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Introduction

			Why Another Kennedy Book?

			The midnight-blue Lincoln—a 1961 Continental, yellow DC plates GG 300—glided softly down the sunny, curving street. It was 12:30 in the afternoon; the car gleamed in the midday Texas sun. It was later determined that it was going 11.2 miles an hour, slow and steady, right down the middle lane. The vehicle had no roof attached because it was a beautiful November day, crisp and clear, the temperature sixty-five degrees.

			That there was no roof that day—it wasn’t bulletproof, by the way—has been the source of speculation ever since. But there is no reason for this. There was no roof because its principal occupant always wanted to be seen, always wanted people to get a good look at him. It had always been that way. This particular day even more so, because to his left sat his beautiful young wife in her chic pink suit and pillbox hat. She was ravishing.

			Someone was getting a good look. From the sixth floor of a dingy book warehouse, peering through the 4x scope of a cheap but powerful Italian rifle, he tracked the car and its famous passengers as they waved to bystanders. His heart likely raced with nervousness and excitement as he waited for just the right moment to squeeze the trigger.

			Of course, we know what happened next.

			Don’t we?

			***

			Why another book on the Kennedy assassination? After all, it’s not like this is untrod ground. More than forty thousand books on JFK, his presidency, and its sudden end have been published over the decades. On the big fiftieth anniversary in 2013, there was a high tide of books, television programs, panels, and remembrances about that awful day.

			But history is never static. It is always plodding forward as more details are uncovered. Even the murder of Abraham Lincoln nearly 160 years ago (or nearly eight score, to borrow from the great emancipator’s vocabulary) continues to be the subject of new works. In 2020, for example, there were two excellent contributions: What Really Happened: The Lincoln Assassination by Robert J. Hutchinson (don’t we know what happened?) and Brad Meltzer and Josh Mensch’s The Lincoln Conspiracy: The Secret Plot to Kill America’s 16th President—and Why It Failed.

			And so it is with the death of JFK. The story of his assassination needs a freshening up because since that fiftieth anniversary, a great deal of new information has been made public. Most of it has come from the US government. Between July 2017 and December 2021, for instance, the National Archives and Records Administration (NARA) released, in several batches, some fifty-five thousand pages of documents, many from the Central Intelligence Agency and the Federal Bureau of Investigation.

			What have we learned from all this? In chapter two, we’ll hear from a variety of respected historians and journalists who have devoted significant chunks of their lives to studying the assassination and its aftermath. One has followed the Kennedy saga from the very beginning. Others have taken yearslong deep dives into the labyrinth of federal bureaucracy, particularly the CIA and FBI. Some have also explored every known facet of Lee Harvey Oswald’s life, ranging from his violent and unstable childhood—including his teenaged threat to murder President Eisenhower—to his time in the Marines, defector to the Soviet Union, and final seventeen months in America, when his instability, violent behavior (he was a notorious wifebeater, for example), and other psychoses were on full display to those who knew him best: his wife Marina, obviously, and coworkers at the many jobs he drifted between. Conspiracy writers often ignore or, at best, downplay many of these things.

			Of course, you can decide for yourself what the 2017–2021 revelations mean and whether they contain any—and I emphasize this word—conclusive evidence to contradict the central finding of the famous Warren Commission, which reported in September 1964 that Oswald, acting alone and without assistance from any other individual or group, killed President Kennedy. Doubtless, there will be some readers who will continue to believe that sinister forces, six decades later, are still busy obscuring the truth.

			Why have fifty-five-thousand-plus pages been released since 2017, anyway? In 1991, the movie director Oliver Stone came out with a film—JFK—which implied that anyone and everyone, including Vice President Lyndon Johnson, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the Pentagon, big business, anti-Castro Cubans, the Dallas police department, and a motley assortment of characters from New Orleans, were either co-conspirators or had some sort of motive to cover up the truth of the president’s assassination. Stone called his movie a “counter-myth” to the Warren Commission’s “fictional myth.”

			The great conceit of JFK is that in its accusation of a vast government conspiracy and cover-up, Stone engaged in a vast cover-up himself of undeniable truths about the assassination itself. As artistic expression—a 189-minute movie—it was a masterpiece. Critics praised Stone’s cinematography, editing, and bravura storytelling (indeed, it went on to win Academy Awards for those first two categories). The Chicago Tribune’s Gene Siskel, for example, called it “thoroughly compelling.” At the same time, Stone came under fire for playing fast and loose with the facts. Siskel also said that JFK was stuffed with “gross alterations of fact,” while crosstown rival Richard Roeper of the Chicago Sun-Times said, “One can admire Stone’s filmmaking skills and the performances, while denouncing the utter crapola presented as ‘evidence’ of a conspiracy to murder.” And on Christmas Eve 1991, Bernard Weinraub in the New York Times quoted a “top Hollywood producer” who said, “Political and ethical questions about a film like JFK were simply dwarfed by money considerations.”1

			But the very next day, Christmas Day, Harvard Law professor Alan Dershowitz came to Stone’s defense. JFK was “too conspiratorial for my tastes,” he wrote in an op-ed for the Los Angeles Times, “but it is precisely what is to be expected when the government sets out on a deliberate policy of keeping its citizens from making up their own minds on the basis of all the available facts.” He said Stone “takes full literary licenses not so much with the facts as we know them, but rather with the facts that have been kept from us by questionable claims of national security.”

			Dershowitz ended with this: “Until history comes forward with facts, art is entitled to paint with a broad brush.” He had a point.

			The film was so controversial that within a year, Congress passed the President John F. Kennedy Assassination Records Collection Act, which was signed into law by President George H. W. Bush on October 26, 1992. It mandated that all assassination records be released no later than twenty-five years from that date.

			 

			Fast forward to 2017. Here is what NARA released that year:

			 

			•July 24: 3,810 documents

			•October 26: 2,891 documents

			•November 3: 676 documents

			•November 9: 13,213 documents

			•November 17: 10,744 documents

			•December 15: 3,539 documents

			 

			But the government missed its deadline to release everything in 2017. On April 26, 2018, another 19,045 documents were made public, bringing the total to 53,918. On December 15, 2021, another 1,491 pages were released.

			But it’s still not everything. An estimated 14,343 documents related to the assassination remain partially or completely classified, according to the National Archives. Most were created by the CIA and FBI and are said to include reports generated around the time of the president’s murder, files of CIA officers who knew about accused assassin Lee Harvey Oswald, and interviews conducted by congressional investigators in the mid-1970s.

			Why? The JFK Records Act mandated that, twenty-five years after its passage, all records should be released in their entirety, unless the president determined that “continued postponement is made necessary by an identifiable harm to the military defense, intelligence operations, law enforcement, or conduct of foreign relations” and “the identifiable harm is of such gravity that it outweighs the public interest in disclosure.”

			President Donald Trump made such a determination in the fall of 2017. On October 26 of that year, he issued an executive order saying: “I have no choice—today—but to accept those redactions rather than allow potentially irreversible harm to our Nation’s security.” He cited “national security, law enforcement, and foreign affairs concerns,” that were raised during a conversation with then-CIA director Mike Pompeo.

			On April 26, 2018, Trump issued another order setting a new date for remaining documents to be released: October 26, 2021. His 2020 election defeat meant the matter was now in the hands of President Joe Biden.

			But four days before that deadline, Biden ordered yet another delay. The cause this time? The pandemic. In a White House memo, Biden cited the National Archives, the repository of JFK-related documents, which “require[s] additional time to engage with the agencies and to conduct research within the larger collection to maximize the amount of information released.” Biden quoted the archivist further: “Making these decisions is a matter that requires a professional, scholarly, and orderly process; not decisions or releases made in haste.” The archivist proposed one “interim release” of documents in late 2021 and “one more comprehensive release in late 2022.” As mentioned, the archivist made good on the late 2021 release.

