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To the memory of my father,

Peter Warren Shenon,

whose kindheartedness and sense of fair play

were nurtured in the California

that Earl Warren created.


 

“The assassination of John Fitzgerald Kennedy on November 22, 1963, was a cruel and shocking act of violence directed against a man, a family, a nation, and against all mankind.”

The final report of the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President John F. Kennedy, September 24, 1964

QUESTION: Did he tell you anything about his trip to Mexico City?

MARINA OSWALD: Yes, he told me that he had visited the two embassies, that he had received nothing, that the people who are there are too much—too bureaucratic.

QUESTION: Did you ask him what he did the rest of the time?

MRS. OSWALD: Yes, I think he said that he visited a bull fight, that he spent most of his time in museums, and that he did some sightseeing.

QUESTION: Did he tell you about anyone that he met there?

MRS. OSWALD: No. He said that he did not like the Mexican girls.

Testimony of Marina Oswald to the President’s Commission, February 3, 1964
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Prologue

 

There is no way to know exactly when Charles William Thomas began to think about suicide. Who could really know such a thing? Years later, congressional investigators could offer only their strong suspicions about what had finally led Thomas, a former American diplomat who had spent most of his career in Africa and Latin America, to kill himself. On Monday, April 12, 1971, at about four p.m., he put a gun to his head on the second floor of his family’s modest rented house, near the shores of the Potomac River, in Washington, DC. His wife, downstairs, thought at first that the boiler had exploded.

Certainly two years earlier, in the summer of 1969, Thomas had reason to be disheartened. He was forty-seven years old, with a wife and two young daughters to support, and he knew his career at the State Department was over. It was official, even though he still could not fathom why he was being forced out of a job that he loved and that he thought—that he knew—he did well. The department long had an “up or out” policy for members of the diplomatic corps, similar to the military. Either you were promoted up the ranks or your career was over. And since he had been denied a promotion to another embassy abroad or to a supervisor’s desk in Washington, Thomas was “selected out,” to use the department’s Orwellian terminology for being fired. After eighteen fulfilling, mostly happy years wandering the globe on behalf of his country, he was told he had no job.

At first, he thought it must be a mistake, his wife, Cynthia, said. His personnel records were exemplary, including a recent inspection report that described him as “one of the most valuable officers” in the State Department, whose promotion was “long overdue.” After he was formally “selected out,” however, there was no easy way to appeal the decision. And Thomas, a proud, often stoical man, found it demoralizing even to try. He had already begun boxing up his belongings in his office and wondering if, at his age, it would be possible to begin a new career.

He did have one piece of unfinished business with the department before he departed. And on July 25, 1969, he finished typing up a three-page memo, and a one-page cover letter, that he addressed to his ultimate boss at the department: William P. Rogers, President Nixon’s secretary of state. Colleagues might have told Thomas it was presumptuous for a midlevel diplomat to write directly to the secretary, but Thomas had reason to believe that going to Rogers was his only real hope of getting someone’s attention. Thomas was not trying to save his job; it was too late for that, he told his family. Instead, the memo was a final attempt to resolve what had been—apart from the puzzle of his dismissal—the biggest, most confounding mystery of his professional life. Rogers was new to the State Department, sworn in only six months earlier along with the rest of Nixon’s cabinet. Thomas hoped Rogers might be willing to second-guess the career diplomats at the department who—for nearly four years—had ignored the remarkable story that Thomas kept trying to tell them.

At the top of every page of the memo, Thomas typed—and underlined—the word “CONFIDENTIAL.”

“Dear Mr. Secretary,” he began. “In winding up my affairs at the Department of State, there is a pending matter which I believe merits your attention.”

The memo had a title: “Subject: Investigation of Lee Harvey Oswald in Mexico.”

*   *   *

His tone was formal and polite, which was certainly in character for Charles William Thomas, who used his middle name in official correspondence to avoid confusion with another Charles W. Thomas who worked at the department. He wanted to be remembered as a diplomat—to be diplomatic—to the end. He knew his memo outlined potentially explosive national-security information, and he wanted to be careful not to be perceived as reckless. He had no interest in leaving the State Department with a reputation of being some sort of crazy conspiracy theorist. At the end of the 1960s, there were plenty of craven, headline-grabbing “truth-seekers” peddling conspiracies about President Kennedy’s assassination. Thomas did not want to be lumped in with them in the history books—or in the classified personnel archives of the State Department, for that matter. His memo contained no language suggesting the personal demons that would lead him to take his life two years later.

Secretary Rogers would have had easy access to the details of Thomas’s career, and they were impressive. Thomas was a self-made man, orphaned as a boy in Texas and raised in the home of an older sister in Fort Wayne, Indiana. He served as a navy fighter pilot in World War II, then enrolled at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois, where he earned both a bachelor’s and a law degree. Foreign languages came easily; he was fluent in French and Spanish and, over the years, developed a working knowledge of German, Italian, Portuguese, and Creole; the last had been valuable during a diplomatic posting in Haiti. After Northwestern, he studied in Europe and received a doctorate in international law at the University of Paris. In 1951, he joined the State Department and served initially in hardship posts in West Africa, where, despite several severe bouts of malaria, he was remembered for his good humor and enthusiasm. His friends said he was “the diplomat from central casting”—six feet tall, blond, preppy handsome, articulate, and charming. Early in his career, colleagues assumed he was destined to achieve the rank of ambassador, running his own embassy.

In 1964, Thomas was named a political officer in the United States embassy in Mexico, where he was posted for nearly three years. Mexico City was considered an especially important assignment in the 1960s since the city was a Cold War hot spot—Latin America’s answer to Berlin or Vienna. There were big Cuban and Soviet embassies, the largest in Latin America for both Communist governments. And the activities of Cuban and Soviet diplomats, and the many spies posing as diplomats, could be closely monitored by the United States with the assistance of Mexico’s normally cooperative police agencies. The CIA believed that the Russian embassy in Mexico was the KGB’s base for “wet operations”—assassinations, in the CIA’s jargon—in the Western Hemisphere. (It would have been too risky for the KGB to run those operations out of the Russian embassy in Washington.) Mexico City had itself been the scene of Kremlin-ordered violence in the past. In 1940, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin dispatched assassins to Mexico City to kill his rival Leon Trotsky, who was living there in exile.

Mexico City’s reputation as a center of Cold War intrigue was cemented by the disclosure that Lee Harvey Oswald had visited the city only several weeks before the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in Dallas on Friday, November 22, 1963. Details about Oswald’s Mexico trip were revealed in news reports published within days of the president’s murder, giving birth to some of the first serious conspiracy theories about foreign involvement in the assassination. Everything about Oswald’s stay in Mexico, which had reportedly lasted six days, was suspicious. A self-proclaimed Marxist, Oswald, who did not hide his Communist leanings even while serving in the U.S. Marine Corps, visited both the Cuban and Soviet embassies in Mexico City. It appeared he had gone there to get visas that would allow him, ultimately, to defect to Cuba. It would be his second defection attempt. He had tried to renounce his American citizenship when he traveled to the Soviet Union in 1959, only to decide to return to the United States from Russia three years later, saying that he had come to disdain Moscow’s brand of Communism, with its petty corruptions and mazelike bureaucracy. He hoped Fidel Castro and his followers in Havana would prove more loyal to the ideals of Marx.

In September 1964, the presidential commission led by Chief Justice Earl Warren that investigated Kennedy’s assassination, known to the public from the start as the Warren Commission, identified Oswald as the assassin and concluded that he had acted alone. In a final report at the end of a ten-month investigation, the seven-member panel said that it had uncovered no evidence of a conspiracy, foreign or domestic. “The commission has found no evidence that anyone assisted Oswald in planning or carrying out the assassination,” the report declared. While the commission could not establish Oswald’s motives for the assassination with certainty, the report suggested that he was emotionally disturbed and might have decided to kill the president because of “deep-rooted resentment of all authority” and an “urge to try to find a place in history.”

*   *   *

And in the final days of his employment at the State Department in the summer of 1969, those were the conclusions that Charles Thomas wanted someone in the government to revisit. Was it possible that the Warren Commission had it wrong? Thomas’s memo to Secretary of State Rogers outlined information about Oswald’s 1963 Mexico visit that “threatened to reopen the debate about the true nature of the Kennedy assassination and damage the credibility of the Warren Report.… Since I was the embassy officer who acquired this intelligence information, I feel a responsibility for seeing it through to its final evaluation,” he explained. “Under the circumstances, it is unlikely that any further investigation of this matter will ever take place unless it is ordered by a high official in Washington.”

The details of what Thomas had learned were so complex that he felt the need to number each paragraph in the memo. He enclosed several other documents that were full of references to accented Spanish-language names and obscure locations in Mexico City; they offered a complicated time line of long-ago events. His central message, however, was this: the Warren Commission had overlooked—or never had a chance to see—intelligence suggesting that a plot to kill Kennedy might have been hatched, or at least encouraged, by Cuban diplomats and spies stationed in the Mexican capital, and that Oswald was introduced to this nest of spies in September 1963 by a vivacious young Mexican woman who was a fellow champion of Castro’s revolution.

The woman, Thomas was told, had briefly been Oswald’s mistress in Mexico City.

As he wrote the memo, Thomas must have realized again how improbable—even absurd—this might all sound to his soon-to-be former colleagues at the State Department. If any of his information was right, how could the Warren Commission have missed it?

In the body of the memo, he identified, by name, the principal source of his information: Elena Garro de Paz, a popular and critically acclaimed Mexican novelist of the 1960s. Her fame was enhanced by her marriage to one of Mexico’s most celebrated writers and poets, Octavio Paz, who later won the Nobel Prize in Literature. A sharp-witted, mercurial woman, Garro, who was in her midforties when she met Thomas, spoke several languages and had lived in Europe for years before returning to Mexico in 1963. She had done graduate work at both the University of California at Berkeley and, like Thomas, the University of Paris.

The two had become friends on Mexico City’s lively social circuit and, in December 1965, she offered the American diplomat a tantalizing story. She revealed—reluctantly, Thomas said—that she had encountered Oswald at a party of Castro sympathizers during his visit in the fall of 1963.

It had been a “twist party”—Chubby Checker’s hit song was wildly popular in Mexico, too—and Oswald was not the only American there, Garro said. He had been in the company of two young “beatnik” American men. “The three were evidently friends, because she saw them by chance the next day walking down the street together,” Thomas wrote. At the party, Oswald wore a black sweater and “tended to be silent and stared a lot at the floor,” Garro recalled. She did not talk to any of the Americans or learn their names. She said she learned Oswald’s name only after seeing his photograph in Mexican newspapers and on television after the assassination.

A senior Cuban diplomat was also at the party, she said. Eusebio Azque, who held the title of consul, ran the embassy’s visa office. (In the memo, Thomas said that Azque’s other duties included espionage; the U.S. embassy believed he was a high-ranking officer in Castro’s spy service, the Dirección General de Inteligencia, or DGI.) It was Azque’s consular office in Mexico City that Oswald had visited in hopes of obtaining a Cuban visa.

Garro, a fierce anti-Communist, loathed the Cuban diplomat. Before Kennedy’s assassination, she said, she had heard Azque speak openly of his hope that someone would kill the American president, given the threat that Kennedy posed to the survival of the Castro government. The October 1962 Cuban missile crisis, and the bungled CIA-sponsored Bay of Pigs invasion a year before that, would have been fresh in Azque’s memory. Garro recalled a party at which she and other guests overheard a “heated discussion” in which Azque supported the view that “the only solution was to kill him”—President Kennedy.

Also at the party, Garro said, was a notably pretty twenty-five-year-old Mexican woman who worked for Azque at the consulate: Silvia Tirado de Duran, who was related to Garro by marriage. Duran was an outspoken Socialist and a supporter of Castro, which helped explain how she had gotten a job working for the Cubans. Thomas found a copy of the Warren Commission report in the embassy’s library and could see that Duran’s name appeared dozens of times in its pages; the commission determined it was Duran who had dealt with Oswald during his visits to the Cuban mission in Mexico. She had helped him fill out his visa application, and it appeared that she had gone out of her way to assist him. Duran’s name and phone number were found in a notebook seized among Oswald’s belongings.

Garro told Thomas that she never liked Duran, both because of Duran’s left-wing politics and because of what Garro described as the younger woman’s scandalous personal life. Duran was married to Garro’s cousin, but it was widely rumored in Mexico City that she had had a torrid affair three years earlier with Cuba’s ambassador to Mexico, who was also married; the ambassador had offered to leave his wife to be with Duran. “Garro has never had anything to do with Silvia, whom she detests and considers a whore,” Thomas wrote. (It would later be determined that the CIA had both Duran and the ambassador under surveillance in Mexico; the agency would claim it could document the affair.)

It was only after the Kennedy assassination, Garro said, that she learned that Duran had briefly taken Oswald as a lover. Garro told Thomas that Duran had not only bedded Oswald, she had introduced him around town to Castro’s supporters, Cubans and Mexicans alike. It was Duran who had arranged Oswald’s invitation to the dance party. “She was his mistress,” Garro insisted. She told Thomas that “it was common knowledge that Silvia Duran was the mistress of Oswald.”

Thomas asked Garro if she had told this story to anyone else. She explained that, for nearly a year after the assassination, she had kept quiet, fearing her information might somehow endanger her safety, as well as the safety of her twenty-six-year-old daughter, who also remembered seeing Oswald at the party. In the fall of 1964, however, just after the Warren Commission had ended its investigation, she found the nerve to meet with American embassy officials in Mexico City and tell them what she knew. To her surprise, she said, she heard nothing from the embassy after that.

In his memo to the secretary of state, Thomas was careful to acknowledge this might all be fiction, offered up to him by an exceptionally talented writer of fiction. Garro, he admitted, had a reputation for a vivid imagination, and her politics might color her perceptions; it was possible that she had simply mistaken another young man at the party for Oswald. “I knew Garro to be something of a professional anti-Communist who tended to see a Communist plot behind any untoward political event,” Thomas wrote. “A careful investigation of these allegations could perhaps explain them away.” Still, there was a need for another review of her story, he said. “It would be easy and convenient to sweep this matter under the rug by claiming that Miss Garro is an unreliable informant since she is emotional, opinioned and artistic,” he wrote. “But on the basis of the facts that I have presented, I believe that, on balance, the matter warrants further investigation.”

According to his memo, Thomas’s senior colleagues in the embassy knew all about Garro’s claims because he had told them. He wrote them long reports after each of his conversations with her in 1965. He set aside part of Christmas Day that year to write a memo—it was dated December 25—recounting what he had heard that morning from her at a holiday party. He made sure his memos went straight to Winston “Win” Scott, the CIA’s station chief in Mexico. The courtly, Alabama-born Scott, then fifty-six years old, had sources at the highest levels of the Mexican government, including a series of Mexican presidents who sought his protection and whose top aides became some of the CIA’s best-paid informants in the country. Many Mexican officials saw Scott, who took up his post in 1956, as far more powerful than any of the American ambassadors he had worked with. His deputies knew he also wielded extraordinary influence back at CIA headquarters in Langley, Virginia, in part because of his decades-long friendship with James Jesus Angleton, the CIA’s counterintelligence director—the agency’s chief “mole hunter.” Both men had been with the CIA since its founding in 1947.

In his memo to Rogers, Thomas said that Scott and others in the embassy did not pursue the information tying Oswald to the Cubans. After initial expressions of interest, Scott essentially ignored what Thomas had learned, even when Thomas tried to raise the questions again in 1967, as he prepared to leave Mexico for a new posting in Washington.

