heatedly objected to all Liebeler’s criticisms and closed the discussion by stating that “The Commissioners judged it an easy shot, and I work for the Commission.”


Speer’s work on the internal activities of the Commission is extensive, and deserves a read by everyone interested in this subject. Those who wish a further exploration of issues with the Commission’s work should also consider Gerald McKnight’s 2005 book Breach of Trust. Speer calls out one particular point that by itself serves to cement issues of trust with the Commission’s report. In 2013 (the 50th anniversary of the assassination), Justice Department liaison Howard Willens’ book History Will Prove Us Right was published; the book presents an assertive defense of the Warren Commission’s work and proceeds chapter by chapter describing who worked on what sections and even who raised certain issues. Yet even in his defense of the Commission, Willens’ remarks raise issues of trust—he notes that as late as August one of the lead counsels was very sensitive to any public access to the materials collected by the Commission:


“Mr. Rankin also told me that he had raised with the Commission the problem of Archives handling of Commission materials. There is apparently a feeling among the members of the Commission that it would be desirable if all the material of the Commission were not available to the public for a year or two after the report comes out. They suggest that the organization and the screening of these materials will take this long, but of course the principal interest here is making sure that sufficient time elapses before any real critics can get access to material other than those which the Commission desires to publish simultaneous with its report. Apparently, the Chief Justice intends to talk with the National Archivist on this subject.”17


Issues of Trust


As anticipated by its own staff, and quickly identified by the earliest generation of Commission critics, there clearly were an extensive set of open issues with the Warren Commission Report—as well as with the case for Lee Oswald as the assassin. Many of those issues became visible even with the publication of the Commission’s own 26 volumes of testimony and exhibits. Counter to Liebeler’s proposal, none of the issues had been discussed or acknowledged in the final report of the Commission. His observation that on a number of points the report “was a stretch,” and that the open issues should be transparently presented had been ignored, and “critical persons” most definitely did not accept its conclusions.


Over time, with additional inquiries, congressional committee investigations, and ultimately with the JFK Records Act and the work of the Assassination Records Review Board, the criticism only became more extensive and more adamant. With access to original Dallas Police reports, statements from witnesses, autopsy materials, and internal Commission study documents, a considerable number of the interpretations and analyses of the Commission were subjected to challenge. The official shooting scenario and the case for Oswald as the single individual firing from the Texas School Board Depository was found to be have been brought into serious question by the Commission’s own expert ballistics/wound panel, convened at Edgewood Armory.


There had initially been considerable doubt, based on the condition of the bullet itself, that a single shot could have both wounded the president and seriously wounded Governor Connally. However, the shooting scenario developed by the Commission—necessary to find Oswald as the sole shooter—required that a single bullet (Commission Exhibit 399) do just that. To deal with that issue, the Commission convened a special panel of experts in ballistics and wounds, working under the aegis of the Army’s Edgewood Arsenal.


Yet the technical report of that panel’s work on the wound ballistics of Mannlicher-Carcano 6.5 mm. ammunition contradicted the Commission’s conclusion. After extensive testing the panel’s chairman and all the professional members of the panel concluded that, given the damage to CE399, the Warren Commission’s conclusion was not forensically possible.18 The only participant in the panel’s review to dissent from that finding was Commission staff member Arlen Specter—himself the originator of the Commission’s shooting scenario. Despite the conclusions of the Edgewood panel experts, the Commission’s report presented the technical study as supporting its conclusions on both CE399 and its overall shooting scenario.19


A host of similar evidentiary issues have surfaced with the Commission’s report, and readers are referred to Pat Speer’s balanced work on a number of them, in particular his work on events in Dealey Plaza, and the shooting of the president.20 As Liebeler had noted, and Willens had rightly feared, the detailed case presented by the Commission in its report has indeed raised serious issues of trust with the Commission’s work.


What neither man could have anticipated was that a second major weakness with the Commission’s work and in the official presentation of Lee Harvey Oswald would subsequently be revealed—a weakness based on the obfuscation and actual suppression of information by the Central Intelligence Agency. Those actions not only undermined the work of the FBI in its investigation of Oswald (especially regarding his appearance in Mexico City in October 1963), but also prevented both the FBI and the Commission from developing a reliable picture of the CIA’s actual knowledge of Oswald prior to the assassination—and its probable use of his identity and activities in propaganda and political action operations.