			Will we see everything? Biden, in his October 22, 2021, statement, said that after all this time—three-fifths of a century—“the need to protect records concerning the assassination has only grown weaker,” and yet “only in the rarest cases is there any legitimate need for continued protection of such records.”

			So we’ll see.

			 

			This book will update the narrative of the assassination and events leading up to it, using all new documents released through December 2021. Beyond official documents, other material has also surfaced, and when relevant to the assassination’s narrative, it will be included, too.

			The new material, in chapter two—“What Have We Learned Since 2013?”—the fiftieth anniversary of the assassination—will be added to individual chapters as well, adding context and illumination to topics such as Lee Harvey Oswald’s life, the activities of President Dwight D. Eisenhower, the Central Intelligence Agency, Secret Service procedures and traditions, Fidel Castro, and more.

			This will all come together in chapter eight, when I’ll count down the 365 days before the assassination, November 22, 1962, to November 21, 1963, and then the fateful day itself—November 22, 1963—up to the moment when President Kennedy’s limo made its fateful left turn onto Elm Street.

			But there’s more to it than this. I’ve always thought that greater clarity concerning the assassination can be found by also examining the broader context in which it occurred. For example, many conspiracy proponents think that the security setup in Dallas—no top on the car, Secret Service agents well behind Kennedy—was unusual. It wasn’t.

			Prior to Dallas, it was quite normal for presidents to ride around in open cars. It was also quite normal for Secret Service agents to be near—but not right by—chief executives when they were driven about. Even after nearly being assassinated as president-elect, Franklin D. Roosevelt rode around in an open car; Secret Service agents sometimes clung to the side of his vehicles, sometimes they did not. There were assassination scares involving Harry Truman and Dwight Eisenhower, also, but as we’ll see, they too continued to ride about in the open for all to see—even in risky foreign lands. They were politicians. They wanted to stand up and wave. They were there to be seen.

			John F. Kennedy was no different. All over the world, from Hawaii to West Berlin and everywhere in between, he preferred open cars. He admired his Secret Service agents, but generally preferred to keep them, again, close by, but not right by. It was a different era, “A More Innocent Era,” as chapter three is called.

			There is also this: we Americans love mysteries and conspiracies. Not just Kennedy’s assassination. There are those among us who question everything from the moon landing to 9/11 to what’s going on at Area 51, to name but three things. I’ll discuss this too, in a chapter called “The Vast Conspiracy-Industrial Complex.” Truth and perception, it seems, are often in the eye of the beholder.

			In fact, let’s start there, by venturing into the frigid dark waters of the North Atlantic.





Chapter One

			The Vast Conspiracy-Industrial Complex

			“To see what is in front of one’s nose requires a constant struggle.”

			—GEORGE ORWELL

			What happened when RMS Titanic sank on the night of April 14–15, 1912? That’s an easy one, isn’t it?

			At the climax of James Cameron’s spectacular 1997 movie, we see the great ship snapping in two moments before it plunges to the bottom of the icy North Atlantic. We hear a deep moan, terrifying and ghostly, as the hull strains, followed by a long and ear-splitting roar as it gives way.

			Indeed, when famed explorer Robert Ballard found the remains of the Titanic a dozen years earlier, in 1985, it certainly appeared as if the ship had, in fact, broken in two. Incredible images, vivid and awe-inspiring, show the bow quite recognizable, but the stern, about one-third of a mile away, clearly suffered extensive damage during its 12,500-foot plunge (about 3.8 kilometers) and subsequent slamming into the ocean floor.

			Yet many passengers and crew who survived that terrible night said nothing about the Titanic breaking in half before it went under. One was the ship’s second officer, Charles Herbert Lightoller.2 During a US Senate inquiry into the maritime disaster—just a week after the doomed ship went down—he was questioned by Republican senator William Alden Smith of Michigan:

			 

			Senator SMITH: Was the vessel broken in two in any manner, or intact?

			Mr. LIGHTOLLER: Absolutely intact.

			Senator SMITH: On the decks?

			Mr. LIGHTOLLER: Intact, sir.

			 

			Another survivor was Third Officer Herbert John Pitman.

			 

			Senator SMITH: Did you see the Titanic go down?

			Mr. PITMAN: Yes, sir.

			Senator SMITH: Describe, if you can, how she sank?

			Mr. PITMAN: Judging by what I could see from a distance, she gradually disappeared until the forecastle head was submerged to the bridge. Then she turned right on end and went down perpendicularly.

			Senator SMITH: Did she seem to be broken in two?

			Mr. PITMAN: Oh, no.

			 

			And yet Alfred Olliver, quartermaster, had a different recollection. The questioner this time was Senator Theodore Elijah Burton (R-Ohio):

			 

			Senator BURTON: Did you see the boat sink?

			Mr. OLLIVER: I cannot say that I saw it right plain; but to my imagination I did, because the lights went out before she went down.

			Senator BURTON: How did she sink?

			Mr. OLLIVER: She was well down at the head at first, when we got away from her at first, and to my idea she broke forward, and the afterpart righted itself and made another plunge and went right down. I fancied I saw her black form. It was dark, and I fancied I saw her black form going that way.

			 

			Hundreds of other survivors—there were 705 in all—in lifeboats at various distances from and on both sides of the ship, were also conflicted as to whether the Titanic sank in one or two pieces. Four decades later, a seminal book on that terrible night—Walter Lord’s magnificent A Night to Remember, which was based on exhaustive research and interviews with some sixty survivors, said nothing about the great ship snapping in two.

			The Titanic was 882.5 feet (269 meters) long. The seas were calm, the night clear. A ship the length of three football fields, and yet people who were right there—up close eyewitnesses to one of the twentieth century’s most shocking and unthinkable tragedies—tell very different stories about what they saw. This, in turn, would influence how succeeding generations would study and interpret what happened that frigid night on the high seas.

			How does this happen? In 2014, the National Academy of Sciences issued a comprehensive report on eyewitness evidence and how people can see, and recall, things quite differently. One key excerpt from its summary is of particular interest:

			Factors such as viewing conditions, duress, elevated emotions, and biases influence the visual perception experience. Perceptual experiences are stored by a system of memory that is highly malleable and continuously evolving, neither retaining nor divulging content in an informational vacuum. As such, the fidelity of our memories to actual events may be compromised by many factors at all stages of processing, from encoding to storage and retrieval. Unknown to the individual, memories are forgotten, reconstructed, updated, and distorted.

			Here’s the question: If hundreds of people saw with their own eyes the incredible sight of a huge ship one-sixth of a mile long sinking over some two and a half hours—but disagree on what happened—why should anyone be surprised that there is such variance in the stories told by those who saw or heard the six-second assassination of President Kennedy? There were as many as 178 eyewitnesses3 (or just earwitnesses) in Dealey Plaza on November 22, 1963, and, as was the case with the Titanic in 1912, their accounts of what happened differ wildly. This in turn has helped fuel what I’ll call the “vast conspiracy-industrial complex.”

			As mentioned, the assassination of JFK took just six seconds, and we’ve been discussing and debating it ever since. Six seconds, six decades. It has never ended, and long after you and I are gone, the twentieth century’s most shocking assassination will continue to be the subject of debate, not to mention countless books and movies, not unlike the nineteenth century’s most heartbreaking crime: the killing of Abraham Lincoln.