Thomas acknowledged that “even if all the allegations in the attached memo were true, they would not, in themselves, prove that there was a conspiracy to assassinate President Kennedy.” But he concluded his letter to Rogers by warning of the danger to the government if Garro’s allegations, unproven but uninvestigated, became known outside the State Department and the CIA. “If they were ever made public, those who have tried to discredit the Warren Report could have a field day in speculating about their implications,” Thomas wrote. “The credibility of the Warren Report would be damaged all the more if it were learned that these allegations were known and never adequately investigated.”

*   *   *

Thomas’s last day of employment at the State Department was July 31, 1969, only six days after the date on his memo to Secretary Rogers. It is not clear from the department’s records if Thomas was immediately informed about what happened next with his memo, but the department did pass on his information—to the CIA. On August 29, in a letter stamped CONFIDENTIAL, the State Department’s Division of Protective Security wrote to the CIA and asked for an appraisal of Thomas’s material. It provided the agency with Thomas’s memo, along with several supporting documents.

A little less than three weeks later, the CIA sent back its curt reply. It read, in full: “Subject: Charles William Thomas. Reference is made to your memorandum of 29 August 1969. We have examined the attachments, and see no need for further action. A copy of this reply has been sent to the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the United States Secret Service.” The memo was signed by Angleton, the CIA counterintelligence chief, and one of his deputies, Raymond Rocca. Thomas was notified of the CIA’s rebuff and, as far as he knew, that was where the paper trail stopped; apparently, nothing more was to be done.

After his suicide two years later, the Washington Post published a 186-word obituary that made only a passing reference to how Thomas had died: “Police said the cause of death was gunshot wounds.” (Actually, his death certificate identified only one gunshot wound—to his right temple.) After pleas from his family, congressional investigators reviewed his personnel files and determined that Thomas had been “selected out” from the State Department in error. A clerical mistake had cost him his career, or so it appeared; an important job performance report endorsing his promotion had been left out of his personnel files for reasons that were never fully explained.

Congressional investigators later suspected that there had been other factors in the decision to force Thomas out, including his persistent, unwelcome effort to get someone to follow up on Garro’s allegations. “I always thought it was linked, somehow, to his questions about Oswald,” said a former investigator for the House of Representatives. “It was impossible to prove, though. If he was forced out because of Mexico City, it was all done with a wink and a nod.” There were rumors in Mexico that one of Win Scott’s deputies at the embassy there had mounted a whispering campaign intended to damage Thomas’s reputation—for reasons that Thomas’s many Mexican friends could never fathom.

Former senator Birch Bayh of Indiana, chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence from 1979 to 1981, helped Thomas’s family obtain some of the pension benefits they were initially denied after his suicide. Bayh said he intervened, at first, because Thomas had such strong family roots in Indiana. In a 2013 interview, he said he remained perplexed by Thomas’s dismissal. “It never made sense,” said Bayh, who insisted that he was never informed of any link between Thomas and the investigation of the Kennedy assassination. The former senator said that he could not necessarily draw a connection between Thomas’s ouster from the department and what he had learned—and tried to expose—in Mexico City. “But something happened to Charles Thomas,” Bayh said. “He was harassed to death by his government.”

*   *   *

Late one afternoon in the spring of 2008, the phone rang at my desk in the Washington bureau of the New York Times. The caller was someone I had never met—a prominent American lawyer who had begun his career almost half a century earlier as a young staff investigator on the Warren Commission. “You ought to tell our story,” he said. “We’re not young, but a lot of us from the commission are still around, and this may be our last chance to explain what really happened.” His call was prompted, he said, by the generous reviews I had received that year after the publication of my first book—a history of the government commission that investigated the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. My caller offered to do all he could to help me with a similar history of the Warren Commission, so long as I did not identify him to his former colleagues as the man who had suggested the idea. “I don’t want to take the blame for this when you find out the unflattering stuff,” he said, adding that the backstory of the commission was “the best detective story you’ve never heard.”

And so began a five-year reporting project to piece together the inside story of the most important, and most misunderstood, homicide investigation of the twentieth century—the Warren Commission’s investigation of the assassination of President Kennedy. Chief Justice Warren and the other six members of the commission died long before I began work on this book—the last surviving member, former president Gerald Ford, died in 2006—but my caller was right that most of the then young lawyers who did the actual detective work in 1964 were still alive. And I’m grateful that almost all of them have been willing to speak with me.

Sadly, time has begun to catch up with my sources, too. Some of the commission investigators and other key figures who granted me interviews for the book have died, most notably former senator Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania, who had been a junior staff lawyer on the commission. This book is therefore their last testament about the work of the commission and about the Kennedy assassination. I was the last journalist to interview former FBI special agent James Hosty, a central witness before the Warren Commission because he had Lee Harvey Oswald under surveillance in Dallas for months before the assassination. Hosty faced obvious questions about why he and his colleagues at the FBI had not been able to stop Oswald. In interviews shortly before his death in June 2011, Hosty insisted that he became the scapegoat—both within the FBI and for the Warren Commission—for the incompetence and duplicity of others in the government.

The title of this book is drawn from the first line of the introduction to the commission’s final report: “The assassination of John Fitzgerald Kennedy on November 22, 1963, was a cruel and shocking act of violence directed against a man, a family, a nation, and against all mankind.” But while A Cruel and Shocking Act began as an attempt to write the first comprehensive inside history of the Warren Commission, it has become something much larger and, I believe, more important. In many ways, this book is an account of my discovery of how much of the truth about the Kennedy assassination has still not been told, and how much of the evidence about the president’s murder was covered up or destroyed—shredded, incinerated, or erased—before it could reach the commission. Senior officials at both the CIA and the FBI hid information from the panel, apparently in hopes of concealing just how much they had known about Lee Harvey Oswald and the threat that he posed. As this book will reveal for the first time, important witnesses to events surrounding the assassination were ignored or were threatened into silence. The reporting for this book has taken me to places and introduced me to people I would never have imagined would be so important to understanding President Kennedy’s death.

*   *   *

I became a victim of the dual curse faced by anyone who tries to get closer to the truth about the assassination—of too little information and too much. I made the astonishing, nearly simultaneous discovery of how much vital evidence about President Kennedy’s murder has disappeared and also of how much has been preserved. There is now so much material in the public record about the assassination, including literally millions of pages of once-secret government files, that no reporter or scholar can claim to have seen it all. Whole collections of evidence have still not been adequately reviewed by researchers, almost exactly fifty years after the events they describe. I was the first researcher, for example, to be given full access to the papers of Charles Thomas, including the record of his struggle to get colleagues to pay attention to the astonishing story of Oswald and the “twist party” in Mexico City, and I did not see the material until 2013.

The records of the Warren Commission—its formal name was the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy—fill up 363 cubic feet of shelf space in well-guarded, climate-controlled storage rooms at a National Archives facility in College Park, Maryland, just outside Washington, DC. Thousands of the commission’s physical exhibits are there, including Oswald’s 6.5-millimeter Italian-made Mannlicher-Carcano rifle, the murder weapon found on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository, as well as the nearly intact three-centimeter copper-jacketed, lead-core bullet that was discovered near a stretcher at Parkland Memorial Hospital in Dallas on the afternoon of the assassination. The commission’s staff—although significantly, not the commission itself—concluded that the bullet, fired from Oswald’s $21 mail-order rifle, passed through the bodies of both President Kennedy and Texas governor John Connally in a scenario that became known as “the single-bullet theory.”

The rose-pink suit worn by Jacqueline Kennedy in the motorcade is also stored in the modern, fortresslike complex in suburban Maryland. The suit, an American-made Chanel knockoff that was a favorite of the president’s (Mrs. Kennedy “looks ravishing in it,” he told a friend) is preserved in an acid-free container in a windowless vault. The vault is kept at a temperature of between 65 and 68 degrees Fahrenheit (between 18.3 and 20 degrees Celsius), the humidity set at 40 percent. The filtered air in the vault is changed at least six times every hour in order to help preserve the delicate wool fabric, which remains stained with the president’s blood. The whereabouts of Mrs. Kennedy’s iconic pink pillbox hat is a mystery; it was last known to be in the custody of her former personal secretary. A separate vault, kept at a constant temperature of 25 degrees Fahrenheit (−4 degrees Celsius), is used for the storage and preservation of a small strip of celluloid that is believed, by the National Archives, to be the most watched piece of film in the history of motion pictures. It was on those 486 frames of Kodachrome-brand 8mm color film that a Dallas women’s wear manufacturer, Abraham Zapruder, captured the terrible images of the assassination on his Bell & Howell home-movie camera.

Much of Warren’s personal paperwork from the commission that bore his name is stored at the Library of Congress, just a few minutes’ walk down First Street from his former chambers at the Supreme Court. Warren, who died in 1974, might be startled to know that millions of Americans know of him principally because of the commission, not because of his history-making sixteen-year tenure as chief justice.

The decision to preserve the vast library of investigative reports and physical evidence gathered by the Warren Commission, and now retained at the National Archives and the Library of Congress, was meant to be reassuring to the public—proof of the commission’s transparency and of its diligence. At the National Archives alone, there are more than five million pages of documents related to the assassination. But the truth about the Warren Commission, as most serious historians and other scholars will acknowledge, even those who fully support its findings, is that its investigation was flawed from the start. The commission made grievous errors. It failed to pursue important evidence and witnesses because of limitations imposed on the investigation by the man who ran it, Chief Justice Warren. Often, Warren seemed more interested in protecting the legacy of his beloved friend President Kennedy, and of the Kennedy family, than in getting to the full facts about the president’s murder.

On the subject of the assassination, history will be far kinder to the commission’s surviving staff lawyers, as well as its former in-house historian, who reveal in this book what really happened inside the Warren Commission. Much of this book is their story, told through their eyes. The lawyers, mostly in their twenties and thirties at the time of the investigation, were recruited from prestigious law firms, law schools, and prosecutors’ offices around the country. Most are now at the end of long careers in law or public service. For several, being interviewed for this book was the first time they have talked in this much detail, certainly to any journalist, about the commission’s work. Many have kept their silence for decades, fearful of being dragged into ugly, and often unwinnable, public debates with the armies of conspiracy theorists. Without exception, all of these men—the one woman among the lawyers, Alfredda Scobey, died in 2001—retained pride in their individual work on the commission. Many, however, were outraged to discover how much evidence they were never permitted to see. It is evidence, they know, that is still rewriting the history of the Kennedy assassination.
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President Kennedy’s coffin in the Capitol rotunda, November 25, 1963
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THE HOME OF COMMANDER JAMES HUMES

BETHESDA, MARYLAND

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 23, 1963

Within hours of the return of the president’s body to Washington, evidence about the assassination began to disappear from the government’s files. Notes taken by military pathologists at the autopsy, as well as the original draft of the autopsy report, were incinerated.

Navy Commander James Humes, MD, said later he was appalled that his handling of the hospital paperwork on the night of Saturday, November 23, might be portrayed as the first act of a government-wide cover-up. Still, he admitted, he should have known better. “What happened was my decision and mine alone,” he recalled. “Nobody else’s.”

At about eleven that night, the thirty-eight-year-old pathologist took a seat at a card table in the family room of his home in Bethesda, in the Maryland suburbs of Washington, and prepared to read through his notes from the morgue. He assumed he would be there for hours, writing and editing the final autopsy report. He had lit a fire in the fireplace, which provided some warmth on an early winter night.

The night before, he had led the three-man team of pathologists who conducted the president’s autopsy at Bethesda Naval Medical Center. There had been no time during the day on Saturday to finish the paperwork, he said. So now he sat alone, hoping to find the energy to complete the report in peace. He needed to present a final copy to his colleagues for their signatures; they were under orders to deliver the report to the White House by Sunday night.

Humes was exhausted. He had managed a few hours of sleep that afternoon, but he had not slept at all Friday night. “I was in the morgue from 7:30 in the evening until 5:30 in the morning,” he said later. “I never left the room.”

It was on Friday afternoon, with the terrible reports still pouring in from Dallas, that Humes, Bethesda’s highest-ranking pathologist, learned that he would oversee the postmortem of the president. He was told to expect the arrival of the corpse in a few hours’ time. Jacqueline Kennedy had initially resisted the idea of having an autopsy; the vision of her husband’s body lying on a cold, steel dissecting table seemed one more horror in a day already full of them. “It doesn’t have to be done,” she told the president’s personal physician, Admiral George Burkley, as they flew in Air Force One from Dallas to Washington. She was sitting with the president’s casket in the rear compartment of the plane. Burkley, who had proved himself a loyal and discreet friend to the Kennedy family, gently convinced her that there had to be an autopsy. She had always taken comfort from the fact that he was a fellow Roman Catholic, and an especially devout one, and at this moment she would trust his advice above almost all others’. He reminded her that her husband had been the victim of a crime and that an autopsy was a legal necessity. He offered her the choice of the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington or the navy’s hospital in Bethesda. The two hospitals were only eight miles apart. “Of course, the president was in the navy,” Burkley reminded her.

“Of course,” she said. “Bethesda.”

The selection was a decision that even some navy doctors questioned. The veteran army pathologists at Walter Reed had far more experience with tracing bullet wounds than did their counterparts in the navy. (It was a simple fact that soldiers were more likely than sailors to die from gunshots.) Commander J. Thornton Boswell, another Bethesda pathologist, was assigned to assist Humes, and he thought it “foolish” to do the autopsy at the navy hospital given the other resources nearby. He thought the president’s corpse should have been taken to the Armed Forces Institute of Pathology in downtown Washington, a Defense Department research center that handled complex medical-legal autopsies from all branches of the military. Neither Humes nor Boswell had credentials in forensic pathology, the branch of pathology that focuses on violent or unexpected deaths, so a third member was added to the team: Dr. Pierre Finck, a forensic pathologist from the Armed Forces Institute. Finck was a lieutenant colonel in the Army Medical Corps.

What might recommend Bethesda was the autopsy room itself. The whole morgue had just been renovated and outfitted with sophisticated medical and communications equipment. “We had just moved into it a couple of months before,” Humes recalled. “It was all brand new.” The autopsy room was spacious by the standards of military hospitals, about twenty-five by thirty feet, with a steel dissecting table fixed to the floor in the center. The room also functioned as an auditorium, with a viewing stand along one wall that allowed as many as thirty people—usually medical residents or visiting doctors—to view procedures. There was, in addition, a closed-circuit television camera so audiences across the street at the National Institutes of Health and down the road at the medical clinic at Andrews Air Force Base could observe at a distance. (Humes said later he wished someone had switched on the camera that night, to end the “ludicrous speculation” about what had gone on.) The morgue included large refrigerated closets able to store as many as six corpses, as well as a shower area for the doctors. The night of the president’s autopsy, the pathologists would need every square inch of space.

The president’s body arrived at about seven thirty p.m. The bronze casket was wheeled in from a loading ramp off the street. The corpse was gently removed from the casket and—after X-rays and photos of every part of the body—was placed on the autopsy table, where it would remain for most of the next ten hours. The wounds to the skull were not immediately visible since the head had been covered with sheets in Dallas. After removing the blood-soaked cloth, Humes ordered that all the sheets be laundered immediately. “We had a washing machine in the morgue, and he stuck those in,” Boswell recalled. Humes worried from the start that something taken from the autopsy room would turn up as a grizzly souvenir in some rural sideshow—“he didn’t want those appearing in a barn out in Kansas sometime.”

The autopsy was a “three-ring circus,” Boswell complained. Dozens of people—navy doctors and orderlies, X-ray technicians and medical photographers, Secret Service and FBI agents, military officers and hospital administrators—were either in the morgue or pressing at the door to be let in. The pathologists said the Secret Service agents who had accompanied the body to Bethesda, including some who had been in Dallas that day, were frantic with nervous energy. The man they had sworn to protect, even at the cost of their own lives, was dead. What were they protecting now? “Those people were in such an emotional state that they were running around like chickens with their heads off, and we understood their situation,” Boswell said later.