One of the earliest examples of CIA misinformation related to Oswald involved the CIA’s Mexico City station’s support of a series of reports which presented Oswald as a paid assassin, hired by Cuba to kill President Kennedy. Originating not with the CIA itself, but rather with a walk-in to the American Embassy, Ambassador Thomas Mann first aggressively promoted a belief in Cuban sponsorship of the assassination to both the Mexico City station and to the FBI. Within 24 hours, the Ambassador had begun to express strong suspicions of Cuban involvement, suspicions which were met skeptically by the FBI Legat (Legal Attache) in Mexico City as well as by FBI headquarters. These suspicions became a major factor as early as November 27, when Mann brought the claims of Gilberto Alvarado to the attention of the FBI and the CIA, claims which were enthusiastically supported by CIA station Chief Winston Scott and his counterintelligence chief David Phillips.21


While the FBI and Director Hoover were skeptical of the Alvarado story of seeing Oswald taking a large sum of money from the Cubans to kill President Kennedy, it created a virtual panic at the highest government levels in Washington. The story contained a seemingly incredible amount of detail.22 Alvarado stated that he had observed, apparently in a public area, Oswald talking with a tall thin Negro with reddish hair and a young woman named Maria Luisa, who was blonde and carried a Canadian passport. Alvarado even provided the precise address on the passport, and described the woman kissing Oswald. The Negro had stated that he wanted to “kill the man” and Oswald had responded that he wasn’t man enough to do it, at which time the man had given Oswald $6,500 in cash.


The Mexico City CIA station affirmed the “wealth of detail” provided by Gilberto Alvarado, first reported as a “well-known Nicaraguan communist underground member”—only later did it acknowledge that Alvarado had himself been working against the Cuban Consulate for the Nicaraguan security services. That relationship should either have been already known to the Mexico City CIA staff, or quickly determined, given the strong pre-existing CIA ties to Nicaraguan intelligence.


It seems odd that intelligence professionals such as Scott and Phillips would have credited the level of detail provided by Alvarado, especially when reported from a very public area of a Cuban diplomatic facility—in a conversation apparently observed at very close range by Alvarado. Yet the story and its details were all forwarded to Washington DC without corroboration. In Washington it was treated as a national security matter with respect to the assassination, and produced discussion and concerns at the highest levels of government.


In responding to those concerns, the FBI first determined that Alvarado could not have been at the Cuban Embassy on the date he asserted. However, over some 48 hours, the Mexico City CIA station continued to advise Washington that “Alvarado is telling the truth in general outline but mixed up on his dates.” Years later, following retirement, Phillips would go so far as to repeat the details of Alvarado’s claims in his own books—including a statement that Oswald was a paid assassin and had carried thousands of dollars in cash back to the United States with him.23


The FBI responded by sending a special agent to Mexico City to pursue the matter. However, prior to the agent’s arrival, the CIA station had handed Alvarado over to the Mexican Federal Police (DFS) for questioning. Following what was reportedly an intense interrogation, Alvarado simply recanted his story. While that settled matters for the FBI, it left open the obvious questions that the Mexico City CIA officers should have been asking Alvarado before supporting his story to Washington D.C.


Why would a Nicaraguan security agent on a penetration mission against the Cubans not have reported such an incident to Nicaraguan intelligence at the time it occurred? Why would this information not have been immediately passed to the CIA, given that the CIA itself had extremely close connections to Nicaraguan security? Nicaragua had played a key role in anti-Castro actions throughout the CIA’s Cuba project. Such questions were never pursued with the Mexico City personnel.


In itself, the Alvarado incident provides an early indication that in many instances the Mexico City CIA station appears to have pursued its own interests regarding Lee Harvey Oswald. And, as we will see, Mexico City would not be the only part of the CIA which proved to be less than open, and less than trustworthy, in regard to its knowledge of—and interest in—Oswald prior to President Kennedy’s assassination.