			After all this time, a clear majority of Americans continue to believe that Kennedy’s death was the result of a conspiracy. An Associated Press-GfK poll conducted in 2019 said 59 percent of Americans held this view, while 24 percent thought Oswald acted alone, with 16 percent being unsure. Yet in the absence, after all this time, of clear, verifiable, and irrefutable proof, the conspiracy crowd has been steadily shrinking. A 2003 Gallup poll, for example, had found that 75 percent of Americans thought there was a conspiracy.4 Thus between 2003 and 2019, the conspiracy majority has been shrinking by one percentage point per year.

			It’s only fair to point out that the absence of that clear, verifiable, and irrefutable proof doesn’t mean that there wasn’t a conspiracy. But it’s also fair to say that the various irregularities, shadows in photographs, and other alleged oddities certainly doesn’t mean that one existed, either. In the end, as is the case with other great questions of history, we’re left with only what can actually be proven.

			This dynamic isn’t unique to JFK’s assassination. Similar doubt about other events has persisted for decades as well. A Scripps Howard/Ohio University survey in 1997, for instance, revealed that 42 percent of Americans thought it “very likely” or “somewhat likely” that President Franklin D. Roosevelt knew ahead of time that the Japanese were going to bomb Pearl Harbor, but did nothing because he wanted the United States to enter World War II. The same survey shows that one in five Americans—21 percent—believe that a UFO crashed Roswell, New Mexico, in 1947, and that it was covered up by the federal government. Meanwhile, 55 percent believe that the 1968 assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. was “part of a larger conspiracy.”5

			But wait: there’s more. Going back in time, another Scripps Howard/Ohio University poll (July 2006), said that 16 percent of Americans believe that “people in the federal government either assisted in the 9/11 attacks or took no action to stop the attacks because they wanted the United States to go to war in the Middle East”; another 6 percent said “the collapse of the twin towers in New York was aided by explosives secretly planted in the two buildings,” while the same percentage—6—think “the Pentagon was not struck by an airliner captured by terrorists but instead was hit by a cruise missile fired by the US military” (hopefully the same 6 percent). A CBS News survey in 2004 said that 26 percent of Americans thought that the car crash in Paris that killed Princess Diana in 1997 was “probably planned,” 9 percent think it “might be true” that the US government bombed the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City in 1995 (1995 CBS survey), and that 6 percent of Americans thought the moon landings, which first occurred in 1969, were faked (1999 Gallup survey).

			It doesn’t seem to matter whether they are major, history-altering events (Pearl Harbor, JFK, 9/11), lesser tragedies (Oklahoma City, Diana), or out-of-this-world events (UFOs and moon landings). Conspiracy theories, in fact, arc across recorded time, dating as far back as 68 AD, when Roman Emperor Nero is said to have committed suicide (or did he?). There will always be a chunk of the population that just doesn’t buy the official version of events and is convinced that someone, somewhere is hiding the truth.

			And yet the percentages of conspiracy theorists are far higher around Kennedy’s murder than these other events. Here I bring in the late Vincent Bugliosi, the powerhouse prosecutor turned writer, who once estimated that of more than one thousand books written about the assassination, at least 90 percent of them claim that there was a conspiracy.6

			But Bugliosi, the meticulous lawman—who lost just 1 of the 106 felony jury trials he prosecuted over the course of a long courtroom career7—tacked in a different direction, famously arguing that there was no conspiracy. It was hardly idle judgment. His conclusion was based on the same painstaking, granular approach that he used to such great effect as a prosecutor and is described in what is arguably the most important and impactful book ever written on the assassination and its aftermath: 2007’s powerful Reclaiming History: The Assassination of President John F. Kennedy, a thorough, meticulous 1,648-page work, with a CD-ROM containing an additional 958 pages of endnotes and 170 pages of source notes.

			It was Bugliosi’s belief that the 90 percent of assassination books that play up an assortment of conspiracy theories have by sheer volume overshadowed any reasonable, unemotional analysis of November 22, 1963. He writes:

			Unless this fraud is finally exposed, the word believe will be forgotten by future generations and John F. Kennedy will have unquestionably become the victim of a conspiracy. Belief will have become unchallenged fact, and the faith of the American people in their institutions further eroded. If that is allowed to happen, Lee Harvey Oswald, a man who hated his country and everything for which it stands, will have triumphed even beyond his intent on that fateful day in November.8

			Bugliosi didn’t set out to write a 1,648-page book. In 1986, a British television network decided to hold a mock trial of Lee Harvey Oswald. Determined to make it as realistic and fair as possible, it hired noted criminal defense attorney Gerry Spence to defend Oswald, and to prosecute the case against him, it hired Bugliosi.

			As spectacular as Bugliosi’s record as a criminal prosecutor was, Spence’s was even better. Bugliosi lost 1 of his 106 cases. But according to American Bar Association records, Spence never lost a case, ever—neither as a prosecutor, nor in representing a criminal defendant.9

			A member of the American Trial Lawyers Hall of Fame, he retired in 2008, age seventy-nine, with a perfect record. Thus, the “documentary-trial” of Oswald was, in legal terms, a mega-showdown between the best criminal prosecutor and best criminal defendant in the United States.

			President Kennedy’s assassination would have been tried under Texas law, because, if you can believe it, despite the assassinations of three presidents in thirty-six years—Abraham Lincoln (1865), James Garfield (1881), and William McKinley (1901), there was no federal statute against murdering a commander in chief. Thus producers followed Texas’s criminal trial procedure as it existed at the time of Kennedy’s murder. The jury consisted of citizens from the Dallas area—drawn from official court roles—who reviewed hundreds of exhibits and listened to testimony from twenty-four witnesses, including spectators, ballistics experts, pathologists, and Ruth Paine, with whom Oswald’s wife Marina was living at the time of the assassination. Exhibits included the most important piece of assassination evidence: the home movie of the assassination taken by Dallas businessman Abraham Zapruder. Presiding over all this was a real judge, Lucius Bunton III of the Western District of Texas, who had been on the federal bench for seven years and was a former Texas district attorney.

			It was just a television program, yet it was the first and only time that various—and contradictory—versions of the assassination have been subjected to legal cross-examining. And the fact that this was done by two of the most powerful and thorough trial attorneys in the United States—men with impeccable reputations and records—conveyed extra gravitas. Time magazine called it the closest thing to a real prosecution that Oswald would ever have.

			The trial lasted twenty-one hours. In his closing argument, Bugliosi maintained there was “not one microscopic speck of evidence that anyone other than Lee Harvey Oswald was responsible for the assassination of John F. Kennedy.” He added: “As surely as I am standing here, as surely as night follows day, Lee Harvey Oswald was responsible for the murder.”

			Wrapping up his defense of Oswald (or as he called him “my client, Lee,”) Spence said “There is only one truth in this case and that is the truth that nobody knows the truth….They won’t tell us what’s in the closet.”

			The bar for conviction was, of course, to show beyond any reasonable doubt that Oswald killed the president. The jury did so, finding him guilty. But it wasn’t unanimous. Seven of the twelve jurors said Oswald acted alone, while three said he acted with others. The remaining two were undecided. As defense attorney Spence, suffering an unheard-of defeat, acknowledged, “No other lawyer in America could have done what Vince did in this case.”10

			And no other writer could (or has) written the kind of book that sprang from Bugliosi’s typically exhaustive research. Here’s what I mean by exhaustive: it took twenty years for Bugliosi to write the book, including eighty-to-one-hundred-hour weeks over the final seven years.

			Of course, length doesn’t necessarily correlate with quality, but with Bugliosi it does. “Reclaiming History” expands upon his successful prosecution in Oswald’s “trial,” but what makes it so delicious is his well-documented demolishing of assorted conspiracy theories that have existed since 1963. Those theories—fueled, more than anything, by Warren Commission inconsistencies and omissions, but also later books and movies like JFK, the 1991 Oliver Stone film that remains so much mother’s milk for the conspiracists—continue to flourish today and will never go away.