Burkley, the president’s physician, had accompanied the body to Bethesda, and initially he tried to take control of the autopsy. As a rear admiral, he would normally have been in a position to give orders to the lower-ranking navy pathologists, but his medical training was as an internist and cardiologist, and his recommendations met with angry resistance from Humes and the other pathologists. At first, Burkley tried to argue that a full autopsy was unnecessary. He said that since the presumed assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, was under arrest in Dallas and there seemed little doubt about his guilt, there was no need for procedures that might severely disfigure the president’s corpse. He knew the Kennedy family was weighing whether to leave the casket open for a viewing of the body before burial. Burkley wanted to limit the autopsy to “just finding the bullets,” Boswell said.

Humes rejected the admiral’s idea as absurd, given the danger that something important might be missed in a hasty postmortem, and Burkley backed down, although he insisted they move quickly. “George Burkley, his main concern was, let’s get this over with as fast as we could,” Humes said later, recalling his annoyance. Burkley appeared worried above all about the delay’s effect on Mrs. Kennedy, who was waiting with Robert Kennedy and other family and friends in the hospital’s VIP suite on the seventeenth floor. She had announced she would not leave Bethesda until she could take her husband’s body with her. Humes said he cringed at the thought of what she must be going through; he knew she was still wearing the bloodstained pink suit he had seen on television. (She had refused to change out of the clothes, in fact. “Let them see what they have done,” she had told Burkley defiantly.) Still, much as he felt sympathy for Mrs. Kennedy, Humes felt rushed by her presence in the hospital. “It did harass us and cause difficulty,” he remembered.

Burkley had another request of the autopsy doctors, and on this point he was insistent. He asked Humes to promise that the pathologists’ report would hide an important fact about the president’s health, unrelated to the assassination. He wanted no mention of the condition of Kennedy’s adrenal glands. The White House physician knew an inspection of the adrenals would reveal that the president—despite years of public denials—suffered from a chronic, life-threatening disorder, Addison’s disease, in which the glands, which sit on top of the kidneys, did not produce enough hormones. Kennedy might have given the appearance of ruddy good health, but Burkley knew that was often a result of makeup and other staging for the cameras. The president survived because of daily hormone supplements that included high doses of testosterone.

Humes, eager to begin, agreed. “He promised George Burkley that we would never discuss the adrenals until all of the then-living members of the Kennedy family were dead, or something like that,” said Boswell, who went along with the plan, even though it was a blatant violation of protocol. Days after the autopsy, Burkley returned to Humes with another secret request, this one about the handling of the president’s brain, which had been removed from the skull for analysis after the autopsy. As Burkley had asked, Humes delivered the brain, which had been preserved in formalin in a steel pail at Bethesda, to the White House so that it could be quietly interred with the president’s body.* “He told me flat out that the decision had been made and that he was going to take the brain and deliver it to Robert Kennedy,” Humes recalled.

Humes’s work on the night of the autopsy was hampered for other reasons. In the hours after the president’s death, the fear that the assassination was the work of a conspiracy, and that the conspirators might strike again, was a topic of fevered discussion in the hallways at Bethesda. As Humes and his team set to work, they overheard colleagues talk about how the Russians or the Cubans might be behind the murder, and how Lyndon Johnson, sworn in hours earlier as president, could be the next target.

The doctors began to worry for their own safety. If there was a conspiracy, the killers might want to hide the truth of exactly how the president had died. Was it possible the Bethesda pathologists might also be silenced, or their evidence seized and destroyed? “It seemed like there might be some sort of cabal” behind Kennedy’s death, Boswell remembered thinking. “Anybody was likely to be killed.” Humes’s superior officer was so alarmed by the potential threat that he ordered Boswell to make sure that Humes, who had taken responsibility for writing the autopsy report, got back to his house safely. “So I got in my car behind Jim Humes, and I followed him home,” Boswell said.

When Humes finally walked through his front door at about seven a.m., he had no opportunity to collect his thoughts, let alone sleep. He was scheduled to drive his son to church that morning for the boy’s First Communion—Humes was determined to be there—and he knew he needed to return to Bethesda within a few hours for a telephone call with the doctors at Parkland Memorial Hospital in Dallas who had tried, futilely, to save Kennedy’s life. Humes later conceded he should have left the autopsy room and spoken with the Parkland doctors at some point Friday night, but he was under too much pressure to finish. “There was no way we could get out of the room,” Humes said later. “You have to understand that situation—that hysterical situation—that existed. How we kept our wits about us as well as we did is amazing to me.”

The call on Saturday to Dr. Malcolm Perry, the chief Parkland doctor to attend to Kennedy, resolved a central mystery for Humes. There had been no question among any of the doctors in Dallas or Bethesda about Kennedy’s cause of death—the massive head wound from a bullet that blew away much of the right hemisphere of his brain, an image captured in awful photographs. The mystery was over what appeared to be the first bullet to hit the president, which entered his upper back or neck and should have remained relatively intact as it passed through soft tissue. Where had it gone? The Bethesda pathologists could find no obvious exit wound.

Humes and his colleagues struggled with the question for hours; it was one reason why the autopsy took so long. “I x-rayed the president’s body from head to toe for the simple reason that missiles do very funny things occasionally in a human body,” Humes said. Bullets often zig and zag once they strike flesh, even if fired from a direct angle, he explained. “It could have been in his thigh or it could have been in his buttock. It could have been any damn place.” As they worked, Humes and the others talked about the unlikely possibility that the bullet had fallen back out of the entrance wound as the president’s heart was massaged to try to restore a beat—speculation that made its way into the report of FBI agents observing the autopsy.

During the phone call, Perry had an explanation for the missing bullet. The Parkland doctors had performed a tracheotomy, cutting into the president’s badly damaged windpipe to allow him to breathe, exactly where there had been a small wound in front of the throat, near the knot of his tie. Perhaps that was where the bullet had exited? “The minute he said that, lights went on and we said, a-ha, we have some place for our missile to have gone,” Humes said. The tracheotomy, he assumed, had destroyed evidence of the exit wound. The doctors could never be certain where that bullet had finally landed, but at least they now thought they knew where it had gone—out of the president’s throat.

*   *   *

That Saturday night, as Humes sat at his card table near the fireplace in his family room, he noticed the streaks of blood—the president’s blood—that stained each page of his notes from the autopsy room, as well as each page of the draft autopsy report. He later recalled being repulsed by the stains.

Slowly, carefully, he began transferring the information from his notes to clean sheets of paper. “I sat down and word for word copied what I had on fresh paper,” Humes said later. It took hours. His well-thumbed copy of Stedman’s Medical Dictionary was at his elbow: he wanted no spelling errors on the report that he would give to the White House.

Only Humes knew what motivated him to do what he did next. Were there embarrassing errors in the original autopsy report and in his notes that he wanted to correct? Did he adjust the location of the entry and exit wounds of the bullets? Beyond his promise to Burkley to eliminate any reference to the president’s adrenal glands, did he leave out other information? Was he ordered to? Whatever the reason, Humes decided—as he sat there at the card table—to destroy every piece of paper in his custody, except the new draft. He was determined, he said, to keep the bloodied documents from falling into the hands of “ghouls.”

Years later, he admitted that he did not fully understand the implications of his actions, and he acknowledged that they might have helped feed the conspiracy theories that dogged him the rest of his career. He tried to reconstruct his thinking: “When I noticed these bloodstains were on these documents that I had prepared, I said, nobody’s going to ever get these documents.”

Humes gave the original notes and autopsy report a final look before standing up and walking to the fireplace. He dropped the bloodstained pages of the original draft autopsy report into the fire and watched as the flames turned the paper to ash. He pushed his handwritten notes from the examination room into the fire as well.

“Everything that I had, exclusive of the final report, I burned,” he said. “I didn’t want anything to remain. Period.”
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In the city where the president had been killed, the destruction of evidence began within a day of the assassination. On Friday, hours after learning of her husband’s arrest, Marina Oswald remembered the “stupid photographs” that she had taken of Lee in the yard of the shabby New Orleans home where the couple lived earlier that year. The photos showed a smirking Lee, dressed in black, holding his mail-order rifle in one hand; in the other, he held recent issues of two leftist newspapers, the Militant and the Worker. There was a pistol in a holster around his waist. 

On Friday night, after hours of initial questioning by the FBI and the Dallas police, Marina was allowed to return to the home of Ruth Paine, a local friend who spoke some Russian. Marina, the strikingly pretty twenty-two-year-old Russian who had married Oswald during his failed defection to the Soviet Union, had lived in the Paine home for several weeks that year while Oswald lived elsewhere, first in New Orleans, as he looked for a job.

When she got back to the house, Marina found the photos, which she had hidden in an album of baby pictures, and showed them to her mother-in-law, Marguerite Oswald. The two women barely knew each other—Oswald had always claimed to hate his mother and so refused to see her—and the two Mrs. Oswalds had been reunited only because of the assassination. Marina spoke just a few words of English.

“Mama, Mama,” Marina said, showing her mother-in-law the photos.

Mrs. Oswald appeared shocked by the image of her young son with the weapons and replied, without hesitation, “Hide them,” according to her daughter-in-law’s account.

Marina said she did as she was told, putting the photos in her shoe.

The next day, Saturday, after hours of additional police questioning, she was approached by her mother-in-law and asked where the photos were hidden.

Marina said she pointed to her shoes. “Burn them,” Marguerite told her daughter-in-law, according to Marina’s account. “Burn them now.”

Again, Marina said, she did as she was told. That evening, she and her mother-in-law were moved by the Secret Service to a small motel, the Executive Inn, near Love Field airport. Marina said she found an ashtray in the motel room, placed the photos in it, and then lit a match, touching the flame to the corner of one of the pictures. The heavy photographic paper was difficult to burn, she recalled, so it took several matches to do the job. Her mother-in-law would later insist that the decision to destroy the pictures had been Marina’s alone. But Marguerite Oswald did admit that she was in the room and watched as her daughter-in-law destroyed the photos. And Marguerite admitted that she—not Marina—took the ashtray and emptied it into the toilet. “I flushed the torn bits and the half-burned thing down the commode,” Mrs. Oswald later explained. “And nothing was said.”
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Evidence was also beginning to vanish that weekend from the files of the FBI. At about six p.m. Sunday, FBI Special Agent James Hosty was called to the office of his boss, Gordon Shanklin, the special agent in charge of the Dallas field office. Hosty said that Shanklin pushed a piece of paper across the desk.

“Get rid of this,” Shanklin ordered. “Oswald is dead now. There can be no trial.” Seven hours earlier, Oswald had been gunned down by Jack Ruby in Dallas police headquarters, a shocking scene captured live on national television.

Shanklin nodded to the piece of paper and repeated the order to Hosty, a square-jawed thirty-nine-year-old who had joined the FBI a decade earlier as an office clerk, a traditional career route for the bureau’s field agents. “Get rid of it,” Shanklin said again.

Hosty didn’t need to be told a third time. He recognized the piece of paper—a handwritten note that Oswald had delivered in person to the FBI office in early November, apparently warning the bureau to stop disturbing his Russian-born wife.

“If you don’t cease bothering my wife, I will take appropriate action,” Oswald had written, according to Hosty’s later account. The FBI receptionist who took the note from Oswald said she thought he sounded “crazy, maybe dangerous.”

Hosty and Shanklin could well imagine what would happen if J. Edgar Hoover learned of the note’s existence. It was proof that the bureau had been in contact with Oswald only days before the assassination; that there had been face-to-face contact between the bureau and Oswald’s wife; that Oswald had actually stood there, in person, in the Dallas office. Simply put, the note could be read as proof that the bureau—in particular, Hosty and Shanklin—had missed the chance to stop Oswald before he gunned down the president.

And the note only hinted at the extent of the FBI’s months-long pursuit of Oswald. The truth, Hosty and Shanklin knew, was that the bureau’s Dallas office had maintained an open file on Oswald as a potential national-security threat since March. Oswald had returned to the United States the previous year after his aborted defection to Russia, and the FBI suspected that he might have come back to spy for the Soviet Union.

Shanklin continued to stare down at the note, waiting for Hosty to pick it up.

Hosty had a lot to protect—a wife and eight children at home who depended on his $9,000-a-year salary. At the FBI, orders were followed, no questions asked, even an order as grave and almost certainly illegal as destroying a vital piece of evidence involving the man who had just killed the president.

Hosty picked up the note and left Shanklin’s office, walking a few feet down the hallway to the men’s room. He entered one of the stalls and closed the door. He began to tear up the note, dropping the pieces into the white porcelain toilet bowl. When he was done, he pulled the heavy wooden handle on the metal chain to flush the toilet. He waited a moment and pulled the chain again. He said later he wanted to make certain every scrap of paper was gone.
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WASHINGTON, DC

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 22, 1963

The knock on the heavy oak door to the conference room was unexpected. It was rare for the justices of the United States Supreme Court ever to be interrupted during their weekly Friday conference. By tradition, the court’s staff could interrupt the justices only in an emergency, or something close to it, and information could be passed to the justices in the conference room only in the form of a note handed through the door.

Chief Justice Earl Warren, then in his eleventh year on the court, had come to see the value of this and so many other seemingly arcane traditions, if only because they imposed a polite order on a group of nine strong-willed men—some of whom disliked one another to the point of hatred—who had agreed to spend the rest of their working lives in this place.

On Friday, November 22, 1963, shortly after one thirty p.m., the justices heard a knock. By tradition, the door was answered by the court’s most junior member, and so Associate Justice Arthur Goldberg, who had joined the court a year earlier, stood up silently, went to the door, and opened it. He took the one-page note, shut the door, and handed it to the chief justice. Warren read the typewritten message from his personal secretary, Margaret McHugh, in silence. Then he stood and read it out loud to the others:

“The President was shot while riding in a motorcade in Dallas. It is not known how badly he is injured.”

The members of the court, Warren later recalled, were “shocked beyond words” and adjourned to their own offices. “There was little said, but I believe each of us, stunned by the news, repaired to a place where he could receive radio reports of the tragedy.” (Actually, some of the justices and their staffs gathered in the chambers of Justice William Brennan, who had a television set and was watching Walter Cronkite’s coverage on CBS.) Warren went to his chambers, where he listened to the radio “until all hope was lost,” he remembered. “In perhaps half or three-quarters of an hour, the news came that the president was dead—it was almost unbelievable.”

Warren and the other justices had special cause to be shocked: only thirty-six hours earlier, they had been the guests of the president and Mrs. Kennedy at a reception in the First Family’s private living quarters on the second floor of the White House. “We could not forget how friendly and happy the occasion was,” Warren said. “It was a delightful occasion.” He recalled how the justices had engaged in a lively conversation about Kennedy’s imminent trip to Texas, which was scheduled to begin the next morning.

The two-day, five-city fund-raising trip was the talk of much of official Washington because, to many, it seemed politically risky. The president had been warned that he might face protests from right-wing demonstrators, especially in conservative Dallas. “The Big D,” as the city’s boosters liked to call it, was home to several far-right extremist groups and had a reputation for discourteous, even disgraceful, treatment of prominent political visitors. Only a month earlier, Kennedy’s UN ambassador, former senator Adlai Stevenson, had been heckled outside his Dallas hotel by anti-UN protesters, including a scowling Texas homemaker who hit him over the head with a cardboard placard that read: DOWN WITH THE UN. During the 1960 campaign, then Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson of Texas, Kennedy’s vice presidential candidate, and his wife, Lady Bird, were swarmed by dozens of screeching anti-Kennedy protesters as they tried to cross the lobby of the Adolphus Hotel in Dallas to reach the hotel’s ballroom for a luncheon rally. One protester carried a defaced copy of a Johnson campaign poster with the words SMILING JUDAS scrawled across it, while another spat on Mrs. Johnson. She described the nearly thirty minutes it took to cross the lobby as among the most frightening of her life.