Unfortunately, the FBI itself also appears to have been concerned about details of its own pre-assassination contacts with Oswald, and willing not only to suppress but to alter and destroy items related to those contacts. The work of the Senate Select Committee hearings in the mid-1970s confirmed that the FBI had totally retyped a page of Oswald’s personal notebook while in its custody and had substituted the altered page for the original. The retyping removed an attempted contact by a Dallas FBI agent with Oswald, a contact which instead led to the agent interviewing Oswald’s wife Marina at Ruth Paine’s home, were she was staying.


Alteration of a primary piece of evidence to suppress information was a serious matter, and an extensive inquiry was made, involving the Bureau and with testimony from several of its agents—resulting in the official position by the House Committee that it “deemed the incident regrettable, (but) found it to be trivial in the context of the entire investigation.”24


The notebook incident becomes even more interesting when considered along with the fact that at least in one instance in New Orleans Oswald had indeed voluntarily met with the FBI. The idea that Oswald had been a source of information for the FBI had been alleged in the earliest days of the Warren Commission inquiry and it had been briefly investigated, yet in later years we have learned that even the Commission staff doubted that the FBI would disclose such a relationship to them. Counsel Rankin is on record as remarking that it would be very difficult to establish any such relationship—“I am confident the FBI would never admit it, and I presume their records would never show it.”25


More Issues of Trust


Given what has been learned over the years, the totality of information now available shows that the Bureau did knowingly conceal information about its association with Oswald and suggests that it suppressed interest in him as a potential source very much as Counsel Rankin had suspected it would. For example, in 1975 a House Committee took testimony from FBI agent James Hosty that immediately following the assassination, he had been ordered by office chief J. Gordon Shanklin to destroy a note left at the Dallas Bureau office by Lee Harvey Oswald.26


Furthermore, a co-worker of agent Hosty related to a Senate Select Committee that Hosty had privately told him that the first agent to interview Oswald after his return from Russia, John Fain, had considered Oswald as a potential security informant (PSI)—and that Hosty himself had admitted that he was considering him as a PSI as well.27 In Fain’s case that would be reasonable enough, given that Fain had reported Oswald agreeing to inform the FBI of any attempt by communists/subversives to approach him. With respect to Hosty, such an interest would certainly explain Hosty’s visit to the Paine house where Marina Oswald was staying—and the alteration of Oswald’s daybook recording Hosty’s visit.


Both the Warren Commission and the Senate Select Committee (Church Committee) did examine allegations that Oswald had been either an informant or at least a source of information for the FBI. The allegations were of particular interest with respect to the New Orleans office as Oswald had indeed voluntarily requested a meeting with the FBI there. Allegations of a potential “source” relationship explored by the FBI had come second-hand from a former Bureau agent in that office, personally via an aide to President Johnson. The source, hospitalized and under doctor’s care, declined to be named to the Committee; one element of his claim was plausibly verified, but without his testimony (even in confidence) the Committee was unable to go further. The FBI also notified the Committee that it had no intention of pursuing the matter on its own.28


In another instance, a former FBI office clerk in New Orleans named William Walter reported seeing Oswald’s name on a folder in a special filing cabinet reserved for security matters, including source and informant files. However, the Committee was more interested in his associated report of having seen a warning telex concerning a threat to President Kennedy only weeks before the assassination. In the end it focused on technical issues with his reconstruction of the telex, and failed to pursue or take testimony from individuals Walter named who might have corroborated his story. The Committee also ignored the fact that Walter had pointed out that all the individuals in the office has been pressured to sign a special document affirming that they would not disclose information related to the incident in question. No explanation was given to the agents on the need for the special nondisclosure procedure other than that the matter was being treated as a security issue.29


Given that it was a known practice of the FBI to recruit potential sources and informants on both security and criminal matters (offices were rated on their monthly production of both), and that the record shows that Oswald voluntarily contacted the FBI on at least one instance in New Orleans, it does seem strange that the office would not have had some interest in at least considering him for a source relationship. This is especially true since he provided them details in regard to the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, the existence of a chapter in the city, and (falsely) the name of at least one other member of the group.