			
			
		

		




Chapter Two

			What Have We Learned Since 2013?

			“Incompetence is a better explanation than conspiracy 
in most human activity.”

			—Peter Bergen

			The thirtieth anniversary of President Kennedy’s assassination—1993—coincided with the passing by Congress of the JFK Records Act, which mandated the full release of all government files relating to the murder. It also created a civilian Assassination Records Review Board (ARRB) to oversee this process. By the time the Board’s work was completed in the late 1990s, some six million pages of documents had been made available to the public through the National Archives.

			“People often forget that at the time the law was passed, 98 percent of all Warren commission documents had been released to the public,” notes Gerald Posner, author of Case Closed, a 1993 book that makes the case for Oswald as a lone assassin. That 98 percent amounted to more than four million pages of documents.

			Before disbanding in 1998, the ARRB also set a twenty-five-year schedule for the release of remaining documents, and then turned over control of those documents to the National Archives.

			Then…nothing happened.

			“Nobody did a thing,” said Mark Zaid, a Washington lawyer who, aside from representing whistleblowers in their cases against the federal government, has been very active in the JFK assassination documents area for decades. “Congress dropped its oversight authority, didn’t follow up and everybody was busy with other things. We had 9/11. We had the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq and elsewhere. So this all dropped to a point where only JFK geeks like Gerald and I, who were paying attention, were constantly saying, ‘where are the records, where are the records.’”1

			Which brings us to 2017–2021, and the release of those previously mentioned fifty-five thousand documents. Let’s review and then see what a variety of historians/professors/researchers on both sides of this issue have to say.

			July 24, 2017—Documents released: 3,810

			This batch of documents has proven to be frustrating for assassination researchers. Much of the material was illegible. Much of it appeared to be duplicates of previously released and partially redacted documents. Some are in foreign languages and filled with various code words.

			The most interesting part of the July 24 release concerned seventeen audio files of interviews with Yuri Nosenko. Nosenko, a KGB officer who defected to the United States in January 1964, claimed to have been the officer in charge of Oswald’s file during parts of his time in the Soviet Union.

			In the hours after the assassination, President Johnson feared that it was the prelude to an attack on the United States. Nosenko defected with a message: that the Soviet Union had nothing to do with Kennedy’s murder. Oswald was never an agent of the KGB, he maintained, emphasizing that the Soviets considered him an oddball who was unstable and unfit for espionage work. The argument could be made that Oswald’s own work record in the United States, bouncing from menial job to menial job, and the distinctly negative impression he left on practically everyone he came into contact with (we’ll explore this later) would support this view.

			But Nosenko wasn’t believed, not at first. James Angleton, the CIA’s legendary counterintelligence chief, suspected that Nosenko was a false defector, sent to America to muddy the waters and confuse the agency’s Soviet division. Ironically, Angleton’s distrust was fueled by a defector he did believe: Peter Deriabin, who’d been working for the CIA for years, and had provided it with extensive knowledge on the workings of Soviet intelligence. Angleton also had faith in another defector, Anatoliy Golitsyn, who had warned the CIA that someone just like Nosenko would defect and try to subvert its efforts.

			“In the spring of 1964, after years of crushing failures, Angleton sought redemption,” intelligence reporter Tim Weiner wrote in his 2007 book, Legacy of Ashes: The History of the CIA (Anchor Books). Angleton “believed that if the CIA could break Nosenko, the master plot might be revealed—and the Kennedy assassination solved.”2

			And so Deriabin was ordered to interrogate Nosenko to help determine whether he was a legitimate defector or, as Angleton suspected, a plant. Nosenko, who had been locked up in a safe house attic and then a cell at Camp Peary, a CIA facility near Williamsburg, Virginia, certainly understood that this was how he was viewed.

			The transcripts from the July 24 release show that Nosenko didn’t help his case when, over the course of his many drawn-out interrogations, he kept saying that he couldn’t remember certain procedures or the ranks of specific officers within the Soviet intelligence and security service.

			Deriabin was eventually pulled off the Nosenko case, but the interrogations would continue. It wouldn’t be until 1967 that the CIA finally accepted that he was telling the truth. He was released, given $80,000 and a new name, and shipped off to live in anonymity in the southern US, with sporadic trips to Langley for consultations and to deliver lectures. A month prior to his death in 2008, he was visited by a group of CIA officers who presented him with a letter from then–CIA Director Michael Hayden, thanking him for his service to the United States. It can be considered an apology for his yearslong, often brutal treatment after his 1964 defection.

			But to this day, Nosenko remains a controversial figure, with some assassination analysts insisting that he was a KGB plant, and that he was successful in helping to obscure alleged Soviet involvement in Kennedy’s murder.

			October 26, 2017—Documents released: 2,891

			Upon first examination, this batch of documents was a mess, says Larry Sabato, founder and director of the Center for Politics at the University of Virginia, who assembled a team to review them. “Handwritten notes from the CIA and others are often illegible,” he told the New York Times the evening of their release. “Think of this as an unassembled million-piece puzzle.”

			These million pieces are all rabbit holes that can take someone in any direction. As a skeptical Sabato asks: “Are they true? How do they augment our current knowledge, if at all? Do they somehow help us to answer the larger questions about the assassination? These are questions we should ask as we examine this treasure trove.”3

			But much has been found. Among the highlights:

			The release gave new details on US efforts to bring down the Castro regime.

			In a January 19, 1962, memo from Gen. Edward Lansdale—who ran the Kennedy administration’s “Operation Mongoose” program against Cuban leader Fidel Castro—the Pentagon was asked to submit a plan to cripple Cuba’s crucial sugar industry by targeting its workers with “non-lethal BW [biological warfare], insect-borne, introduced secretly to the target area by the Navy.” If that wasn’t sufficient, a September 6, 1962, memo suggested “agricultural sabotage…specifically the possibility of producing crop failures by the introduction of biological agents which would appear to be of natural origin.” McGeorge Bundy, JFK’s national-security adviser, said he had no worries about such a plan, but that “we must avoid external activities such as release of chemicals, etc., unless they could be completely covered up.” Meanwhile, an August 6 memo that year floated the idea of an outright invasion using some 261,000 troops who could seize control of “key strategic areas” on the island within ten to fifteen days. “There may be a requirement for amphibious lift for rapid deployment and counterguerilla activity until order has been restored,” the memo added.4

			Mexican authorities worked closely with US officials in a variety of ways.

			Long before the assassination, Mexican authorities helped wiretap the Soviet and Cuban embassies. They made thorough attempts to investigate Oswald’s dealings in Mexico. One probe concerned a tip the CIA received that Oswald had deposited $5,000 in a Mexican bank during his September/October visit to Mexico City. After that tip was received on January 6, 1964, Alfonso Frias, the assistant chief of the Bank of Mexico—a man “who has furnished reliable information in the past”—investigated and traced all deposits in Mexican banks, looking for the money. No such Oswald transaction was found.5

			The FBI kept tabs on Mark Lane, a conspiracy advocate who also happened to be an attorney who represented Oswald’s mother Marguerite.

			According to a January 20, 1964, document, an FBI source—“who has furnished reliable information in the past”—said that Lane met with a Polish journalist, and in the meeting, a series of wild conspiracy theories were tossed around, including one ridiculous claim that J. D. Tippit, the Dallas policeman killed by Oswald shortly after Oswald shot Kennedy, was the real presidential assassin—and that Jack Ruby had killed Tippit.6

			A handwritten CIA document, dated June 16, 1964, alleges—despite a mountain of evidence to the contrary—that Oswald may have been accompanied on his mysterious September 1963 trip to Mexico City by “El Mexicano.”