At the White House reception, Warren recalled, “we jokingly admonished the President to be careful ‘down there with those wild Texans’—of course, the thought of a real disturbance of any kind was far from our minds.”

*   *   *

After receiving confirmation of the president’s death, Supreme Court colleagues remembered how tears welled up in the eyes of the chief justice and how he remained close to tears for days. It was no secret around the court that Warren adored John Kennedy, even though that opened him up to charges of partisanship by the president’s Republican opponents. Warren’s affection was almost paternal, he admitted. The assassination was “like losing one of my own sons,” he said. “The days and nights following were more like a nightmare than anything I had ever lived through.”

A generation separated the president and the chief justice. Kennedy died at the age of forty-six; on the day of the assassination, Warren was seventy-two. In the younger man, Warren had seen the farsighted, progressive leadership—on issues of social justice, especially—that he had hoped to bring to the White House himself when he ran for president in 1952. Warren had been the wildly popular governor of California from 1943 until 1953, and, although he was a lifelong member of the Republican Party, his popularity in his home state had always stretched across party lines. He took pride in the fact that his landslides in three gubernatorial elections had included the votes of a huge share, if not most, of the state’s Democrats.

As governor, he pursued policies that outraged many conservative, antitax Republicans. Warren was responsible for massive investments in higher education and transportation, and he raised gasoline taxes by more than $1 billion over ten years—an almost unheard-of sum at the time for a state government—to pay for construction of California’s futuristic highways, which became the model for a national system. After World War II, he created statewide New Deal–like public works projects to address unemployment, especially among veterans. His attempt to establish universal health care for Californians was foiled by an aggressive lobbying campaign by the California Medical Association, which labeled the plan “socialized medicine.”

Throughout the 1940s, Warren’s star kept rising; in 1948, he was selected to run for vice president on the Republican ticket with New York governor Thomas E. Dewey. After Dewey’s unexpected defeat by incumbent Harry Truman, Warren returned to California and began to consider his own run for the Oval Office. He launched a bid in 1952, only to be undermined by another prominent California Republican, Senator Richard M. Nixon, who led a revolt among the state’s GOP leaders in favor of General Dwight D. Eisenhower. Nixon’s move helped seal the nomination for Eisenhower, who went on to a decisive victory that November, with Nixon on the ticket as vice president. The relationship between Warren and Nixon remained poisonous for the rest of their lives. The chief justice was delighted by Kennedy’s election victory in 1960, not least because it meant Nixon’s defeat.

Still, Warren had reason to be grateful to Eisenhower, who placed him on the Supreme Court. It was the fulfillment of a pledge made by Eisenhower shortly after the 1952 election, apparently as thanks to Warren for what seemed to be his full-throated public support for the Republican ticket. Eisenhower came to regret the decision; he was later widely quoted as describing Warren’s nomination to the court as the “biggest damn fool mistake I ever made.” The president was reported to be furious over the Warren Court’s far-reaching rulings in support of civil rights and civil liberties, beginning with the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, in which the court ordered the desegregation of the nation’s public schools.

For Warren, the election of John Kennedy changed everything. The new president reached out personally to the chief justice, attempting to nurture a genuine friendship. Warren and his wife, Nina, found themselves invited to glittery receptions and dinners at the White House, where they were introduced to Kennedy’s celebrity friends from Hollywood and Palm Beach. Raised in the gritty, sunbaked town of Bakersfield, California, Warren, the son of a railroad worker, could often seem starstruck in Kennedy’s presence.

The president’s support went well beyond dinner invitations. He spoke out often in public to express his admiration for Warren and for the rulings of the court. The chief justice was grateful, especially given the heated, often hateful response to the court’s civil rights decisions. Warren was scorned personally by much of the country; he had grown used to the regular death threats that would arrive at the court in the mail or by phone. By the time of Kennedy’s assassination, a national campaign to bring impeachment charges against Warren had been under way for years. In Dallas, IMPEACH EARL WARREN posters and bumper stickers were a common sight on the day the president was killed there.

*   *   *

Within hours of the assassination, Warren had his staff release a public statement that reflected his assumption that the president had been killed because he, like Warren, had dared to stand up to the evils of racism and other injustice. “A good and great president has suffered martyrdom as a result of the hatred and bitterness that has been injected into the life of our nation by bigots,” Warren wrote. The statement was handed out to reporters before the announcement later that day of the arrest of twenty-four-year-old Lee Harvey Oswald, a Dallas man who worked in a schoolbook warehouse on Dealey Plaza.

That afternoon, Warren was notified that the new president, Lyndon Baines Johnson, was headed back to Washington aboard Air Force One; the presidential jet also bore the bronze casket containing his predecessor’s body. The White House invited the chief justice, along with congressional leaders and members of Kennedy’s cabinet, to be at Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland, a few miles southeast of Washington, to receive the new president. Warren was chauffeured to the base by one of his Supreme Court clerks, and the chief justice looked on somberly as the plane touched down at about six p.m. He watched as President Johnson emerged from the plane, followed by Jacqueline Kennedy, still in the pink suit from the motorcade. Warren later wrote that he found it a “heart-rending sight to see a saddened new president and the fallen president’s widow, still in the bloodstained clothes she wore after her mortally wounded husband had slumped in her lap.” He remained at the side of the plane as the casket was lowered slowly from a rear passenger door.

The next morning, he and the other justices were invited to the White House for a private viewing of the casket in the East Room. Warren was joined by his wife, Nina, at the viewing, and afterward she stood in tears in the north portico of the White House, waiting for a car to take her home. Warren did not go home with her. From the White House, he went instead to the court, where he stayed much of the day “waiting for some information about what was to happen.” The city had effectively shut down. “The entire government plant was closed,” he wrote. “It was as though the world had stopped moving.”

Many of the capital’s residents recalled that their mourning was mixed with fear. The Pentagon and other military installations around Washington were on high alert, out of concern that the president’s murder had been carried out by agents of the Soviet Union or Cuba—an act of war that could mean a nuclear exchange was imminent. For some in Washington, including President Johnson, the jittery, even apocalyptic feeling that weekend was similar to what they had been through only a year before, during the Cuban missile crisis.

Much of the rest of the weekend was a blur for Warren. He remembered returning home Saturday evening to his apartment in the residential wing of the Sheraton Park Hotel, in a leafy neighborhood of northwest Washington, and watching television for hours and “listening to the wild stories and rumors which permeated the air.” Like millions of Americans, he was experiencing—for the first time—a national tragedy unfold on a flickering television screen. He found it “sickening” to sit there, numbly, and take in the black-and-white images—the repetition, over and over, of scenes from the president’s murder and of the first images of Oswald under arrest. “But there didn’t seem to be anything else to do.” At about nine that evening, the phone rang. He picked up the receiver and was startled to hear the feathery, but now intensely solemn, voice of Mrs. Kennedy, calling from the White House. She asked if he would offer a short eulogy to her husband in the Capitol rotunda the following afternoon; the casket was being moved to the rotunda for its public viewing before burial. “I was almost speechless to hear her voice personally asking me to speak at the ceremony,” Warren recalled. “I, of course, told her I would do so.”

He grabbed a yellow legal pad and tried to draft a tribute to the slain president, but he quickly gave up. He was too tired and overwhelmed to write anything of value. “It was simply impossible for me to put thoughts on paper,” he said. He went to bed around midnight, hoping to find inspiration in the morning. He rose before seven a.m. and went back to work, worried that he would not finish the tribute in time. The ceremony was scheduled to start at one p.m. At about eleven twenty, he was still writing when his daughter Dorothy rushed into the room where he was working.

“Daddy, they just killed Oswald!”

Warren was annoyed at the interruption. “Oh, Dorothy, don’t pay any attention to all those wild rumors or they will drive you to distraction.”

“But Daddy,” she said, “I saw them do it.”

Warren rushed to the television set and watched a replay of footage of the handcuffed Oswald, surrounded by police officers as he was being marched to a squad car, being shot by Dallas nightclub impresario Jack Ruby. It was not clear if Oswald would survive his injuries.

Despite this new shock, Warren forced himself back to his legal pad. He had less than an hour to finish the eulogy and have Nina type it up before they hurried out the door for the drive across town to Capitol Hill. With the help of policemen who recognized the chief justice and cleared the crowded city streets, the Warrens managed to arrive at the Capitol in time. The chief justice was one of three speakers at the ceremony; the others were chosen to represent the two houses of Congress: House Speaker John W. McCormack of Massachusetts and Senate majority leader Mike Mansfield of Montana, both Democrats.

All three eulogies were short. Warren’s was by far the most pointedly worded and, it seemed, personally felt.

“John Fitzgerald Kennedy—a good and great President, the friend to all people of good will; a believer in the dignity and equality of all human beings; a fighter for justice; an apostle of peace—has been snatched from our midst by the bullet of an assassin,” he began. “What moved some misguided wretch to do this horrible deed may never be known to us, but we do know that such acts are commonly stimulated by forces of hatred and malevolence such as today are eating their way into the bloodstream of American life. What a price we pay for this fanaticism!

“If we really love this country; if we truly love justice and mercy; if we fervently want to make this nation better for those who are to follow us, we can at least abjure the hatred that consumes people,” he continued. “Is it too much to hope that the martyrdom of our beloved President might even soften the hearts of those who would themselves recoil from assassination, but who do not shrink from spreading the venom which kindles thoughts of it in others?”

Warren was proud of the eulogy, publishing it in full in his memoirs, but his effusive, unqualified praise for Kennedy struck some listeners as inappropriate for a chief justice, given his responsibility to rise above partisanship. Would he have offered similar praise in a eulogy for Eisenhower? Almost certainly not.

*   *   *

Robert Kennedy told friends later that he did not like the tone of Warren’s remarks. “I thought it was inappropriate to talk about hate,” he said. Others in Washington were even more offended. Warren’s words denouncing “the forces of hatred” and their “venom” were instantly seen by many prominent Kennedy critics in Congress, particularly southern segregationists who had opposed the president on civil rights legislation, as an attack on them. They were all the more outraged after it become clear that Lee Harvey Oswald was a product of political forces that had nothing to do with them. If the early news reports were right, Oswald was a Marxist who had once tried to defect to Russia and openly admired Fidel Castro.

Senator Richard Brevard Russell Jr., the Georgia Democrat who was chairman of the Armed Services Committee and widely seen as the most powerful man in the Senate, told colleagues that he seethed when he heard Warren’s eulogy. Russell, almost certainly the most brilliant legislative tactician of his generation, was a staunch segregationist. Most days, he memorialized his thoughts with jottings on a pad of tiny pink notepaper that he kept in his suit pocket; the pads were later gathered up by his secretary and filed away. In a handwritten note to himself about the eulogy, Russell described it as “Warren’s blanket indictment of the South.”

Russell could grow furious simply at the mention of Warren’s name. That had been true since 1954 and Brown v. Board of Education, which Russell saw as the start of a campaign by the Supreme Court to undermine what he had always called the “Southern way of life.” Russell felt very differently about the fallen president. Whatever their differences over civil rights, he had always liked Kennedy. On the afternoon of the assassination, reporters recalled seeing Russell in a lobby off the Senate floor, hunched over a cabinet that contained the “tickers” that printed out the news reports of the Associated Press and United Press International. He was reading the bulletins from Dallas aloud to his colleagues as tears streamed down his face.

If the sixty-six-year-old Russell could find anything of comfort that day, it was that he knew—and loved—the man who would now occupy the Oval Office. Lyndon Johnson was arguably his closest friend; the new president had been Russell’s most devoted protégé in their years together in the Senate. Johnson called Russell “the Old Master” and treated him like a beloved uncle. He owed the Georgian much of his success in Congress and, as Senate majority leader, he had sometimes stood with Russell in opposing major civil rights bills.

Soon, however, Russell would have cause to be bitterly disappointed by his former protégé. In one of his first acts as president, Johnson chose to coerce his old Senate colleague—to blackmail him, really—into working with the man who, more than any other in Washington, Russell openly despised: Earl Warren.
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For a man who was only thirty-eight years old, Robert Kennedy had accumulated an extraordinary number of powerful enemies. In a horrible twist of fate, he learned of his brother’s murder from one of them—FBI director J. Edgar Hoover.

Seconds after receiving word from the FBI’s Dallas field office of the shooting in Dealey Plaza, Hoover picked up the telephone in his office and was patched through to Hickory Hill, Kennedy’s sprawling six-acre, Civil War–era estate in the Virginia suburbs of Washington. Ethel Kennedy, the attorney general’s wife, answered the phone as Kennedy and his guest, Robert Morgenthau, the United States attorney in Manhattan, lunched on tuna fish sandwiches on the patio. They had been discussing Kennedy’s war on organized crime. It was a surprisingly warm November afternoon—so warm that the attorney general had earlier taken a swim in his pool as Morgenthau chatted with Ethel.

Ethel held the white telephone receiver and motioned to her husband. “It’s J. Edgar Hoover.”

Kennedy walked to the phone; he knew this must be important since Hoover never called him at home. “Yes, Director,” he said.

“I have news for you,” Hoover said. “The president has been shot.” Hoover said he believed the president’s injuries were serious and that he would call back when he had more to report. Then the phone went dead, Kennedy said. Years later, Kennedy could still recall the coldness in Hoover’s voice, as if he had been calling on the most routine sort of Justice Department business. Hoover’s tone, Kennedy remembered bitterly, was “not quite as excited as if he was reporting the fact that he found a Communist on the faculty of Howard University.”*

Morgenthau recalled later that Kennedy’s response to the news was one of horror and stark, inconsolable grief. After Hoover’s call, Kennedy crumpled into his wife’s arms, his hand over his mouth as if to silence a scream.

John Kennedy was his older brother and best friend, and the fact that Robert Kennedy was also the attorney general of the United States—the nation’s chief law-enforcement officer—seemed an afterthought in those first minutes. Ethel took her husband to wait in their upstairs bedroom for final word from Texas. She directed Morgenthau to a television set on the first floor.

*   *   *

Kennedy’s closest aides flooded to Hickory Hill that afternoon. After the formal announcement of his brother’s death at about two p.m. Washington time, the attorney general emerged from the bedroom and came downstairs. Slowly he began to move among his aides and friends, accepting their condolences and thanking them for their contributions to his brother’s presidency. To a few, he offered hushed remarks suggesting that he was overwhelmed by a sense of guilt—that he was somehow responsible for this. He seemed to believe that some vicious, powerful enemy of the Kennedy administration—and, specifically, of Robert Kennedy’s Justice Department—was behind his brother’s murder. “There’s been so much hate,” he told one of his most trusted deputies, Ed Guthman, the department’s press spokesman. “I thought they would get one of us. I thought it would be me.” Recalling the exchange, Guthman said that Kennedy did not specify who “they” were.

Kennedy later confided to a handful of friends that he had initially feared that the assassination was the work of some element of the Central Intelligence Agency. It was a shocking thought, but he knew that there were people at the spy agency who had never forgiven his brother for the disaster at the Bay of Pigs in 1961, when CIA-trained Cuban exiles failed in their attempt to invade Cuba and oust Castro’s government. Although CIA bungling was ultimately to blame for the fiasco, agency veterans were outraged by the president’s decision not to order up American air power to save the guerrillas when the operation started to go wrong. After the debacle, Kennedy ousted Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles and reportedly vowed to an aide that he would “splinter the CIA into a thousand pieces and scatter it to the winds.”