The FBI and its New Orleans office had targeted, and begun conducting intelligence collections on, both Cuban exiles and the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, as early as December 1961. An internal FBI memo from the Special Agent in Charge (SAIC) of the office dated July 27, 1962, summarized its activities, and the first item noted was the lack of any FPCC group in the city at that time; but the report noted that the office was investigating three individuals suspected of pro-Cuba activities.30


The memo also noted having several sources and PSIs in place, reporting on both pro- and anti-Castro activities. Two of them, Arnesto Rodriquez and Carlos Bringuier, would be the first individuals contacted by Oswald when he began inserting himself into Cuban affairs there in the summer of 1963.


Given that the FPCC was officially considered a subversive entity by the FBI and was under investigation and surveillance by multiple agencies as of 1963, the lack of follow-up on Oswald is hard to credit—yet that is what the official record was found to reveal. Given Oswald’s demonstrations in support of the FPCC, and his contacts with that organization, as well as his claimed membership in an active chapter, it is hard to accept the New Orleans office’s apparent lack of active investigation, contact with, or surveillance of Oswald immediately following his hour-long interview.


Admittedly, it is difficult to fully assess that lack of follow-on activity, given that we do not have a copy of the actual field office reports on Oswald prepared by the local agents regarding the initial Oswald contact (Quigley/August 15 and Kaack/August 31). The record we do have is a series of pages out of an FBI Headquarters file on Oswald, apparently excerpted from Quigley’s actual report.31


The information does detail the interview at length, with biographical data on Oswald, the materials taken into possession when he was arrested, and his description of activities and individuals with both the national Fair Play for Cuba Committee and its local chapter. Unfortunately, that still leaves us with nothing to tell us how the report was processed at the local office or to verify its distribution within New Orleans or at FBI headquarters. It also leaves open the question of how thorough and accurate the headquarters excerpt is. Researcher Greg Parker has pointed out that Quigley’s own testimony contradicts the headquarters excerpt with respect to his actually having seen and examined Oswald’s identification cards during the interview.


Agent Quigley was questioned about his time with Oswald and his report, but rather than providing the Commission with a copy of the report, Quigley referred them to excerpted material which he stated had been used in Kaack’s report.32 Rather than asking for either report, the Commission proceeded to ask Quigley about the notes he had taken in the interview. Quigley replied that he had destroyed the notes, presumably after writing his official report based on them. No further questions were asked about the report itself, any office response to it, or what follow-up (if any) was done regarding Oswald’s information about the previously unknown Fair Play for Cuba Committee group in New Orleans.


It should also be noted that in Dallas on February 10, 1964, Agent Quigley signed an affidavit that he had not attempted to recruit Oswald as an informant—which would not have been his job, given that separate individuals handled recruiting as well as the management of sources and of paid informants. That affidavit was part of a whole series of affidavits of FBI agents in Dallas and New Orleans, affirming that Oswald had not been a paid informant. However, no statements were made that Oswald had never provided information to the Bureau or been considered as a potential source of information (PSI), especially with respect to security/subversive matters—a completely different matter than his being a paid informant.33


Some years later, the Senate Select Committee also obtained testimony from FBI agents that in the recruiting of sources and informants, it had been common practice to make initial contacts and even conduct outreach without extensive paperwork, but only with the verbal approval of the agent in charge of the office. During the period of decision-making and prior to completing the recruitment, there would be nothing more than a single sheet of paper in a security file—and that would not be cross-referenced to other office files on the individual (a match to the situation described above by FBI office clerk Walter in New Orleans).34


We are left with the fact that the FBI destroyed a note left with its Dallas office, and later removed and rewrote a page from his notebook which referenced an FBI interview of Oswald’s wife. In New Orleans, the Bureau had apparently carried out no serious investigation of his detailed report about an unknown Fair Play for Cuba Committee group revealed by Oswald. And when the individual agent in the New Orleans office who would have had the most information about that office’s contacts with Oswald was subpoenaed by District Attorney Garrison’s inquiry, he was allowed by the Justice Department to claim Executive Privilege in regard to answering questions about Oswald. Given that history, it is little wonder that Warren Commission critics came to view the FBI as equally as untrustworthy as the CIA regarding its pre-assassination knowledge of Oswald.


Critical Reactions


Even a brief summary of issues related to the work of the Warren Commission and the actions of the CIA and FBI leaves us with ample reason for mistrust and skepticism of its conclusions. Abundant serious issues have been raised not just by citizen critics, but by the Commission’s own staff members and by follow-on Congressional inquiries. These issues relate both to the Commission’s position on the assassination as well as its portrayal of Lee Harvey Oswald.