			Yet another document claims that “El Mexicano” may have been a man named Francisco Rodriguez Tamayo, the captain of something called “Cuban Rebel Army 57” until he defected to the United States in June of 1959. Tamayo, the documents allege, was Rodriguez Tamayo, the head of an anti-Castro Training Camp at Pontchartrain, Louisiana.7

			One of Richard Nixon’s Watergate burglars claimed—in 1976—that “El Mexicano” and Jack Ruby met Castro in Havana months before the assassination.

			The burglar, the convicted felon Frank Sturgis, phoned the CIA and claimed the president’s assassination was discussed, as well as Castro supplying Ruby with drugs. Of course, there’s no proof of any of this.8

			The FBI worried, correctly, that the murder of Oswald would raise doubts about whether Oswald acted alone in killing Kennedy.

			Calling the killing of Oswald “inexcusable” in light of “our warnings to the Dallas Police Department” about his safety, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover said Ruby’s mob connections (described by Hoover as “some rumors of underworld activity in Chicago”) would open a pandora’s box of speculation and doubt among Americans about the president’s assassination and whether Oswald was silenced. “The thing I am concerned about, and so is Mr. Katzenbach (the deputy attorney general), is having something issued so that we can convince the public that Oswald is the real assassin.”9

			There was Soviet speculation that Lyndon Johnson was involved in the assassination.

			Hoover—three long years after Kennedy’s killing—sent the White House a memo summing up the Soviet reaction to Dallas. Kremlin officials were shocked by the assassination, Hoover said, and that church bells tolled in that atheistic country the weekend of the assassination. Hoover also reported that the view from Moscow was that the killing was the result of an “ultraright” conspiracy to “effect a ‘coup.’”

			None of this was news. It had all been reported the day after the assassination itself. Aline Mosby, a United Press International correspondent who interviewed Oswald after his defection to Moscow in 1959, wrote that “Soviet commentators blamed ‘ultra conservatives’ for the assassination. They made no mention of Lee Harvey Oswald, charged in Dallas with the murder of the president” (by the time of the assassination, Mosby had transferred to UPI’s Paris bureau).

			Johnson himself knew of the Soviet shock within hours of the assassination, having received heartfelt cables from Premier Nikita Khrushchev, who called Kennedy’s murder “a heavy blow to all people who hold dear the cause of peace and Soviet-American cooperation,” and Soviet president Leonid Brezhnev, who said “the Soviet people share the sorrow of the American people for their grave loss, the tragic death of this outstanding statesman in his prime.”10

			That Hoover considered this information relevant years later is bizarre, and the fact that the government sat on such a trivial memo for years seems equally inexplicable.

			Khrushchev thought the Dallas police were inept—if not complicit.

			A CIA report revealed that the Soviet leader thought that Big D’s police had been an “accessory” to Kennedy’s killing, on the grounds that something as momentous as a presidential assassination could not have occurred without a conspiracy.

			False, alcohol-fueled dead ends.

			The documents detail at least two instances of people who had been drinking and claiming, after the assassination, to have overheard fishy things. A Canadian man said he had been in a bar on the US side of the border in early November and heard three men talking about JFK’s trip to Dallas and how “he would never leave there alive.” The man, Henry Gourley, claims the three men were on their way to Cuba, and that one of them was Oswald. A drinking buddy later told the FBI that Gourley often let his inauguration get the best of him.

			Also weeks before the assassination, a New Orleans man, Robert C. Rawls, claimed to have heard a man in a bar betting $100 that Kennedy would soon be dead. Reporting the incident to the Secret Service after Kennedy’s murder, Rawls said that he (Rawls) was drunk and couldn’t remember any other details.11

			Isn’t it funny how alleged conspirators, seeking to commit the crime of the century and cover their tracks, would blab in a bar?

			November 3, 2017—Documents released: 676

			The majority of these documents—553 of them—are from the CIA and are records that were previously denied in their entirety to the public, according to the Archives. The withholding seems little more than typical bureaucratic overreach, given that the documents released concern things that had been common knowledge since 1963–64, such as the fact that Oswald sought a visa from the Soviet embassy in Mexico City. Wow! What a revelation.

			Another non-bombshell involves Thomas B. Casasin, who at the time of the assassination was said to be an officer in the CIA’s “Soviet Russia Division.” Reading about Oswald’s return to the US in 1962, Casasin told subordinates that while he was interested in knowing more about the Minsk factory where Oswald had worked, that Oswald shouldn’t be pushed “too hard…because this individual looks odd.” Of course, there’s no evidence that Oswald was “pushed” by anyone from the CIA about the factory.

			There is one interesting tidbit, however: on the night of the assassination, CIA officer Paul Hartman was ordered by his superior to “make a thorough check within the Agency at Headquarters to determine whether Lee Harvey OSWALD had ever been used by the agency or connected with it in any conceivable way.” In a memo dated September 18, 1975—nearly twelve years later—he said that any allegations of such connections “are totally unfounded.” This included the Covert Action Staff, which, Hartman added, “also found no record on him.” Of course, an absence of documentation doesn’t necessarily mean that there wasn’t any sort of official connection, beyond monitoring Oswald’s comings and goings in Mexico City in September and October 1963.

			November 9, 2017—Documents released: 13,213

			CIA documents, nearly thirteen thousand of them, make up nearly the entire batch of this release. All were formerly withheld in part except for two. The release also includes more than two hundred documents from the National Security Agency, then as now the biggest of all American intelligence agencies.

			In one document dated December 13, 1963—three weeks to the day after the assassination—John Moss Whitten, who had been the agency’s covert operations chief for Mexico and Central America, was put in charge of the CIA’s internal investigation concerning Kennedy’s murder.

			As officers were listening to assassination coverage on the radio on November 22, “When the name of Lee Oswald was heard, the effect was electric,” Whitten wrote. “A phone message from the FBI came at about the same time, naming OSWALD as the possible assassin and asking for traces.”

			Whitten adds that in the wake of the assassination, a task force was assigned to review Oswald’s Mexico trip and any other information it had on him. He notes that when Cuban officials in Mexico City learned of the assassination, the reaction was “sombre” [sic] and that “to date there is no credible information in CIA files which would appear to link Lee OSWALD with the Cuban government or the Cuban intelligence service.” He adds: “The whole question of whether Lee OSWALD had any secret connection with the Soviets or Cubans in Mexico cannot yet be answered, but certain parts of the evidence indicate to the contrary.”12

			November 17, 2017—Documents released: 10,744

			All but 144 of this batch of records released by the Archives had been made public before, but with various redactions. They were now released again and revealed code names that had been assigned to a group of informants that the FBI relied on for information about Soviet intelligence activities in the United States.

			At least three, code-named “Nick Nack,” “Gunson,” and “Gleme,” supported the claims of Yuri Nosenko, the defector mentioned previously. Nosenko, who defected to the US in 1964, claimed that the Soviets had nothing to do with Kennedy’s assassination, but you’ll recall that the CIA’s longtime counter-espionage chief James Angleton didn’t trust Nosenko and considered him a Kremlin plant.

			The FBI’s intelligence chief, William Sullivan, wrote in a January 6, 1965, memo that “Gleme” was “a woman Soviet agent,” who was by then dead. He did not identify Nick Nack or Gleme other than to say they were back in the Soviet Union.

			Meanwhile, another informer, code-named “Fedora,” was also supplying information that corroborated Nosenko’s. It would turn out that “Fedora” turned out to be one Aleksei Kulak, a KGB official working as a “science officer” at the Soviets’ United Nations mission.1314

			December 15, 2017—Documents released: 3,539

			Writing about this release in the Dallas Morning News, reporters Todd Gilman and Charles Scudder note that “while assassinations buffs weren’t likely to find any major revelations—no proof of a second gunman, a Cuban plot, or evidence the killer could have been stopped—they’ll have plenty to chew on.”15

			For example, the records include FBI and CIA reports on Soviet spies, the assassination of the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr., and Oswald’s trip to Mexico City just weeks before President Kennedy’s murder.