Within an hour of the assassination, Robert Kennedy telephoned the CIA and asked that John McCone, the former California industrialist who was Dulles’s successor, come immediately to Hickory Hill. McCone arrived minutes later—the CIA’s headquarters in suburban Langley, Virginia, was only a short drive away—and Kennedy took McCone for a somber walk on the lawn. McCone offered his condolences, only to be startled by the question that the attorney general asked him: Had the CIA killed the president?

“I asked McCone … if they had killed my brother, and I asked him in a way that he couldn’t lie to me,” Kennedy later recalled.

McCone assured Kennedy that the CIA had nothing to do with the assassination, a pledge he said he made as a man of faith—as a fellow Roman Catholic.

Kennedy said he accepted McCone’s denial. But if the CIA didn’t kill the president, then who, or what, did? The list of Robert Kennedy’s sworn enemies might actually be longer than his brother’s, and many had the motive and the ability to dispatch an assassin to Texas. The assassination had not required a sophisticated plot or a professional sniper; that much was already clear. Initial reports suggested that his brother and Texas governor Connally, who had been seriously injured in the gunfire as he rode in the president’s limousine, had been easy targets in the slow-moving motorcade.

Could it have been the Mafia, which Robert Kennedy had made his target for so much of his professional life—first as a congressional investigator, now as attorney general? Or could the president’s murder have been ordered up by a corrupt union boss, perhaps the thuggish Teamster head Jimmy Hoffa, another target of Kennedy’s Justice Department? Or was the assassination carried out by southern racists, angered over the Kennedy administration’s civil rights policies?

There was also the possibility that the president had been killed by a foreign enemy. In those first hours, Kennedy’s friends recalled hearing nothing from him to suggest that he had any strong suspicion that the Soviet Union was behind the assassination; Moscow would know that any successor administration in Washington was unlikely to treat the Kremlin differently. A more likely suspect was Cuba. The United States had almost been drawn into a nuclear war over Cuba during the missile crisis the year before. And Robert Kennedy knew better, maybe even better than his brother, that Fidel Castro might have reason to want to see John Kennedy dead.

Rather than wait for others to investigate the assassination, and perhaps sensing the political danger that an independent inquiry might pose, Kennedy launched his own private investigation that very afternoon. He picked up the telephone at Hickory Hill and called friends and well-connected political allies around the country, asking for their help to determine the truth behind his brother’s murder. He called Walter Sheridan, a trusted Justice Department investigator who was an expert on labor racketeering and the Teamsters, and asked him to try to find out if Hoffa was involved. He phoned Julius Draznin, a prominent Chicago labor lawyer who had valuable sources within organized crime, to see if Draznin could find a Mafia link to the assassination.

From the start, Robert Kennedy seemed unable to accept the idea that Lee Harvey Oswald could have acted alone.
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Lyndon Johnson had a conspiratorial mind. It had proved valuable in an unlikely political career that had taken him from the scrubby flatlands of central Texas to Capitol Hill and now, shockingly, into the Oval Office as the new president. His old colleagues in the Senate thought the cagey, power-hungry fifty-five-year-old Texan could see around corners, and God help anyone who might lurk around those corners and dare to conspire against him. Johnson would do almost anything—lying was the least of it—to deal with his enemies. He had always seemed to sense when plots were being hatched against him, which helped explain the brooding, ever-present paranoia and pessimism that he managed, usually, to keep hidden from the public. He had often felt humiliated during his three years as vice president, but he masked his despondency beneath layers of what some of Kennedy’s aides cruelly described as his “Uncle Cornpone” persona—the crude, chaw-spitting, bigger-than-life Texan who seemed so out of place among the Massachusetts sophisticates.

Often as not, his instincts about conspiracies proved right. Now, in his first panicky minutes in Dallas as the thirty-sixth president of the United States, he was convinced that his predecessor’s murder might be the first step in a foreign-born Communist conspiracy to overthrow the government. He feared his presidency would last only long enough to see him launch the nuclear warheads that would end the world. “When would the missiles be coming?” he recalled thinking to himself that afternoon. “What raced through my mind was that if they had shot our president, who would they shoot next?”

He was scared that he was the second target. He and Lady Bird Johnson had been in the motorcade, after all, in an open-air limousine just two cars behind the president’s. One stray bullet, and they could have been hit, too. Johnson’s close friend and protégé John Connally was a passenger in Kennedy’s limousine and had been severely wounded. In the first hours, it was not clear Connally would survive the damage done by a 6.5-millimeter rifle bullet that had pierced his back and erupted from his chest.

One of Johnson’s first orders as commander in chief was intended, specifically, to prevent himself from being killed, too. After Kennedy was declared dead at about one p.m., Johnson ordered the traveling White House press secretary, Malcolm Kilduff, to withhold the news from reporters until after the Johnsons had safely left Parkland Hospital for Dallas’s Love Field airport, where Air Force One had been waiting since Kennedy’s arrival late that morning. Johnson worried that whoever had killed Kennedy was still on the streets, hunting for him. “We don’t know whether it’s a Communist conspiracy or not,” he told Kilduff. The assassin may be “after me as well as they were after President Kennedy—we just don’t know.”

After a frantic drive across Dallas in an unmarked police car, its sirens switched off on Johnson’s order to avoid drawing attention to the passengers hunched down in the backseat, the new president arrived at the airport and scrambled up the steps into Air Force One at about one forty p.m., Dallas time. (It was an hour later, about two forty p.m., in Washington.) It had been approximately seventy minutes since the shots rang out at Dealey Plaza. Fearful of snipers hiding at the airport, Secret Service agents “rushed through the interior ahead of us, pulling down the shades and closing both doors behind us,” Johnson said later of the scene aboard the plane.

He recalled a slight sense of relief at being aboard the regal presidential jet, surrounded by the familiar trappings of power, including the telephones and other communications equipment that would allow him to reach almost anyone in the world in a matter of minutes. As always, the simple presence of a telephone was a comfort to Johnson. Few politicians ever conducted so much business over phone lines as Johnson; a telephone receiver was alternately his instrument of political seduction and his weapon. In his years as president, many of those conversations were tape-recorded and transcribed—a secret that few of his callers knew.

Although Secret Service agents wanted to depart the instant Johnson arrived at Love Field, he would not allow the plane to take off until Jacqueline Kennedy was also on board. Mrs. Kennedy, then still at the hospital, had refused to leave without her husband’s body, which had created a struggle between Secret Service agents and the Dallas coroner. (Initially, the coroner demanded that the president’s corpse remain in the city for an autopsy, as required by local law; in the end, the agents all but shoved him aside.) The Johnsons would wait at Love Field another thirty-five tense minutes before a powder-white Cadillac hearse bearing Mrs. Kennedy and the bronze casket pulled up alongside the Boeing jet.

Minutes before departure, Federal District Judge Sarah Hughes of Dallas, a family friend of the Johnsons whose nomination to the federal bench had been arranged by the then vice president, rushed aboard to perform a swearing-in ceremony. Johnson took the presidential oath standing alongside a stricken Mrs. Kennedy. The White House photographer who captured the scene scrambled from Air Force One seconds before the doors were sealed; he had been told to get the photo to the Associated Press and other wire services as quickly as possible as proof to the world of the transition of presidential power. Minutes later the plane raced down the runway and climbed into the sky at what passengers remembered as a near-vertical angle. Two hours and eleven minutes later, it landed at Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland.

*   *   *

That night, as Jacqueline and Robert Kennedy waited at Bethesda Naval Hospital for the autopsy to be completed, Johnson was already moving decisively to assume command. His aides later marveled at how comfortable he seemed in those first hours in power. After a seven-minute helicopter ride from Andrews to the White House, he made only a brief appearance at the door of the Oval Office, perhaps sensing that it was presumptuous for him to be there so soon after the assassination. Then he walked across a blocked-off street and into the Executive Office Building, where his vice presidential offices were located and where he would conduct his meetings and make a string of phone calls.

He received a military briefing from Defense Secretary Robert McNamara. The initial news was reassuring. There was no evidence of a military advance by the Soviet Union or other foreign adversaries in the wake of the assassination, although American military forces would remain on high alert indefinitely.

The report from Dallas was not so comforting. Although there was no immediate evidence that Oswald had accomplices, both the FBI and CIA had troubling details about his past, including his attempt to renounce his U.S. citizenship and defect to Russia four years earlier. Since his return to the United States in 1962, the FBI had, sporadically, been tracking Oswald and his Russian-born wife as possible Soviet agents. The CIA reported that it had placed Oswald under surveillance when he had traveled to Mexico City in September; the reasons for his trip to Mexico were not entirely clear.

In his meetings that night and the next day with senior Kennedy aides, Johnson pledged continuity with the policies of the Kennedy administration and suggested that he intended to retain Kennedy’s entire cabinet; he wanted people to know their jobs were secure. Johnson used the same words again and again: “I need you more than President Kennedy needed you.”

From his first hours in office, Johnson made what he felt were valiant efforts to comfort—and seek guidance from—Robert Kennedy. But if the new president had any hope that the shock of the events in Dallas might ease their relationship, he was mistaken. The attorney general had always loathed Johnson, and that would not change, even after Kennedy accepted the new president’s offer to stay on at the Justice Department. Unlike his older brother, who always seemed so remarkably even-tempered, so willing to make peace with former adversaries, Robert Kennedy was capable of bitter, even irrational hatreds. He seemed almost energized by blood feuds with men like Jimmy Hoffa, J. Edgar Hoover, and, maybe most of all, Johnson. He privately described Johnson as “mean, bitter, vicious—an animal in many ways.” He was appalled, he said, that Johnson—a man “incapable of telling the truth”—had taken his brother’s place in the White House.

*   *   *

At about seven p.m. on his first night as president, Johnson called J. Edgar Hoover. This was hardly surprising: Johnson would have expected the FBI director to have the latest information about the investigation in Dallas. And there were other good reasons for Johnson to reach out to Hoover that night—and to remind the FBI director of their years of loyal friendship. In the decades that followed, it would often be forgotten that in November 1963, Johnson’s political survival was in grave doubt because of a fast-moving corruption investigation involving a Washington lobbyist who had once been one of Johnson’s closest aides in the Senate. The FBI was overseeing parts of the inquiry.

Bobby Baker, the lobbyist, was known as “Little Lyndon.” He was accused of bribing lawmakers and running a so-called social club on Capitol Hill—the “Quorum Club”—that doubled as a de facto prostitution service for members of Congress and White House officials. The Baker scandal had threatened to ensnare President Kennedy as well as Johnson. Kennedy’s extramarital activities were no secret to Hoover, and the director was closely monitoring the allegations against Baker, including charges that the lobbyist had helped arrange liaisons between Kennedy and an East German–born beauty who was rumored to be a Communist spy.

In the week before the assassination, Baker began spilling some of his secrets about Kennedy and Johnson to Washington’s most famous and feared muckraking newspaper columnist, Andrew “Drew” Pearson. Pearson’s syndicated column—the Washington Merry-Go-Round, written with his deputy, Jack Anderson—was a mix of serious political scoops and salacious, often flat-wrong gossip about the powerful. Pearson had sources everywhere, including senior White House aides, cabinet officers, and others at the highest reaches of government. Some of his sources leaked information to him because they feared him; others talked to him because they genuinely admired his bravery in exposing corruption and hypocrisy in Washington. To his credit, Pearson had been an early critic of Senator Joseph McCarthy.

Among Pearson’s admirers was Chief Justice Earl Warren. In fact, the sixty-six-year-old columnist counted Warren among his closest friends—and boasted in print of the friendship. At a time when the Warren court was under attack in much of the country for its rulings on civil rights and civil liberties, the chief justice could count on Pearson to defend him. They were so close that they regularly vacationed together. In columns that September, Pearson wrote about his yachting holiday that summer with Warren and his wife in the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. During what was a working vacation for Pearson, Warren sat in as the columnist interviewed Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev, and, later, the Yugoslav leader, Marshal Josip Tito.

On the afternoon of Thursday, November 21, less than twenty-four hours before the assassination, Pearson met with Bobby Baker in Washington. It was their first face-to-face conversation, and the Senate-aide-turned-lobbyist had dirt to share. “Bobby confirmed the fact that the president had been mixed up with a lot of women,” Pearson wrote in his personal diary. One of Kennedy’s women—a prominent aide to Jacqueline Kennedy—“had her bed wired for sound by her landlady when Jack was sleeping with her,” the columnist wrote.

Johnson was in Pearson’s crosshairs in the Baker story. That very Sunday—November 24—Pearson’s column was due to target the vice president over his financial ties to the lobbyist. In his diary, Pearson wrote that it would be “quite a devastating story” involving Johnson, Baker, and possible corruption in a $7 billion fighter-jet contract handed to General Dynamics, a Texas firm.

If Johnson was going to survive the Baker scandal and whatever else Pearson had tucked away in his notebooks, he could be certain—both before and after he became president—that he would need Hoover’s help.

*   *   *

Johnson and Hoover were close friends, at least by the cynical standards of political friendships in Washington. Throughout his career, Johnson had courted the FBI director; as well as anyone in Washington, the Texan understood the value of Hoover’s support. The FBI director was seen by millions of Americans as the face of law and order; opinion polls showed that Hoover remained one of the most popular men in the country, more popular than most of the presidents he had served.

Johnson understood the danger, too, that Hoover could pose to a politician with something to hide. He was well aware that the sixty-eight-year-old Hoover trafficked in the secrets of public figures—political, financial, sexual—and there was a constant threat that the secrets might be disclosed at Hoover’s direction or whim.

Over the years, Johnson’s attempts to befriend Hoover were fawning, sometimes comically so. In 1942, he bought a home on the same block as Hoover’s—a coincidence, Johnson insisted—in a comfortable neighborhood of the capital known as Forest Hills. The two men were neighbors for nearly twenty years. Hoover saw Johnson’s two daughters grow up, and often joined the Johnson family for Sunday breakfast. “He was my close neighbor—I know he loved my dog,” Johnson said. The president and Hoover’s mutual love of dogs remained a theme of their friendship. When one of Johnson’s beagles died in 1966, Hoover gave him a new one. The president named his new pet “J. Edgar.”

In May 1964, six months after he was thrust into the presidency, Johnson would sign an executive order exempting Hoover from compulsory retirement when the FBI director turned seventy the following year. “The nation cannot afford to lose you,” the president said. Johnson’s motives were not fully patriotic, he admitted privately, acknowledging that he kept Hoover in his job in part because “it’s better to have him inside the tent pissing out, than outside the tent pissing in.”

Over the course of several conversations in the weeks following the assassination, Johnson would remind Hoover—again and again, almost to the point of obsession—of his friendship. “You’re more than the head of the Federal Bureau,” he told Hoover during a call in late November. “You’re my brother and my personal friend, and you have been for twenty-five, thirty years.… I’ve got more confidence in your judgment than anybody in town.”

*   *   *

Late on the night of the assassination, Johnson returned to his family’s home and slept—less than four hours, he recalled—before heading back downtown to the White House the next morning. Unlike the previous evening, he went to work in the Oval Office—a move that outraged Robert Kennedy, who felt that it was too early for Johnson to occupy what he still considered his brother’s workspace. Johnson asked President Kennedy’s secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, if she could vacate her desk within thirty minutes that morning to make way for his own secretarial pool. Lincoln agreed, but the request left her in tears.

Johnson received a briefing at about nine fifteen a.m. on Saturday from the director of Central Intelligence, John McCone, who had more alarming news about Oswald: the CIA’s detailed surveillance of Oswald’s mysterious visit to Mexico City revealed that he had made contact with diplomats in both the Soviet and Cuban embassies. That evening, McCone placed a call to Secretary of State Dean Rusk to alert Rusk to the situation in Mexico, including the possible diplomatic consequences of the arrest of a young Mexican woman, Silvia Duran, who worked in the Cuban consulate and had met face-to-face with Oswald. Her arrest had been requested by the CIA.