Over the decades following the assassination, an ongoing stream of revelations about the work of the Commission as well as activities of both the CIA and FBI led to the development of a critical community which totally rejected the official story of the assassination, and the Commission’s view of Oswald. Essentially a new dimension formed, one in which Oswald was viewed in several competing perspectives—Oswald as a naïve, unwitting individual who had been set up as a total patsy, alternatively as someone recruited by mob figures as an actual participant in the assassination, or in another variation as a knowing accessory to an action against President Kennedy.


Multiple versions of the second two views emerged, but several of the more sensational scenarios viewed his role in Dallas as being one more assignment in a long series of covert intelligence missions. In that view, the basic scenario saw Oswald as a radically committed anti-communist who from his earliest years had volunteered for a series of tasks and missions for federal agencies including the Office of Naval Intelligence, the CIA, the FBI, U.S. Customs—possibly even for a Congressional Committee working on gun control.


One of the issues with many of the conspiracy scenarios developed by the critical community is that while they overlay a complex mix of characters and connections onto Oswald’s activities, the scenarios still present Oswald as basically one-dimensional. In virtually all those views, Oswald does not act on his own initiatives or agenda, but rather serves as a consistently willing and compliant tool for other parties—from his teenage years up until his death. The scenarios extend virtually no free will to Oswald, presenting him as so politically committed to the anti-communist cause and worldview that he served as nothing more than a tool of others, recruited by multiple agencies and seemingly serving some of them concurrently, especially by 1963.


In one such scenario Oswald is viewed as being managed as a voluntary CIA asset from his earliest formative years in school, molded into being a cooperative figure who would take a changing intelligence mission right up to the time of his death—including serving as a knowingly sacrificial figure to tie the blame for President Kennedy’s death to Cuba.


Other scenarios begin with Oswald as a patriotically motivated teenager, recruited to join the military, and then used as a voluntary “dangle” with the intent of exposing communists or other subversive characters serving with him in the military—subversive agents attempting to co-opt American servicemen overseas or inside the United States.


In an extension of that scenario, he is seen as working for the Navy Office of Special Investigations in Japan and then recruited by the Office of Naval Intelligence (or the CIA) and sent into the Soviet Union on a targeted mission. The nature of that mission varies, ranging from a simple test of Soviet intelligence and recruiting practices to something far more strategic, possibly involved with leaking information about American U-2 reconnaissance flights.


Contrary to the official Warren Commission story of Oswald—a “lone nut” acting spontaneously and in an emotionally charged state in the attack on President Kennedy—virtually all the intelligence-related conspiracy scenarios which involve Oswald as a knowing participant in the attack (even in those in which he was not aware of the intent to actually kill JFK) rather than simply as a “patsy,” view Oswald as a compliant actor, under the control of others. He is presented as an individual willing to take a series of orders from a variety of different individuals and agencies over several years, with his activities consistently explained by compliance with these orders rather than as an individual who might have more often been independently acting on his own agendas and personal initiatives. Yet as we will see, a serious examination of Oswald’s personality reveals a person consistently questioning authority, an individual quite unlikely to be a witting tool of anyone.


One exception to the “intelligence connected” scenarios are those which assume Oswald to be essentially little more than a young man with a limited future, linked though family connections in New Orleans to criminal figures, and recruited for an apolitical act—serving as a low-level and naïve actor in a Godfather-related conspiracy against the president.


Quandary and Challenge


The quandary in dealing with the historical Oswald is that we begin in a state of dissonance. We face media coverage which presented him from the outset as the president’s assassin. But the numerous issues with the Warren Commission’s findings challenge the credibility of that portrayal. Beyond that, it seems clear that various actions of the FBI and CIA may have added questions rather than clarity in regard to Oswald’s motives and activities. The various conspiracy views offer alternatives, but many of them not only conflict with each other, but require quite different assumptions about Oswald and his role (or non-role) in the assassination. Even the traditional approach of neutrality leaves us in a state of uncertainty in regard to the competing views of Lee Harvey Oswald.