			One thing to note. In the run-up to the September 11, 2001, terror attacks on New York and Washington, various federal agencies, for reasons such as turf wars or sheer bureaucratic ineptitude, often communicated independently of one another, failing to share key information that might have helped prevent catastrophe.

			The same argument can be made in the period before President Kennedy’s assassination. For example, among the December 15, 2017, documents is a 1975 CIA memo marked “top secret,” which shows that Oswald was on a watch list of people whose mail would be intercepted. In Oswald’s case, it began on November 9, 1959—days after he stormed into the US Embassy in Moscow and said he wanted to renounce his American citizenship—and lasted until May 3, 1960. It would commence again on August 7, 1961, through May 28, 1962. There’s no evident reason for these dates. The list also includes Francis Gary Powers, the U-2 pilot shot down on May 1, 1960.16 But after Oswald returned to the US, Langley seems to have lost interest.

			Of course, as I’ll discuss in chapter seven (“Oswald Returns to America”), the FBI was interested in Oswald and had been since his 1959 defection. But coordination with the CIA was negligible.

			Another tidbit: a July 1978 memo to the House Select Committee on Assassinations revealed that the FBI was unable to find the original fingerprints lifted from the rifle found at the sniper’s perch on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository. The prints, originally recovered by Dallas police on the day of the assassination, were turned over to the FBI but never returned. The FBI told the committee that finding them—among the most important pieces of evidence from one of the greatest crimes in American history—would take a “mammoth research effort.” It’s understandable that this could be red meat to conspiracy theorists, though inexcusable bureaucratic incompetence can never be ruled out.

			“We don’t pass judgment on the value of the information or draw any conclusions about the content. That’s left for the American people—for journalists, researchers, historians, and the like,” said Jay Bosanko, at the time the chief operating officer at the National Archives.17

			April 26, 2018—Documents released: 19,045

			The FBI’s interest in Oswald, which dates back to his 1959 defection to the Soviet Union, is evident in this batch of documents. One concerns an April 1960 interview between John Fain, a Fort Worth–based agent, and Oswald’s brother, Robert, and mother, Marguerite.

			Not unlike much of the material released by the National Archives during this period, the Fain interview isn’t new. The agent who eventually took over the Oswald file, James Hosty—who we’ll be hearing more of later—wrote of it in his 1996 book Assignment Oswald, for example, noting that Marguerite Oswald insisted that her son did not defect. She was convinced, in fact, that someone else was using her son’s passport.18

			Some of the redactions in this batch of documents—and others—makes little sense to one assassination researcher, Jefferson Morley. He points to a July 1961 document that refers to four confidential informants, code-named T-1, T-2, T-3, and T-4, but their names are blacked out.

			“Why are the names still being withheld?” he asks.19

			Withholding came at the direction of then-President Donald Trump. In a White House memo, Trump said he was ordering agencies to “re-review each of the redactions over the next three years,” and set a deadline for further release of documents of October 26, 2021, citing “identifiable national security, law enforcement, and foreign affairs concerns.” The order meant that future releases would be at the discretion of President Joe Biden.

			December 15, 2021—Documents released: 1,491

			A common thread concerning news coverage of the 2017–2021 document releases is that present-day journalists have often treated the releases as information that’s being made public for the first time. Oswald went to Mexico City just before the assassination and visited the Soviet and Cuban embassies! What a blockbuster! Of course, these sorts of things have been known since 1963, but apparently seem shockingly new to younger journalists writing about the story for the first time.

			In any case, this batch of documents includes CIA cables and memos discussing the Mexico City trip, as well as documents released after the assassination that speculated on the possibility of Cuban involvement.

			One CIA cable describes how Oswald phoned the Soviet Embassy while in the Mexican capital to request a visa to return. He had just left the USSR sixteen months earlier, after living in Minsk, the capital of Soviet Byelorussia, for about two and a half years. Another memo, dated the day after JFK’s death, said that according to an intercepted phone call in Mexico City, Oswald communicated with an identified KGB officer while at the Soviet Embassy that September. Again, none of that is new. Nor is it any kind of revelation that Oswald, while visiting the Cuban embassy, “professed to be a Communist and an admirer of Castro,”20 according to one cable. One CIA document marked “Secret Eyes Only” discusses US government plots to assassinate Castro, including a 1960 plot “that involved the use of the criminal underworld with contacts inside Cuba.” Of course, John F. Kennedy wasn’t president in 1960, Dwight Eisenhower was. Another document speculates, while adding nothing more, whether Oswald, while living in New Orleans in the summer of 1963, may have been influenced by coverage of an Associated Press interview with Castro, in which Castro allegedly warned of retribution if the US were to kill Cuban leaders.

			But again, some context is needed. Castro knew in 1963 that the Kennedy administration was actually trying to reach out to him, to discuss a possible lowering of tensions between Washington and Havana. Conceivably, Kennedy could have removed the Cuban leader in April 1961 during Operation Zapata—the “Bay of Pigs”—but instead chose to cut his losses when the invasion foundered. Conceivably, he also could have given in to his hardline advisors and removed Castro the following year during the Cuban Missile Crisis. But Kennedy, looking for a way to remove Soviet nuclear missiles without resorting to war, again allowed Castro to remain in power.

			During the final year of his presidency, and his life, Kennedy was working back channels in hopes of achieving some sort of rapprochement with Castro. Castro, having communicated with assorted American cutouts, knew this, and his responses to them have been well documented. Any reasonable analysis of the situation by Castro would have led him—and his Soviet benefactors—to the reasonable thesis that Lyndon Johnson almost certainly would not have reached out to the degree that Kennedy did.

			That’s a summary of the 2017–2021 releases. In aggregate, there does not appear to be a great deal that is new, or that moves the needle away from central findings of four government-led investigations into President Kennedy’s assassination. But what do the JFK researchers and historians think? I’ve conducted a series of interviews with them—on both sides of the issue—and share their views here. Chances are you’ll find someone you both agree and disagree with.

			Hancock, Larry

			Background: Independent researcher in the area of intelligence and national security. Lifelong student of the Kennedy assassination. Winner of the Mary Ferrell Legacy Award for his contributions concerning documents released under the JFK Act. Books include Tipping Point: The Conspiracy that Murdered President John Kennedy, (2021), NEXUS: The CIA and Political Assassination (2011), and Someone Would Have Talked (2006). University of New Mexico: BA with honors, majoring in history, cultural anthropology, and education. Air Force veteran.

			What he thinks today: Hancock has always believed, and continues to maintain, that President Kennedy’s death was the result of a conspiracy (he thinks “anti-Castro Cuban CIA-associated paramilitary operatives” were involved), though he acknowledges that “anyone that would say 100 percent either way is wrong, because we can’t know either way.” He thinks that “most of the primary evidence from the crime scene is highly questionable,” and that “probably the net of all the documents we’ve seen released over the decades shows how much doubt remains after the evidence was collected, even among individuals that participated in it being collected.”

			What of all the documents that have been released since 2017? “Probably the documents that are most significant are those that show how the official storyline that was given to the Warren Commission is questionable in certain areas, particularly in regard to Lee Oswald.” Hancock thinks Oswald’s September–October 1963 trip to Mexico City offers one example. “We can now see documents where the Mexican government was telling the FBI things that the FBI chose not to put in their summary report. One of the things we quite see in a lot of the FBI documents is that the field reports don’t match up to the report that was sent to the Warren Commission.”

			But does this reflect conspiratorial activity—or a federal bureaucracy (J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI) seeking to protect its reputation in the aftermath of the president’s murder?