At about ten a.m., Johnson talked again with Hoover, and this time the conversation was recorded on the Oval Office taping system that Kennedy had also used as president. For reasons that were never made clear to the National Archives, which later compiled an inventory of Johnson’s White House recordings, the tape of the call with Hoover that morning was erased, leaving only an officially sanctioned transcript.

As he took the phone, Johnson could only assume that Hoover had mastered all the available information about the assassination. After all, this was the director of the FBI briefing the president of the United States about the murder—the day before—of his predecessor. In fact, the transcript of the call, published decades later, showed that Hoover’s briefing was a jumble of misinformation. As many of Hoover’s deputies knew, the FBI director was never as well informed as he pretended to be; he did not always bother to learn all the facts, since almost no one was brave enough to correct him. Hoover was so determined to present himself as all-knowing that he would often fall back on speculation or half-truths. He seemed incapable of uttering the words: “I don’t know.”

“I just wanted to let you know of a development which I think is very important in connection with this case,” Hoover began. He said that “this man in Dallas”—Oswald—had been charged overnight with the president’s murder but “the evidence that they have at the present time is not very, very strong.” He added, “The case as it stands now isn’t strong enough to be able to get a conviction.”

The evidence wasn’t strong? It was Hoover’s first misstatement in the conversation, seemingly an effort to convince Johnson that—whatever the truth—the local police in Dallas could not be trusted to handle the investigation without strict oversight by the FBI. As Hoover’s agents on the scene knew, the Dallas police and the FBI had already gathered overwhelming evidence of Oswald’s guilt. Oswald was in custody, and several witnesses could identify him—possibly as the man with a rifle in the window at the Texas School Book Depository, certainly at the scene of the murder of a local policeman shortly after the president’s assassination. The Italian-made rifle identified as the assassination weapon—purchased by mail order from a Chicago gun shop by “A. Hidell,” an alias frequently used by Oswald, including on his application for a Dallas post-office box—had been found in the book depository. Moreover, Oswald had been taken into custody with a pistol bought by “A. Hidell” from the same mail-order gun shop. The preliminary evidence suggested the pistol had been used to kill the policeman, J. D. Tippit. In Oswald’s wallet was a phony identification card for “A. Hidell” that bore a photo of Oswald.

Hoover told Johnson—correctly—that the mail-order rifle had been bought with a money order for $21. “It seems almost impossible to think that for $21 you could kill the president of the United States,” he said. Then he launched into a series of false statements. He told Johnson that paperwork containing the Hidell alias had been found in “the home in which he was living—his mother’s.” (Wrong: Oswald had not seen his mother in more than a year.) The rifle, Hoover said, was “found on the sixth floor in the building from which it had been fired” (correct), but that “the bullets were fired from the fifth floor” (wrong), and that “three shells were found on the fifth floor” (wrong). He also reported that after the assassination Oswald fled to a movie theater across town “where he had the gun battle with the police officer” and was captured. (Wrong: Tippit had been killed blocks away from the theater.)

Johnson asked: “Have you established any more about the visit to the Soviet embassy in Mexico in September?”

Hoover answered with an assertion that, when revealed years later, would help launch a generation of conspiracy theories. Even though the evidence that the CIA would have passed to Hoover was incomplete and contradictory, the director told the president that someone had been impersonating Oswald in Mexico City and then suggested that Oswald might have had an accomplice. Specifically, Hoover said the Mexico trip was “one angle that’s very confusing for this reason: we have up here the tape and the photograph of the man who was at the Soviet Embassy using Oswald’s name.” Hoover was referring to a photo taken by a CIA surveillance camera that showed a man—the CIA had said it initially thought this might be Oswald—outside the Soviet embassy in Mexico City. “That picture and the tape do not correspond to this man’s voice, nor to his appearance. In other words, it appears that there is a second person who was at the Soviet embassy.” Based on what he should have known was sketchy information, Hoover was hinting to the president that there had been a conspiracy to kill Kennedy that involved an Oswald double who had recently been in and out of a large Soviet embassy and dealing with Soviet agents.

*   *   *

Though Hoover had many of his facts wrong, he was right about one thing. The FBI had plenty of reason to doubt the competence of the Dallas police. The next day—Sunday, November 24—their bungling allowed Oswald to be killed as he was about to be transferred from police headquarters downtown to the county jail. The attempted transfer in the basement garage of police headquarters was witnessed by a crush of reporters, photographers, and television camera crews. Although both the FBI and the Dallas police had received telephone death threats overnight directed at Oswald, the security precautions were so inadequate that Jack Ruby was able to slip in among the reporters while carrying a .38-caliber Colt Cobra revolver. He shot Oswald from only inches away, in full view of television cameras broadcasting live.

Oswald was rushed to Parkland Hospital and wheeled into the same emergency room where President Kennedy had died two days earlier. At 1:07 p.m., Oswald was pronounced dead.

*   *   *

Among the tens of millions of Americans who witnessed Oswald’s televised execution that day was the dean of the Yale Law School, Eugene Rostow, an influential Democrat whose brother, Walt, had been Kennedy’s deputy national security adviser. Dean Rostow decided he had to act. He sensed—instantly, he said later—how Oswald’s murder would undermine public confidence in the government, possibly for generations. The public, he said, would be deprived of the “catharsis and the emotional protection” of a trial to settle questions about Oswald’s guilt and the all-important question of whether he had accomplices. Already television commentators were speculating that Oswald had been killed in order to silence him before he could expose a conspiracy.

Just before three p.m., Rostow telephoned the White House to speak with Bill Moyers; the twenty-nine-year-old Moyers, an ordained Baptist minister from Texas who had left the pulpit to go into politics, was one of Johnson’s closest aides. Rostow urged Moyers to pass word to the president of the need to set up a high-powered commission to investigate “the whole affair of the murder of the President.” In the tape-recorded conversation, Rostow referred to Oswald only as “this bastard.”

“In this situation with this bastard killed, my suggestion is that a presidential commission be appointed of very distinguished citizens in the near future, bipartisan and above politics—no Supreme Court justices, but people like Tom Dewey,” Rostow said, referring to the former Republican governor of New York. He suggested that former vice president Richard Nixon might be considered. Rostow recommended “a commission of seven or nine people—maybe Nixon, I don’t know.”

Rostow told Moyers that a commission might be the only way the public could be convinced of the truth about what had happened—what was still happening. “Because world opinion, and American opinion, is just now so shaken by the behavior of the Dallas police that they’re not believing anything.” Moyers agreed with Rostow, and he promised to pass the suggestion on to the president.

Johnson initially dismissed the idea of a federal commission; his instinct was to leave the investigation in the hands of state officials in Texas. (Officials at the White House and the Justice Department were startled to learn that the assassination of a president was, at the time, not a federal crime. Had Oswald lived, he would have faced prosecution under Texas state homicide laws.) As a Texan, Johnson had more confidence than his aides in the ability of law-enforcement officials in his home state to deal with the aftermath of the assassination. He told a friend that he did not like the idea of “carpetbaggers” from Washington appearing in Texas to determine who was responsible for a murder on the streets of Dallas.

It took four more days, but Johnson changed his mind. The conspiracy theories, he knew, were beginning to spread wildly. With Oswald dead, Johnson later wrote, “the outrage of a nation turned to skepticism and doubt.… The atmosphere was poisonous and had to be cleared.” In the end, the president adopted Rostow’s model for a commission, with one notable difference. The Yale dean felt strongly that Supreme Court justices should not be involved in the inquiry; it was generally accepted among legal scholars and historians of the court that its reputation had been tarnished in the past when its members became involved in outside investigations. Johnson, however, insisted otherwise. He said he considered only one candidate to lead the commission: the chief justice, Earl Warren.

“The commission had to be bipartisan, and I felt that we needed a Republican chairman whose judicial ability and fairness were unquestioned,” Johnson wrote. He barely knew Warren, but he knew the chief justice was a Republican who was respected, even beloved, by many of the president’s Democratic allies, as well as by much of the Washington press corps, and that included the powerful, ever-threatening Drew Pearson. “I was not an intimate of the Chief Justice,” Johnson wrote. “We had never spent 10 minutes alone together, but to me he was the personification of justice and fairness in this country.”
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DALLAS POLICE HEADQUARTERS

DALLAS, TEXAS

SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 23, 1963

Her youngest son was accused of killing the president of the United States, but what struck so many of the reporters and police officers who encountered Marguerite Oswald in the hours after the arrest of Lee Harvey Oswald was not her shock, or her grief. It was her excitement. They remembered how energized she was to have a role in this great drama.

In those first few days, it might have been unkind for reporters in Dallas to suggest that Mrs. Oswald, a fifty-six-year-old practical nurse from neighboring Fort Worth, was actually enjoying the situation in which she found herself. Suddenly, she was a global celebrity and had the opportunity to sell her son’s story to the highest of many bidders from distant, exotic places like New York City and Europe. She did seem to have moments of true anguish: at times, often on camera, Mrs. Oswald would break into tears when questioned about her son or about her own circumstances. Lifting her thick prescription glasses to dab at her eyes, she would gently pat her head to make sure no strands had escaped from that tight bun of gray hair.

Still, if she was not actually finding pleasure in the attention, Mrs. Oswald was animated by the knowledge that people everywhere would soon know her name. They would see her picture and remember it. Like her youngest son, she had a powerful desire to make a mark on the world, to get people to stop and pay attention. “I am an important person,” she told reporters in the days after the assassination, offering not a hint of doubt about the truth of that statement. “I understand that I will go down in history, too.”

Mrs. Oswald was less eager to talk about her alienation from all three of her sons, especially Lee. In the year before he was charged with the president’s murder, Lee had cut off all contact with his mother. He had also cut off her access to June, her one-and-a-half-year-old granddaughter—Lee and Marina’s first child. It was only on the afternoon of her son’s arrest that Mrs. Oswald learned that Marina had given birth to a second daughter, Rachel. Mrs. Oswald found it cruel that she first discovered Rachel’s existence when Marina brought the one-month-old baby to Dallas police headquarters.

Lee Oswald seemed to feel that his mother had, over the years, gotten what she deserved—abandonment by children who had never had any reason to love her. Abandonment was an experience Mrs. Oswald was familiar with; it was a theme of her life. Two of her three husbands had divorced her, one on grounds of mental cruelty. The other, Lee’s father, Robert, an insurance premium collector, died of a heart attack two months before Lee’s birth in 1939. And when her sons were young, she had abandoned them for long stretches. At the age of three, Lee had joined his two older brothers in a Lutheran-run orphanage in New Orleans, the Bethlehem Children’s Home, while Mrs. Oswald sought nursing work and pursued her search for a new husband. The three boys were not actually put up for adoption—she said she intended to bring them back to live with her when money allowed—even though that might have been difficult for three-year-old Lee to understand.

In the years before the assassination, Mrs. Oswald had almost no contact with her oldest son, John Pic, Lee’s half brother, who in 1963 was stationed with the air force in San Antonio. She also had little contact with her middle son, Robert, even though he and his wife lived in nearby Denton, Texas. When Robert first encountered his mother at Dallas police headquarters in the hours after his brother’s arrest, the twenty-nine-year-old was struck by his mother’s lack of “any emotional strain at all” over the possibility that Lee had just killed the president. Her overwhelming concern, he said, was about herself.

“It seemed to me that Mother felt that now, at last, she was about to get the kind of attention she had sought all her life,” Robert recalled. “She had an extraordinary idea of her ability and her importance.” His mother “seemed to recognize immediately that she would never again be treated as an ordinary, obscure, unimportant woman.”

Even in those first hours, Robert sensed the danger that his mother posed to any effort to learn the truth about Lee’s guilt or innocence. From the start, Robert admitted to himself that there was a strong possibility that Lee was the president’s assassin. His younger brother, Robert knew, was a delusional, violent, attention-seeking man. Their mother, however, would never allow herself to be burdened with the facts about Lee. The assassination, Robert sensed, would now give her an international stage to spout—and at some point, sell—her delusional conspiracy theories about Lee and his work as a government “agent.”

It had always been infuriating to Robert how his mother could sound rational, even articulate, in short bursts of conversation. He feared that government investigators and journalists, not knowing any better, might actually believe what she told them.

*   *   *

On the afternoon of the assassination, Mrs. Oswald was driven from her home in Fort Worth to Dallas by Bob Schieffer, a twenty-six-year-old reporter for the Fort Worth Star-Telegram. She had called the newspaper’s city desk, asking for help in getting to Dallas.

“Lady, this is not a taxi service,” Schieffer told the woman on the phone. “And besides, the President has been shot.”

“I know,” the caller replied, almost matter-of-factly. “They think my son is the one who shot him.”

Schieffer and a colleague grabbed a car and rushed to Mrs. Oswald’s home on the west side of Fort Worth.

“She was a short, round-faced woman wearing enormous black horn-rimmed glasses and a white nurse’s uniform,” Schieffer recalled of his first glimpse of Mrs. Oswald. “She was distraught—but in an odd way.” For most of the trip, he said, “she seemed less concerned with the death of the President or her son’s role in it than with herself.” She spoke obsessively about her fear that her daughter-in-law Marina “would get sympathy while no one would ‘remember the mother’ and that she would probably starve. I chalked it up to understandable emotional overload, and I couldn’t bring myself to use her self-serving remarks in the story I filed later that day. I probably should have.” Later, Schieffer, who went on to a long career in television news, concluded that Oswald’s mother was “deranged.”

Arriving at police headquarters in Dallas, Mrs. Oswald and Schieffer were ushered into a small room—perhaps an interrogation room, Schieffer thought—to wait to speak to the police about her son. Later that afternoon, Marina Oswald was also brought into the room. The two women had not seen each other in more than a year, and because Marina still spoke almost no English, they had—literally—almost nothing to say to each other.

Marina had just undergone a first round of questioning by the police and the FBI; as she admitted later, she was terrified. She was fearful, above all, that she would be separated from her children and arrested, even though she had insisted to her interrogators—through a translator—that she knew nothing about any plan by her husband to assassinate the president. Her fear of arrest was understandable: she knew she would have been taken into custody if she’d been back home in the Soviet Union. “That’s how it would have been in Russia,” she explained later. “Even if your husband was innocent, they would arrest you until it was straightened out.”

Marina admitted that it might be natural for suspicion to fall on her: it was hardly implausible that she would know about, if not actually participate in, any plot by her husband to kill the president. Here she was, Marina Nikolaevna Prusakova, still newly arrived from the Soviet Union, who had entered the United States after a hasty marriage to an American turncoat who had never hidden his embrace of Marxism. There might be additional suspicion of Marina because of her family ties to Russian intelligence: an uncle worked in St. Petersburg, the city then officially known as Leningrad, in the Russian Interior Ministry.

Among those with early suspicions about Marina was her brother-in-law, Robert. On the day of the assassination, he considered, at least momentarily, that she was part of a plot to kill Kennedy, although the more he thought about the idea, the less likely it seemed. It was a matter of logic. If the Russians had launched a conspiracy to kill Kennedy, would they enlist the help of this tiny, seemingly petrified young woman who barely spoke English? And why would they have married her off to his misfit brother who soon saddled her with two small children?

In the days after the assassination, Robert’s suspicions turned elsewhere—to Ruth Paine, the soft-spoken, thirty-one-year-old Pennsylvania-born woman who had given shelter to Marina, and to Ruth’s estranged husband, Michael Paine, a thirty-five-year-old aircraft engineer. The Paines had separated a year earlier, although they remained friendly, if only for the sake of their own two children. Ruth, a Russian-language teacher who had been introduced to Marina through the local Russian expatriate community, lived in Irving, Texas, just outside Dallas, and she had welcomed Marina and her daughters into her home. In accordance with the charitable tenets of her Quaker faith, Ruth said, she did not ask Marina to pay any rent.