Of course, the same thing can be said regarding many of the more frequently discussed and “popularized” figures in both contemporary and ancient history. It is not uncommon to find wildly divergent views of such figures coming from differing biographers, popular authors, and even historians with sometimes wildly varying positive and negative views—with each picking their own sources and content from available material to support their presentations.


Given the dramatic differences in the many existing views of Oswald, any attempt to provide an independent and objective view of him will face serious objections, many of them based on what are or are not acceptable sources of information. Readers preferring the official view will challenge any source other than those used by the official investigations and inquiries, considering them to have been fact-checked and effectively defended against challenge. Priority in testimony will be given to official interviews and transcripts; in particular testimony from agencies or law enforcement will be accepted, given that lies or misstatements would be legally actionable.


As a counter, critics of the official view sometimes react by essentially throwing out any government document as being potentially suspect, especially those from the Dallas Police, the FBI or the CIA. Those critics often apply the same standard to individuals who would normally be considered primary and secondary witnesses—in the case of Oswald, his wife, his family, and even individuals he himself identified as his closest friends or associates. The problem with that approach is that it eliminates virtually all normal legal and historical sources and leaves no data at all—leaving only avenues for pure speculation.


In the following work on Lee Harvey Oswald, we will examine him as an individual, with his own character and agendas, as an historical figure in the context of a presidential assassination, and as an individual “entangled” with the overall Cold War history of the period. In doing so we will endeavor to apply standard historical practices in evaluating source data. Those practices include consideration of situational context of Oswald’s remarks, assessment of Oswald’s purported beliefs and views through references to documents or other verifiable sources, and consideration of the consistency and fact-checking commentary contained in previously published research and writing on Lee Harvey Oswald.


Of course, even with the best intentions and practices this study will also be subjective to some extent, but with every effort to make it transparently so, differentiating known facts from the authors’ own—and others’—speculation. In the interest of that transparency, it is necessary for the authors to declare that they are both Warren Commission critics, skeptical of the official history of the assassination, and have previously researched and written on aspects of the assassination dealing with elements of conspiracy.




CHAPTER 2






CHARACTER AND DEVELOPMENT


“There was nothing that would lead me to believe when I saw him at the age of 12 that there would be seeds of destruction for somebody.”


—John Carro, probation officer, Warren Commission Hearings, Volume 8, 212


Opposing Views


The Warren Commission Report, in Chapter 7, offered a view of Oswald as being unable to establish meaningful personal relationships, perpetually discontented with his own life, a communist in his political views, and moved to action by an overriding antipathy towards America and his own surroundings: 35


“Oswald was moved by an overriding hostility to his environment. He does not appear to have been able to establish meaningful relationships with other people. He was perpetually discontented with the world around him. Long before the assassination he expressed his hatred for American society and acted in protest against it. Oswald’s search for what he conceived to be the perfect society was doomed from the start. He sought for himself a place in history—a role as the ‘great man’ who would be recognized as having been in advance of his times. His commitment to Marxism and communism appears to have been another important factor in his motivation.”


In the years following the Warren Commission’s report, a broader exploration of Lee Oswald’s history and personal relationships has brought the Commission’s characterization into serious question, including the contention that Oswald sought “a place in history” for himself—something that literally no one associated with Lee Oswald had ever heard him actually express in public, or indicate in any of his own relatively extensive views on social and geopolitical issues written circa 1963. In essence “seeking a place in history” became a place filler, a fallback response in place of any substantive motive for what was seemingly a spontaneous decision to kill the president of the United States.


The search for a more objective, historical characterization of Oswald, one including his history as well as his own remarks and writings, begins with Oswald himself. In that respect the Warren Commission’s 26 volumes contain a huge amount of relevant information, the majority accumulated from FBI research into his family background, his education, and his time in the Marines.


While some critics literally trust no information provided by the FBI, a good deal of the material in the appendices to the Warren Report has been corroborated and is internally consistent. In addition, the information in the background collection is also at odds with the Commission’s summary report in a great many areas, providing a useful illustration of the extent to which the Commission chose to “cherry pick” and load its language to build its case against Oswald. 36


Additional information, critical for corroboration, includes remarks from Oswald’s personal friends (he did have friends, and lovers), individuals who did socialize with him, whom he liked and talked with at length. There are also factual sources, including his own press and media interviews, his documented reading preferences, and his own writings. That writing, which was extensive during 1962 and 1963, was collected by the Warren Commission but placed into the appendices, escaping those who did not venture beyond the Commission’s summary report.