			Kosner, Edward

			Background: As a young National Affairs writer for Newsweek, he covered the Kennedy assassination from the beginning. Later served as its top editor, followed by stints at New York and Esquire magazines and the New York Daily News. Currently a book reviewer for the Wall Street Journal.

			What he thinks today: Oswald acted alone. Kosner thinks that bureaucratic ineptitude six decades ago is a major contributor to conspiracy theories today. “Take the FBI. People don’t know how decentralized the FBI was back then. Different agents would submit 302s (forms used to report information collected during an interview), but I don’t think there was ever much of an effort to synthesize all this material.” There were no computers in those days, of course, no databases, just paper. And as was the case with the September 11, 2001, terror attacks, turf wars precluded the Bureau from sharing information with the CIA and vice versa. Not to mention lack of coordination between the FBI and Secret Service.

			“If you study human activity, you’ll always find anomalies, but it’s not enough in this case to change the overall conclusion” that Oswald was responsible for the president’s murder, Kosner says. “I worked on it for Newsweek from November 22, 1963 on, and haven’t read anything that has changed my mind.”

			Morley, Jefferson

			Background: Thirty-five years in journalism, including fifteen at the Washington Post and WashingtonPost.com, where he was world news editor. Editor of JFK Facts, a blog about the assassination of President Kennedy. Plaintiff in Morley v. CIA, a Freedom of Information Act lawsuit concerning certain JFK assassination files. Prior stints at the New Republic, Nation, Slate, Salon, and Arms Control Today.

			What he thinks today: Conspiracist who believes “the case that Kennedy was killed by his enemies has gotten stronger in the last twenty years.” And who might they have been? Like many conspiracists, Morley, after decades of probing, offers mere supposition: “I don’t have a theory about what happened. I don’t have proof beyond a reasonable doubt that any one individual was involved.” But that’s because, he claims, “in a good covert operation—a well-designed and executed covert operation—you would never be able to tell. That’s the point of a covert operation. A secret from conception to eternity.”

			Unlike some conspiracy believers, he does eliminate Cuba and its then-leader, Fidel Castro. “There is simply no evidence that Castro had anything to with the assassination.” In fact, upon learning the news, Castro was upset because Kennedy had been seeking ways to talk indirectly with him. Like fellow conspiracist Hancock, Morley also casts a suspicious eye towards the CIA, accusing it of an ongoing cover-up because it continues to withhold documents.

			Again the question: Does a document cover-up reflect conspiratorial activity—or a federal bureaucracy seeking to protect its reputation, along with sources and/or methods in the aftermath of the president’s murder?

			Newman, John

			Background: Twenty years in US military intelligence. Longtime professor (University of Maryland, James Madison University) of history, terrorism, counterterrorism, and intelligence. Consultant for Oliver Stone’s 1991 film, JFK. Books include JFK and Vietnam: Deception, Intrigue, and the Struggle for Power (1992) and Oswald and the CIA (1995).

			What he thinks today: “You would think that this vast increase in access to documents and records would, at some point, maybe just narrow a little bit, the sheer breadth of all these views,” Newman says. But he believes the opposite has occurred, and “what I think explains this widening breadth of diverse views on this subject [JFK’s murder] is because over time, all the way up through, not just the Warren Commission but the House Select Committee and Senate committee, which threatened to do ‘real’ investigations [quotation marks added by me] and that scared people, and in order to get their arms around the narrative that was going to come out of the Senate and House, enormous misdirections were laid in our path—and had been all along. And so you keep getting more and more of these misdirections. No wonder we don’t know what the hell’s going on,” Newman claims. “And it just gets worse.”

			What about the assassination itself? Like Morley, he doesn’t have a theory. “I don’t do the Dealey Plaza stuff,” Newman says, before adding “but I know quite a bit about it and people who were ‘doing stuff’ [again, my quote marks]. That was a military ambush. There’s a guy with an overview who can send the signals, and he had many shooters, [five or six, he thinks] but they don’t all shoot. Only one or two of ’em.”

			Did Oswald shoot? “I don’t know,” Newman says. “There’s evidence that looks like he was downstairs, or he came downstairs awfully fast, not out of breath, to buy a Coke in the machine and be standing there. I think he could have been the shooter,” Newman says, “but probably not.” But Newman—“I don’t do Dealey Plaza stuff”—adds, “If Oswald was shooting, then someone else is shooting.” He says Oswald’s Mexico City trip “tied him to Castro and the KGB,” meaning a plot to kill President Kennedy.

			“That makes me a conspiracy theorist, right there,” Newman says. “And I don’t mind being called a conspiracy theorist.”

			Posner, Gerald

			Background: Investigative journalist, author of thirteen books, including Case Closed: Lee Harvey Oswald and the Assassination of JFK—a finalist for the 1994 Pulitzer Prize in history—and Killing the Dream: James Earl Ray and the Assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr. His other books have focused on everything from the September 11, 2001, terror attacks, infamous Holocaust mass murderer Josef Mengele, the connection between the US government and the Saudi royal family, and more. Former corporate lawyer.

			What he thinks today: “I haven’t seen anything that changes the underlying conclusion,” says Posner, whose Case Closed argued that Oswald killed Kennedy and did so alone without being involved in a conspiracy. “If anything, I’m disheartened in the sense that I thought that some of the little puzzles of Mexico City (where Oswald visited in late September to early October 1963) might be resolved. But it’s not going to change my view of what happened on November 22. If the CIA really did have video surveillance of the Soviet and Cuban embassies of Oswald entering, and after the assassination, destroyed it because they wanted to be as far away from him as they could, they should be castigated for it and taken to task. I don’t know if that’s the case, but I wouldn’t be surprised if that came out. That would be big news. But I’m disheartened that we don’t even have the answers to those things.”

			Sidebar: In Bugliosi’s Reclaiming History, he notes that the cameras only worked about 80 percent of the time. Tapes were only kept for about two weeks and recycled. At the time, they had no reason to think that Oswald was a threat to the president. No one knew about the Walker incident (Oswald’s attempted murder of the far-right general Edwin Walker, which I’ll discuss in chapter eight). They had no reason to think of him in terms of a threat to Kennedy.

			But while agreeing with this, Posner adds that “They didn’t often have an American show up, who turned out to have been a former defector to the Soviet Union, who visited both the Cuban and Soviet missions. We had some intelligence assets in the Cuban mission. At least we would have known that Oswald was trying to get to Cuba. And at the Soviet mission, I’m not sure about the extent to which they were able to have any audio surveillance of what was happening inside. Those rooms may have been secure from that. But if they had, they would’ve heard Oswald ranting on and even smashing his gun at the table at one point.”

			What might come out when (if) the final documents are released? Posner, like others, thinks it’ll show things that today would be embarrassing. “As they did with the Warren commission, they didn’t disclose that they were in league with the Mafia to try to kill Castro. Their first concern was the Cold War, what was going on, and they weren’t going to provide information to the commission that was embarrassing toward the agency in any way. And some of that may still be, I’m not sure, if so I wouldn’t be surprised.”

			As our chat wrapped up, Posner pointed out an inconsistency that applies to a lot more than conspiracist views of the assassination. “It’s interesting that you read these surveys and there’s so much distrust of the government. The federal government is just incompetent and can’t do anything right. And yet, when it comes to the assassination, these conspiracy people think that all of a sudden they were just competent and highly organized and pulled it off. And yet today, of course, they can’t. The government can’t butter a slice of bread.”