Robert Oswald admitted later that he had no evidence—because, he conceded, there was none—to show that the Paines had anything to do with the assassination. Still, there was something about the couple that troubled him, especially about Michael, who was introduced to Robert at Dallas police headquarters in the hours after the assassination. “Nothing really to put my finger on, but I just had a feeling. I still do not know why or how, but Mr. and Mrs. Paine are somehow involved in this affair,” he told investigators. “His handshake was very weak and what I might term a live fish handshake. His general appearance, his face, and most particularly his eyes to me had what I would term a distant look to them, and that he wasn’t really looking at you when he was.” On the basis of little more than a weak handshake and a distant stare, then, Robert Oswald decided to cut off all contact—forever, as it turned out—between Marina and the Paines. It deprived his sister-in-law of a loyal Russian-speaking friend, Ruth Paine, who might have helped Marina navigate the troubles to come in the language of her birth; Marina would never fully command English.

*   *   *

Robert Oswald was the first of many men to enter Marina’s life in the days after the assassination—some to help her, others to prey on a young woman whose fragile beauty was often remarked on. In photographs, she could be film-star pretty, so long as she avoided smiling; she was a victim of inadequate Soviet dentistry.

After her husband’s murder by Jack Ruby, Marina and her children—as well as her mother-in-law and Robert—were hastily moved to a motel on the outskirts of Dallas, the Inn of the Six Flags, where it was thought they could be kept safe. The motel’s dapper resident manager, thirty-one-year-old James Martin, readily agreed to take them in. It was the off-season for the motel, which was adjacent to the newly opened Six Flags Over Texas amusement park, and there was plenty of space for the Oswalds and the team of Secret Service agents protecting them.

Martin did not recall that he was ever actually formally introduced to Marina, but he quickly befriended the young widow. The following Thursday was Thanksgiving, so he invited the Oswalds to his home for a holiday dinner with his family; Martin and his wife had three children. (Martin did not invite Marguerite Oswald—an oversight, he said later—because she had returned to her own home in Fort Worth.) “They weren’t going to have a very happy Thanksgiving, and living in those rooms was pretty cramped,” Martin recalled. Marina and Robert accepted.

A few days after the holiday, Martin—without consulting his wife, he acknowledged—proposed to Marina that she and the children move in with the Martin family in their three-bedroom house. “I know the Secret Service made a statement that they were quite concerned as to where Marina would go after she left the inn. They had no place to put her and they had no idea where she was going to go,” Martin said. “I told them that if they couldn’t find any place for her that I would be glad to take them into my home.”

Marina soon moved into one of the Martin children’s bedrooms, which adjoined the bedroom of Martin and his wife. He did not ask Marina to pay any rent or compensate the family in any way, at least initially. Two weeks later, however, Martin proposed that he become Marina’s full-time business manager, in exchange for 10 percent of the tens of thousands of dollars in contracts she was offered—in late November alone—to sell her story to news outlets and book publishers. Marina agreed. Martin also found a local lawyer to represent her; the lawyer took another 10 percent.

Marina would later say she was naive and that she had welcomed help from these friendly American men who seemed to know what they were doing. She believed they could help her establish a new life without her husband. Her inability to speak English made her all the more dependent on them.

Quickly, Martin made it clear that he hoped for a different sort of relationship with Marina Oswald—he wanted to be her lover. He had pursued her romantically almost from the day they met, Marina said later. She remembered that on New Year’s Day 1964, when his wife was out of the house, Martin put a record of songs by the crooner Mario Lanza on the phonograph and professed his love. The advances continued for weeks. “He always hugged me and kissed me when his wife or children or the Secret Service agents were not around.”

*   *   *

New people were finding their way into Marguerite Oswald’s life as well. In early December, Mrs. Oswald, who had a listed phone number and welcomed calls from reporters and almost anyone else who had the patience to listen to her, picked up the receiver and heard the voice of Shirley Harris Martin. Mrs. Martin introduced herself as a forty-two-year-old homemaker and mother of four from Hominy, Oklahoma, who had become fixated on the idea that there had been a conspiracy to kill President Kennedy. (She was no relation to James Martin in Dallas.)

Within days of the assassination, the garage of Mrs. Martin’s home had begun filling up with stacks of newspapers and magazines with articles about the assassination—everything she could find, she said. She had a passion for the mysteries of Agatha Christie, and she had decided that she had a mystery of her own to solve: who had really killed the president. Soon she began to meet and hear from people from all over the country who shared her obsession.

“In December 1963, I called Mama for the first time—Mama Oswald,” she remembered. “At that time, she was very rational. She’s such a character.” After introducing herself, Mrs. Martin had a question: Had Mrs. Oswald read an article about her son that been published that month in the National Guardian, a self-proclaimed radical leftist weekly in New York?

The piece was a ten-thousand-word analysis of the case—or rather, the lack of a case—against her son. Headlined “Oswald Innocent? A Lawyer’s Brief,” the author was Mark Lane, a New York City criminal defense lawyer and former state legislator. Mrs. Oswald had not read the article but she was eager to see it. After a copy arrived in the mail from Oklahoma, an excited Mrs. Oswald tracked down Lane by phone. “Mrs. Oswald called and asked if I could meet her in Dallas to consider representing her and her son,” Lane said later, recalling that Mrs. Oswald had described him as “the only person in America who is raising any questions” about her son’s guilt. He was surprised—and naturally intrigued. Within days, Lane was on a plane to Texas, where he met with Mrs. Oswald and offered to join her campaign to prove that Lee Harvey Oswald was an innocent man.

In Lane, Mrs. Oswald had found her champion. And in Lee Oswald’s mother, Lane had found his ideal client.
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THE OVAL OFFICE

THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON, DC

FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 29, 1963

Lyndon Johnson knew, from the first days after the assassination, that some people would suspect he had something to do with Kennedy’s murder. He seemed to take it as a given. There were simply too many ugly, obvious questions. After all, Kennedy had been gunned down in the streets of a Texas city, his alleged assassin was murdered in that same city two days later, and the hyper-ambitious former vice president—a Texan—now occupied the Oval Office. Already, the State Department had begun reporting that some foreign capitals were rife with rumors that Johnson had ordered his predecessor’s death.

In truth, Johnson’s outrageous bad taste over the years had invited some of the suspicion. As vice president, he had liked to joke about the odds of Kennedy dying in office—how an assassination or accident would clear the way for him. Clare Booth Luce, the former congresswoman and the wife of Time, Inc., founder Henry Luce, recalled asking Johnson at the 1960 inaugural ball why he had accepted the offer of the vice presidency. She remembered his cheery reply: “Clare, I looked it up; one out of every four presidents has died in office. I’m a gamblin’ man, darlin’.” He had made similar comments to others.

It pained Johnson to realize that Dallas would long be remembered as the place where the handsome young president was killed, and that the public image of his beloved Texas had been blackened, probably for years. The night of the assassination, Lady Bird confided to her husband that what might salvage their home state’s reputation—perversely—was the fact that their good friend Governor Connally had also been hit. His grave injuries would dampen some of the talk of a Texas-based conspiracy. Lady Bird said she would have been willing to take the bullet herself, instead of Connally, to spare the good name of Texas. “I only wish it could have been me.”

All this was just more proof to Johnson of why Chief Justice Warren had to run the investigation. His name would give instant credibility to the commission. The chief justice had many critics in Washington and around the country, but he also had a reputation for personal honesty and political independence that could help convince the public that the truth was not being hidden from them. “We had to bring the nation through this bloody tragedy,” Johnson said. “Warren’s personal integrity was a key element in assuring that all the facts would be unearthed and that the conclusions would be credible.”

On the afternoon of Friday, November 29, Johnson dispatched Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach and Solicitor General Archibald Cox to meet with Warren in his chambers in the court and convince him to lead the commission. As solicitor general, Cox, on leave from his teaching post at Harvard Law School, argued regularly in front of Warren and the other justices, and he had the chief justice’s admiration. The feeling was mutual. Cox described Warren as the “greatest Chief Justice after John Marshall.”

The conversation was over almost before it began. The words were barely out of his visitors’ mouths before Warren rejected the president’s request: “I told them I thought the president was wise in having such a commission, but that I was not available for service on it.”

He reminded Katzenbach and Cox of the unfortunate history of court members taking on outside government assignments. There had been harsh criticism of Associate Justice Owen Roberts as chairman of the commission that investigated the Pearl Harbor attacks, and of Associate Justice Robert Jackson, who left the court for a year in 1945 to oversee the Nuremberg war-crimes trials. Former chief justice Harlan Fiske Stone described the trials as a “fraud” and accused Jackson of participating in a “high-grade lynching.”

Warren thanked his guests for their visit and sent them back out the door to deliver the bad news to the White House. “Katzenbach and Cox went away, and I thought that that settled it,” the chief justice remembered.

But nothing was settled, as Warren was about to discover; Johnson was determined to change his mind. “Early in my life, I learned that doing the impossible frequently was necessary to get the job done,” the president said later. “There was no doubt in my mind that the Chief Justice had to be convinced that it was his duty to accept the chairmanship.”

At about three thirty that afternoon, the president had a secretary phone the Supreme Court to ask Warren to come to the White House—immediately. Warren was not told the purpose of the meeting, although the issue was “quite urgent,” Warren recalled. “I, of course, said I would do so.” The White House dispatched a limousine.

The chief justice was about to be subjected—in full force, for the first time—to what had long been known in the Capitol as “the Johnson Treatment.” A potent mixture of flattery, pleading, deceit, and menace, it was a kind of salesmanship that Johnson had perfected in Congress to bend others to his will. It worked because it was so audacious—so unexpected, even undignified—that its targets were often too startled to do anything but give in.

Many times in the past Johnson had shown that, if necessary, he was prepared to reduce a proud man to weeping. In Warren’s case, he was ready to make the case that the chief justice was all that stood between the people of the United States and Armageddon.

“I was ushered in,” Warren said, recalling his arrival in the Oval Office. “With only the two of us in the room, he told me of his proposal.”

The president said he needed Warren to change his mind. The assassination investigation had to be led by someone of Warren’s stature, the president explained. Johnson said he was concerned about the “wild stories and rumors that were arousing not only our own people but people in other parts of the world.”

Johnson mentioned the other six men he expected to name to the commission, and it was an impressive group. There were two senators: Democrat Richard Russell, the “Georgia Giant,” and Republican John Sherman Cooper of Kentucky, a respected moderate who had been ambassador to India. There were two House members: Democrat Hale Boggs of Louisiana, the assistant majority leader, who had been close to Kennedy, and Republican Gerald R. Ford of Michigan. And there were two high-profile appointees who, Johnson said, had been recommended to him by Robert Kennedy: former director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles and former World Bank president John J. McCloy.

According to Warren, the president said that he had already talked with the others and that “they would serve if I would accept the chairmanship.” The word “if” was important, Johnson made clear; all six had apparently said they would sign on only if Warren agreed to lead them. The president was suggesting that Warren would put the whole membership of the commission in jeopardy if he turned down the job. As Johnson recalled telling Warren, “All these appointments were conditioned on the Chief Justice being chairman.”

Warren was flattered and startled by the suggestion that Russell—the Senate’s most powerful segregationist—was willing to see beyond their differences and insist that he run the commission. Still, Warren declined. He explained his reasoning, repeating the arguments he had made that afternoon to his visitors from the Justice Department.

Johnson listened—and then turned up the pressure on the chief justice as far as it could go. It came down to this, he said: Was Warren willing to risk World War III? More than that, was he willing to be responsible for World War III? The president’s wording was that stark, Warren remembered.

“I see you shaking your head,” Johnson told him. “But this is something which is just as important to your country now as fighting for it was in World War I,” reminding Warren of his wartime service in the army. “I am not going to order you to take this, as you were ordered to duty in 1917. I am going to appeal to your patriotism.”

Johnson later recalled telling the chief justice: “Now these wild people are chargin’ Khrushchev killed Kennedy, and Castro killed Kennedy, and everybody else killed Kennedy.” If there was any truth in the allegations of a Communist plot, or if the investigation of the assassination was mishandled and false charges were made against a foreign government, the result could be nuclear war. He told Warren about rumors coming out of Mexico City that Oswald had received a payoff of $6,500 from Castro’s government to kill Kennedy. “You can imagine what the reaction of the country would have been if this information came out,” the president said.

Johnson told the chief justice that he had just spoken to Defense Secretary McNamara, who warned that a nuclear exchange between the United States and the Soviet Union would leave tens of millions of American dead in just the first strike. “If Khrushchev moved on us, he could kill 39 million in an hour, and we could kill 100 million in his country in an hour,” he said, suggesting that the chief justice was now responsible for the fate of those people. “You could be speaking for 39 million people. Now I just think you don’t wanna do that.”

He called on Warren’s patriotism. “You were a soldier in World War I, but there was nothing you could do in that uniform comparable to what you can do for your country in this hour of trouble,” Johnson said. “The President of the United States says that you are the only man who can handle the matter. You won’t say, ‘no,’ will you?”

Johnson remembered that Warren “swallowed hard and said, ‘No, sir.’”

With a little cruel pride, Johnson later recalled that he made Warren cry: “Tears just came into his eyes.… They just came up. You never saw anything like it.”

*   *   *

There is no known recording of the Oval Office meeting with Warren, but if the accounts offered by Johnson and the chief justice are accurate, the president lied outright in claiming that the other commissioners had agreed to serve only if Warren was in charge. The truth was that, with the exception of Russell, Johnson had not even talked to the others.

Johnson talked to Russell by phone at about four p.m., shortly before the Warren meeting, and tried to persuade him to serve on the commission. Russell rejected the idea outright. He was too busy with his Senate duties, he said. And his health was not good; Russell had been plagued for years by emphysema.

In that first call, Johnson asked Russell for suggestions of other candidates. The president said he might try to recruit a member of the Supreme Court to join the commission, although he suggested that it would probably prove fruitless. Warren’s name was never mentioned in the call. “I don’t think I can get any member of the court, but I’m going to try to,” he said to Russell, neglecting to mention that the chief justice—at that very minute—was being summoned to the White House to be convinced to take the job.

Hours later, at about nine p.m., Johnson made his second call to Russell. He would be delivering two pieces of unwelcome news. First, that Russell would serve on the commission despite his protests. Second, that the commission would be led by—of all people—Earl Warren, a man Russell had long portrayed to his fellow Georgians as a villain.

Taking no chances, Johnson decided to force Russell’s hand. Before making the call, he ordered the White House press office to issue a public statement announcing the creation of the commission and listing its members, including Russell.

Johnson reached Russell at his home in Winder, Georgia, where the senator was spending a few days after Thanksgiving.

“Dick?” Johnson began in a gentle, apologetic tone of voice.

“Yes?”

“I hate to bother you again, but I just wanted you to know that I’d made that announcement.”

Russell: “Announcement of what?”

Johnson: “Of this special commission.”

The president began reading from the press release and soon came to the names of the commission’s members. Russell heard Warren’s name as chairman and then heard his own.

He sounded flabbergasted by Johnson’s duplicity. “Well now, Mr. President, I know I don’t have to tell you of my devotion to you, but I just can’t serve on that commission.… I couldn’t serve there with Chief Justice Warren.” This was personal, he said. “I don’t like that man. I don’t have any confidence in him.”

Johnson cut him off. “Dick, it’s already been announced, and you can serve with anybody for the good of America. This is a question that has a good many more ramifications than’s on the surface.” As he had with Warren, Johnson noted McNamara’s estimate of the nearly forty million Americans who might be killed in a nuclear exchange, if the assassination led to war.