A combination and cross check of these sources allows the development of a totally independent image of Oswald—as well as a critical baseline in which to judge both the continuity and evolution of his very personal interests and worldviews, from his teenage years through the months immediately prior to his own death.


Viewed chronologically, and with multiple sources, the details of Oswald’s life reveal considerable consistency in both his character and behavior over time, while demonstrating that as much as anyone, he was apt to act “situationally” at times. Situational behavior is neither unusual nor mysterious—much less conspiratorial—regardless of how it may appear at any single point in time.


As an example, over a year after the assassination, the press carried stories based on Marina Oswald’s just-released remarks to the Commission.37 In her testimony she had described Oswald changing after their move from Russia to the United States. She had described him as a caring and affectionate father, helpful but far less attentive to her than early in their marriage. He seemed more irritable, bothered by what she considered trifles, and did not like the Russian friends she had made in the Fort Worth/Dallas area.


Those remarks, and others, were leveraged by both the press and the Commission to infer that Oswald had dramatically changed, becoming reclusive and dangerous by the fall of 1963. Yet what is missing from the media story is the element of “context.” With additional sources and background research it becomes clear that Oswald’s change in attentiveness (and romantic interest) towards Marina had begun well before the move, noted even in KGB monitoring of the Oswalds following their marriage. The fact is that Oswald himself consistently demonstrated a tendency towards becoming bored with jobs, affairs, and even special interests such as astronomy or photography.


Equally relevant context for Marina’s remarks comes from the couple’s time in Dallas and Fort Worth after their return from Russia. Over some 16 months the Oswalds had developed a repetitive pattern of behavior—Marina repeatedly separated from Oswald as he moved through a succession of jobs, she relied increasingly on Russian speaking friends and lived with her young child June in several different homes. In return, as Oswald found new jobs or simply began to miss his family he consistently returned to Marina, on occasion literally pleading for her to rejoin him in a new apartment.


That pattern had begun again in Dallas following the birth of the couple’s new baby in the fall of 1963. And in totality, Marina’s remarks about her husband’s frustration during his visit on the eve of the assassination were much less sinister than the newspaper coverage implied—directly related to yet another effort by Oswald to get her to reunite the family, with promises that with yet another new job he would immediately get an apartment, and they could be together again as a family. As Marina herself said, she had agreed to bring the children and join him, but with a young child and new baby she was being much more pragmatic—demanding that she would bring the children and join him after the holidays, when he had gotten the apartment—and a washing machine.


A study of Oswald over time certainly does reveal situational behavior, but it also makes him more “real,” subject to basic human weaknesses and with his own particular personality flaws. The following chronological view is an effort to present Oswald as an individual, driven by his own beliefs and personality, but with his attitude and actions at any moment in time influenced by who he was with and what was going on around him. Tracing Oswald’s personality and character though his school years, his time in the Marines, his service in Japan, and his experiences in Russia is also key to evaluating the consistency and continuity of his basic behavior. A great deal of the writing about Lee Harvey Oswald has been focused on the year 1963 and his actions immediately before and after the death of President Kennedy. Yet without a comprehensive (and unbiased) picture of his past, specifically focused on personal attitudes and character, it is impossible to judge whether the picture of Oswald painted by the Warren Commission, or even by its skeptics, reflects the real Oswald. It is useful to study the Oswald that developed during his school years and military service. To find that Oswald, it is mandatory that we explore both the details the Warren Commission presented—and those it ignored.


School Years 38


We see an early example of Oswald’s situational nature in the differences between his behavior (and his grades) in elementary and secondary education. Oswald’s academic performance in elementary school was mixed, likely due to the ongoing problems with his home life, problems which were quite real and involved his mother’s divorce, remarriage, and growing discord within her second marriage.


In the first grade, Oswald’s academic performance in Fort Worth, Texas schools (initially at Covington Elementary) was a combination of A’s and B’s. His attendance was at best only acceptable, with 82 days in school and 15 days absent (he received A’s in physical education and health). Given his absences he did not complete all the elements of first grade. He was enrolled in Clayton Public School for his second year of school, but due to a further breakdown in relations between his mother and stepfather, was withdrawn before completing the second grade there, with no grades recorded.