			Priess, David

			Background: Former CIA intelligence officer, a manager, and a daily intelligence briefer during the presidencies of Bill Clinton and George W. Bush. Author of two books: The President’s Book of Secrets and How to Get Rid of a President. Currently chief operating officer of the Lawfare Institute, a term visiting professor at the Schar School, a senior fellow at the Michael V. Hayden Center, and a writer and speaker on the presidency, intelligence, and national security.

			What he thinks today: Echoing Posner’s view, Priess notes that while the CIA obviously knew that Oswald had been in Mexico City weeks before the assassination, its failure to inform the Warren Commission of this doesn’t mean—as some conspiracists seem to think—that this somehow implicates the agency in the president’s murder.

			Here’s an excerpt from a 2021 discussion he had with Posner and another guest, Mark Zaid (more on him below), on his “Lawfare” podcast: “The logic being of course, that these [documents concerning Oswald] were not directly related to the shooting itself and they were embarrassing to the agency. So someone in the agency, likely Angleton [a reference to counterintelligence chief James Angleton] made the choice in the Warren Commission era not to move these documents forward, but in the 1990s, those documents did come out, not necessarily shining light on the assassination itself, but certainly shining a negative light on the agencies and their behavior during the time of the Warren Commission.”

			Priess also expresses frustration with the way in which documents have been released since 2017.

			“What struck me about them was really two things. One was that I was seeing documents that I swear I’d seen before.” He offers an example: “There was an earlier version of the same document and it had one word redacted and now that word wasn’t. And secondly, just how banal some of these things were.” Must be that “competent and highly organized” federal bureaucracy that Posner referred to.

			Why hasn’t everything been released? “With some of these documents, there is a case to be made as to why they have been delayed,” he says. “On the FBI side, they could contain names or other informants who are still alive—even if those informants weren’t giving information directly related to the assassination. If they’re mentioned in a document, that identity could be revealed. On the CIA side, what we’ll generally call sources and methods could be revealed, or specific ways that information is collected, that either could still be going on in that country or could reveal something about people who worked with the United States up to and including assets of the United States intelligence agencies.”

			Sabato, Larry

			Background: Political scientist and political analyst. Professor of Politics at the University of Virginia, where he is also the founder and director of the Center for Politics, which works to promote civic engagement and participation. Author or editor of two dozen books on American politics, including the New York Times bestseller The Kennedy Half Century, which examines the life, assassination, and lasting legacy of John F. Kennedy. Rhodes scholar, winner of four Emmys, recognized as one of the nation’s most respected political analysts in the United States.

			What he thinks today: “I haven’t changed my fundamental view of the Kennedy assassination because the evidence is overwhelming that Lee Harvey Oswald was the lone assassin. It all fits together, when you look at the scientific evidence, the film evidence. You have to disregard some of the first-person interviews, the testimony of people who were actually there, because they were confused, or didn’t have time to process it [see the story of how the Titanic sank in chapter one, which may contextualize this].”

			Has anything stood out in the documentation that has been released since 2017? “Look, if there were anything that would completely revise our opinions about the assassination,” he says, “either it would’ve come out long before now because too many people know about what’s actually in there, or it would’ve been destroyed back in the sixties before you had any mandates to release it. In either case, I don’t think that the changes would be significant enough to alter the basic storyline. So in what I have seen, I’ve learned more, a little bit more anyway, about the Mexico City trip. I’ve learned a bit more about the Oswalds themselves and their unusual life. But they’re details, and they fill in some of the picture, and they’ll add a stroke to the overall portrait. But if you’re looking for fundamental change, you’re not going to find it in these documents. And I’m holding to that, no matter what’s released in the final bunch. The reason they haven’t been released, primarily, as I’ve been told anyway, is because of the names of specific informants and agents and others.”

			Sabato also agrees that some documents probably haven’t been released because “Even now, there could be retribution in foreign countries against the surviving relatives of those individuals.” Thus it’s perfectly understandable, after all this time, to withhold documents, or redact them. “It’s perfectly reasonable. I think to the degree that they can, they should excise, as little as possible, making sure there’s no hint in there as to who the individual might be, or where the information was coming from, but give people a general context of why this paragraph has to be redacted, give people a context.”

			Finally, Sabato pivots to something that never occurred to me previously, and it concerns Oswald’s undeniable record as a wifebeater. As we’ll see in succeeding chapters, Oswald beat his wife Marina repeatedly, often viciously. Had this Soviet immigrant—barely out of her teens when she arrived in Texas in June 1962—spoken English, known how the system worked, or had an inkling of the help and resources that might have been available had she been able to speak up, it’s possible that the trajectory of Oswald, who bounced ineptly from one menial job to another, might have been quite different. Had she also mentioned Oswald’s attempted murder of Walker in April 1963 to someone, perhaps Oswald might have gone to jail. It’s one of those “what ifs” that make the study of history so fascinating.

			“He shouldn’t have been a free man prior to Dallas.”

			Shenon, Philip

			Background: Author of the 2013 bestseller A Cruel and Shocking Act, and the 2008 bestseller The Commission: The Uncensored History of the 9/11 Investigation, Shenon spent more than twenty years as a Washington correspondent for the New York Times, covering the Pentagon, the Justice Department, and the State Department. As a foreign correspondent for the paper, he reported from more than sixty countries and several war zones.

			What he thinks today: Shenon tells me he hasn’t come across any “blockbuster” documents, and that the most controversial material is still being withheld. That being said, he emphasizes, as he noted in A Cruel and Shocking Act, that “the Warren Commission missed a lot and that Oswald may have told people what he was going to do, which might make them accomplices,” though he adds “there wasn’t a second gunman in Dealey Plaza.” In other words, there could be “something like a conspiracy, but certainly not the sort of conspiracy that Oliver Stone would point to.”

			Asked about Oswald’s Mexico City trip in September and October 1963, Shenon says “It’s pretty clear that Oswald had lots of suspicious meetings with Russians and Cubans. He’s trying to get a visa that would allow him to defect to Cuba,” (as he did to the Soviet Union in 1959). “It’s all very suspicious what’s going on there,” he says.

			When Oswald was in Mexico he talked openly about killing Kennedy, and what happened after the assassination, Shenon thinks, was that “the CIA in particular knew from its surveillance of Oswald in Mexico that they missed a lot of clues that this guy might be dangerous.”

			In keeping with the finest Washington tradition of “CYA”—cover your ass—the CIA and FBI then “did their best to bury everything they had known about that trip, to pretend that there was nothing terribly suspicious about it, when in fact there was a lot that was very suspicious about it.” Of course, he emphasizes, this doesn’t mean there was a conspiracy.

			Zaid, Mark

			Background: Washington lawyer who represents whistleblowers in their cases against the federal government. Frequently litigates against the CIA. Has been very active in the JFK-assassination-documents area for decades.

			What he thinks today: Zaid doesn’t think that the document releases change the overall dynamic of the case, but they are nevertheless important because they have helped historians and researchers connect a few more dots. “What it’s doing is filling in gaps, particularly for historians, that means very valuable information so that we know more about what our intelligence agencies and foreign policy was during the Cold War, especially during the early ’60s into the 1970s.”

			But Zaid, in a December 2021 interview on Priess’s “Lawfare” podcast, said that “some documents we may never get, particularly because there are statutes that prevent them from being released…IRS documents, court records that are sealed.”

			Zaid is no fan of the CIA. He calls its office that handles Freedom of Information Act requests “the most obstructionist and unfriendly of those I have dealt with during the last two decades.” Why the lack of transparency? He offers a possible reason: “Those people, those staff who worked in the embassy [the Soviet and Cuban Embassies in Mexico City] were in their mid-twenties. They’re in their early-to-mid-eighties. Now, some of these people are likely still alive. And you can imagine what the Cuban government or maybe the Russian government now might do to them or their families were it found out that they revealed information to the CIA as traitors to their country sixty years ago.”
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