Lee Oswald entered the third grade at Arlington Heights Elementary School and remained at Arlington Heights for the entire school year, completing the third grade with a satisfactory record. He scored A’s in social studies, citizenship, elementary science, art, and music, and a D in spelling, something that would become something of an Achilles heel given that writing would become a major interest for him.


In September 1949, he transferred to Ridglea West Elementary School, where he remained for the next 3 years. His record at Ridglea is not particularly remarkable; in the fourth and fifth grades he received mostly B’s, while in the sixth grade a mix of B’s and C’s. He had learned to read relatively well; however, his spelling and writing skills may have suffered due an undiagnosed problem, possibly dysgraphia, which is known to affect either spelling or handwriting or both. Oswald would become an inveterate and prolific reader, yet continually had difficulties with both his handwriting and especially his spelling.39 In the fourth grade his IQ was recorded at 103; on achievement tests in each of his 3 years at Ridglea, he did best in reading and worst in spelling.


The Warren Commission quotes his early elementary teachers as describing him as a “normal boy,” but with a tendency to keep to himself and not outgoing in socializing with other children. As a counterpoint, a classmate of Oswald’s in the fourth grade recalled playing with him often at school and walking together with him on their way home from school. The same teacher whom the Warren Commission recorded as describing Lee as a quiet and shy boy also remarked that he was given a puppy for Christmas in 1949 and brought the puppy to her home to show it off and to talk with her and her family.


Time in New York City


Given that Oswald had attended three different schools in his first three years of elementary education, it seems no surprise to find him without a series of close childhood friends during that period. Yet he did make individual friends both in elementary school and later in high school; something the Warren Commission chose not to elaborate on. Instead, they continually presented him as asocial, and even antisocial, based largely on an extended detailing of events in New York City. The move to New York was a sudden one, and placed Lee and his mother in a room in his brother’s apartment. The brother, John Pic, was serving in the Coast Guard (assigned to duty at Staten Island), and he and his wife were living in his mother-in-law’s apartment.


Whether or not the move was announced to his brother in advance remains a matter of debate; the spare room was only temporarily available because John’s mother-in-law was visiting another daughter. Oswald’s mother stated that she and Lee had been invited, but John’s remarks suggest that their arrival may have been a surprise. In either event the move, sharing a relatively small apartment with his mother, brother, and brother’s wife, certainly added to the chaos of Oswald’s home life and has to be considered as an element in his personal problems when he and his mother lived in New York City.


There is ample evidence to confirm that Oswald’s mother’s appearance at her son’s apartment created a stressful and challenging situation for all those involved. Entering the New York City schools in the seventh grade also proved especially challenging for Oswald. His southern accent and even his clothing made him stand out in class, and once again he was a new kid with no local history. His response was to simply avoid the situation, ducking out of school to become involved in a pattern of truancy. His behavior became extremely situational during that period, very much dependent on what was going on around him both at home and at school at any point in time.


Initially Lee Oswald attended school in New York regularly, but his conduct was recorded as unsatisfactory. Teachers reported that he did little work, and seemed to spend most of his time sailing paper planes around the room. At the same time, neither his mother nor Lee appear to have gotten along at all well with his brother’s wife. There were constant conflicts with Mrs. Pic and even hostility towards her from Lee. The situation reached a point where it became clear that Mrs. Oswald had to leave her son’s home, and she did so, finding work at a dress store and moving Lee into an apartment in the Bronx.


With his mother working, Lee’s truancy only increased. At the time of their move from the Pics’, he was in junior high, obviously an especially challenging time for any young person, and having a particularly hard time “fitting in.” His problems were not a matter of his intelligence—by then he was testing with an IQ of 118, the upper range of “bright normal.” Teachers found him courteous, but with problems of dependability and self-control. Happier by himself, one of his favorite interests was the Bronx Zoo. When he was caught there by a truant officer, the officer stated that Lee was clean and well-dressed but was surly and referred to the officer as a “damned Yankee.” That led to an appearance in Children’s Court.
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