“Now the reason I asked Warren is because he’s the chief justice of this country, and we’ve got to have the highest judicial people we can have,” he said. “The reason I ask you is because you have that same kind of temperament, and you can do anything for your country. And don’t go to givin’ me that kinda stuff about you can’t serve with anybody. You can do anything.

“You never turned your country down,” Johnson continued. “You’re my man on that commission. And you gonna do it. And don’t tell me what you can do and what you can’t. I can’t arrest you. And I’m not gonna put the FBI on you. But you’re goddamned sure gonna serve. I’ll tell you that.”

Russell: “Well, I know, but Mr. President, you oughta told me you were gonna name Warren.”

Johnson then lied to Russell, just as he had lied to Warren a few hours earlier. “I told you,” the president said. “I told you today I was gonna name the chief justice, when I called you.”

Russell knew it was a lie, as transcripts of Johnson’s phone calls would show. “No, you did not,” he said.

Johnson: “I did.”

Russell: “You talked about getting somebody on the Supreme Court. You didn’t tell me you was gonna name him.”

Johnson: “I begged him as much as I’m begging you.”

Russell: “You haven’t had to beg me. You’ve always told me, all right.”

Johnson: “No, it’s already done. It’s been announced … hell.”

Announced? Russell finally understood what Johnson had done: the press release with his name on it had already been given to the White House press corps.

Russell: “You mean you’ve got out that…”

Johnson: “Yes, sir, I mean I gave it.… It’s already in the papers, and you’re on it, and you’re gonna be my man on it.”

Russell: “I think you’re sort of takin’ advantage of me, Mr. President.”

Johnson: “I’m not takin’ advantage of you.”

Johnson suddenly seemed to remember who he was talking to—his political mentor, a man who was closer to him than many members of his family. He pleaded with Russell to keep in mind how much he could do for Russell now that he was president: “I’m gonna take a helluva lot of advantage of you, my friend, ’cause you made me and I know it, and I don’t ever forget.… I’m a Russell protégé, and I don’t forget my friends.”

Russell: “Hell, I just don’t like Warren.”

Johnson: “Well, of course you don’t like Warren, but you’ll like him ’fore it’s over with.”

Russell: “I haven’t got any confidence in him.”

Johnson: “You can give him some confidence, goddamnit! Associate with him. Now.… Now by God, I wanna man on that commission. And I’ve got one.”

Russell gave up the fight: “If it is for the good of the country, you know damned well I’ll do it, and I’ll do it for you. I hope to God you’ll be just a little bit more deliberate and considerate next time about it. But this time, of course, if you’ve done this, I’m gonna do it and go through with it and say I think it’s a wonderful idea.” He uttered those last few words—“it’s a wonderful idea”—in a tone heavy with sarcasm.

Before hanging up, Russell admonished Johnson a last time. “I think you did wrong gettin’ Warren, and I know damn well you got it wrong getting me, but we’ll both do the best we can.”

“I think that’s what you’ll do,” the president replied. “That’s the kind of Americans both of you are. Good night.”

*   *   *

At the Supreme Court the next week, Warren had to explain himself to his fellow justices—why he had agreed to lead the commission after insisting, for years, how wrong it was for members of the court to take outside assignments.

He later told his friend Drew Pearson that the other justices reacted with outrage, with the exception of Justice Goldberg, the court’s newest arrival. “Every member of the court except Arthur Goldberg gave him hell,” Pearson wrote in his diaries. Justices William Brennan and John Marshall Harlan pointed out Warren’s hypocrisy, reminding him that he had long argued that “members of the court should stick to their knitting and not assume extra-curricular duties.” Warren knew his colleagues were right to be angry with him. He was, he admitted, angry with himself.


[image: image]

Frame #371 from the Zapruder film, November 22, 1963
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THE CHAMBERS OF THE CHIEF JUSTICE

THE SUPREME COURT

WASHINGTON, DC

DECEMBER 1963

The chief justice feared it would be a miserable Christmas—and a terrible new year. Warren’s children said the Kennedy assassination had shaken him and their mother like no other event in their parents’ lives. “The assassination was just unbelievable to both of them,” said Robert, the youngest of their six children. “It changed them.” Another son, Earl Jr., said that for the first time in his father’s life, the “strain really, really showed.” By agreeing to run the commission, “he was living that tragic event over every moment.… It was really quite cruel for him to have to go through it again and again.”

That year especially, the chief justice would have welcomed the chance to escape the capital and spend the holidays back home in Northern California, surrounded by his children and grandchildren and his old friends, enjoying the sunny, sometimes warm December weather of the San Francisco Bay Area; the harshness of winters in Washington could still startle him. Traveling to California for the holidays had been his routine since joining the court, but now, having yielded to President Johnson, he suspected that he would be forced to remain in Washington. He needed to organize the commission, even as he prepared himself for a busy winter docket at the Supreme Court. The cases to be decided the following year included a momentous First Amendment case, The New York Times v. Sullivan, that was scheduled for argument on January 6. Several other major cases argued in late 1963 were set for rulings. Just nine days before the assassination, the court heard arguments in a landmark voting-rights case, Reynolds v. Sims; that case would allow the court to force all fifty states to adopt one-man, one-vote rules for elections of their state legislatures.

Luckily for Warren, he was still in good health at the age of seventy-two. He was proud that he was still vigorous, still hard at work at the court, even as so many of his old colleagues from the district attorney’s office in Oakland and at the governor’s offices in Sacramento were heading into retirement. Sadly, a few of his old California friends had recently gone to their graves.

By agreeing to run the commission, Warren had assumed two full-time jobs. He decided he would try not to limit, in any way, his activities on the court. After a decade on the bench—in October, he had marked his tenth anniversary as chief justice—Warren could see that the court under his leadership was remaking the country, pushing the United States into the future, making it fairer and freer. The court was defeating the bigots and the reactionaries who, he sensed, had somehow created the atmosphere that had resulted in Kennedy’s murder. His legacy as chief justice might be far greater than anything he could have achieved had he realized his earlier dreams of winning the White House.

Johnson and his aides had pledged to Warren that he would have unlimited resources to run the commission. He would have all the money he needed to hire a staff, find offices, and pay for whatever investigation was necessary. But somebody had to hire that staff, and somebody had to find those offices, and now all those responsibilities rested on Warren’s shoulders. He was being asked to run the court even as he set up and directed what amounted to a small federal agency to investigate the president’s murder—an agency that, if it did its job poorly, might cause the nation to stumble into war.

Warren knew he needed help fast, and he immediately reached out to Warren Olney, his most trusted aide throughout his career in county and state government back in California. Olney, fifty-nine, another native Californian, had first gone to work for Warren in 1939 in the district attorney’s office in Oakland. He was typical of Warren’s closest deputies—loyal, discreet, progressive, but essentially apolitical, someone who saw in Warren an ideal of what a public servant could be. The chief justice considered Olney “a man on whom I could bet my life for integrity.” Olney had followed Warren to Washington. From 1953 to 1957, he was assistant attorney general in the Justice Department’s criminal division; in effect, he was the Eisenhower administration’s chief criminal prosecutor. At the department, Olney made his mark—like his mentor Warren, across town at the court—on civil rights. He helped draft the 1957 Civil Rights Act, the first major civil rights legislation approved by Congress since Reconstruction. In 1958, he became the director of the administrative office of the U.S. Courts, the agency responsible for the logistics of running the federal court system; the job kept him in close touch with the chief justice.

After his meeting with Johnson in the Oval Office, Warren called Olney and asked him to join the commission to run its day-to-day investigation, with the title of general counsel. It would be a full-time job for however long the investigation lasted—two or three months, Warren estimated. To his relief, Olney said yes.

*   *   *

Warren had not yet met his fellow commissioners, but he seemed confident the other six would respond enthusiastically to the appointment. Olney was a well-known figure in Washington legal circles; he was certainly admired by many of his former Justice Department colleagues. Warren apparently thought it would all be a formality.

FBI director Hoover had other plans, however. Exactly how he got word of Warren’s intention to appoint Olney is not clear from FBI files. But within days of the chief justice’s conversation with Olney, the FBI was aware of Olney’s selection, and the bureau launched an aggressive, behind-the-scenes campaign to block it. The stop-Olney campaign was designed to remain a secret from the chief justice.

Olney had made enemies at the FBI. At the Justice Department, his zeal for civil rights enforcement was not shared by the bureau; Hoover, in particular, saw many civil rights leaders, especially Martin Luther King, as subversives, if not Communists. Hoover had come to consider Olney as “hostile” to the FBI and disparaged him as “Warren’s protégé”—the description used in FBI files.

The campaign against Olney reflected how much the relationship between Hoover and Warren had deteriorated in the quarter century they had known each other. As California’s governor in the 1940s, Warren had a close relationship—a friendship, he thought—with Hoover, earning him a place on the FBI’s coveted “special correspondents list” of public officials entitled to the bureau’s help. When Governor Warren traveled to Washington, he took advantage of the FBI’s offer of a car and driver. The relationship with Hoover was once so close that Warren reportedly asked the FBI to conduct a background investigation of a young man who was courting one of the governor’s daughters.

But when Warren arrived at the Supreme Court in 1953 and the court began to rein in the powers of the FBI, especially as the justices broadened the rights of criminal suspects, the relationship with Hoover chilled—and never recovered. By the time of Kennedy’s assassination, it was one of mutual contempt. Warren later told Drew Pearson he believed that Hoover’s FBI had been engaged for years in “gestapo tactics,” including illegal wiretapping in high-profile criminal investigations—practices that were ended in part because of the actions of the court.

“I remember J. Edgar Hoover when he had 700 men before the war and was doing a fine job,” Warren told Pearson in 1966 for what was supposed to be an authorized profile of the chief justice for Look magazine. “Now he has 7,000 men and power has gone to his head. He gets all the money he wants from Congress and there is no check on him whatsoever.” He said he feared that if the FBI and the CIA were ever combined into one agency, “we will really have a police state.” (Warren apparently realized he had spoken too freely to Pearson and convinced the columnist to abandon the article.)

Hoover had initially been opposed to the creation of an independent commission to investigate Kennedy’s murder. It would be a “regular circus,” he told Johnson in a phone call on Monday, November 25, three days after the assassination. His opposition was understandable. The FBI was not used to outside scrutiny of any sort; Congress offered little oversight of the bureau, routinely bowing to Hoover’s requests for larger and larger budgets to be spent mostly at his discretion. But with the creation of a commission, the FBI could expect a deluge of questions about why it had failed to detect the threat posed by Oswald, who had been under the surveillance of the bureau’s field offices in both Dallas and New Orleans in the months before the assassination. Hoover told his deputies he feared a commission might cause the bureau’s operations to be second-guessed in ways that could threaten the FBI’s very survival.

Still, he did not protest when, on November 29, Johnson called to announce that he had changed his mind and decided to create a commission. The recording of the call showed that Hoover accepted the decision without complaint, perhaps reflecting his trust in the new president to protect the FBI’s interests. There is no evidence that he complained to Johnson directly about the choice of Warren as chairman.

It was the selection of Olney, however, that caused Hoover to act. Quietly Hoover’s deputies contacted the members of the commission—apart from Warren—to warn them of Olney’s reputation at the bureau as a man who had not supported Hoover’s concept of law and order. As FBI assistant director Cartha “Deke” DeLoach wrote later, it was “necessary for a number of sources to confidentially brief members of the presidential commission, other than Warren, as to Olney’s background” and his “miserable personality.”

Warren scheduled the first meeting of the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy—the panel’s formal name—for ten a.m. on Thursday, December 5. The setting was an ornate, wood-paneled conference room at the National Archives on Pennsylvania Avenue; the archives had agreed to make space for the commission to meet until it found offices of its own. Walking into the meeting that day, the chief justice was apparently unaware that his first key decision in running the investigation had already been undermined by the FBI.

*   *   *

Even before the meeting, there was evidence that the commission’s relationship with the FBI would be difficult. Hoover peevishly refused to grant the commission’s request that he send a senior FBI official to the meeting to answer questions about the state of the bureau’s investigation in Dallas. The FBI argued that it would be more appropriate for Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach, who was due to attend the meeting, to represent the bureau.

There appeared to be a much more significant act of defiance by the FBI with a series of leaks to some of the bureau’s favorite reporters. On December 3, two days before the meeting, the Associated Press reported that the FBI was close to completing an “exhaustive report” that would identify Oswald as “the lone and unaided assassin of President Kennedy.” The AP report, attributed to unnamed “government sources,” said the FBI had determined that Oswald—“without accomplices”—fired three bullets at the president’s limousine from the Texas School Book Depository. The FBI report would find that the first and third bullets hit Kennedy, while the second struck Connally. Similar stories were leaked to other news outlets.

To several of the commissioners, the articles amounted to an orchestrated effort by the FBI, and probably by Hoover personally, to cement public opinion around the idea that there had been no conspiracy to kill the president—certainly no conspiracy that the FBI might have been able to foil. The bureau was trying to force them to reach conclusions before they had weighed any of the evidence, it appeared.

“It is the most outrageous leak I have ever seen,” Congressman Boggs, the Louisiana Democrat, told the other commissioners. “It almost has to come from the FBI.” Deputy Attorney General Katzenbach was convinced Hoover and his deputies were leaking the stories: “I can’t think of anybody else it could have come from.”

The meeting that Thursday opened with a round of handshakes among the seven commissioners and Katzenbach. They took their seats at a long, handsome, wooden table; the only other person in the room was a court reporter hired to transcribe the proceedings. Most of the transcripts of the commission’s executive sessions, classified as top secret, would remain locked away for decades.

“This is a very sad and solemn duty that we are undertaking,” Warren began. “I am sure there is not one of us but what would rather be doing almost anything else that he can think of than to be on a commission of this kind. But it is a tremendously important one.” President Johnson “is right in trying to make sure that the public will be given all of this sordid situation, so far as it is humanly possible,” he continued. “I feel honored that he would think that I, along with the rest of you, are capable of doing such a job, and I enter upon it with a great feeling of both inadequacy and humility because the very thought of reviewing these details day by day is really sickening to me.”

He then set out his view of the commission’s assignment. He said he believed the scope of the investigation should be limited and that the commission should finish its work as quickly as possible. In fact, “investigation” was really not the word for what he proposed. He argued that the commission should simply review the evidence about the assassination that had been gathered by the FBI, the Secret Service, and other agencies; it would be the commission’s responsibility to make certain that their investigations were adequate. Whatever he might privately think of Hoover, Warren seemed to believe that the FBI, in particular, could be trusted to get to the facts.

“I think our job here is essentially one for the evaluation of evidence, as distinguished from being one of gathering evidence, and I believe that at the outset, at least, we can start with the premise that we can rely upon the reports of the various agencies,” he said. According to Warren, there should be no public hearings, nor should the commission seek subpoena powers, which would require approval from Congress. He said he saw no need to hire a separate staff of investigators. “I don’t see any reason why we should duplicate the facilities of the FBI or the Secret Service.”

If the commission had subpoena power and public hearings, Warren argued, it might be overwhelmed by mentally ill people “who believe they know of great conspiracies” and would demand to testify. “If we have the subpoena power, people are going to expect us to use it. Witnesses are going to have the right to come in and say, ‘here, I’ve got this testimony I want to give.’ … And if they are cranks, if they are nuts, we are in a bind.” If the commission then failed to call the “nuts” to testify, “they are going to go out and say we have suppressed the evidence.” Warren’s mailbag at the court was already full of letters and postcards from disturbed people—some of them threatening, many written in tiny, scrawled handwriting, his files showed—who claimed they were ready to reveal the hidden truth about the president’s murder.

With that, Warren sat back to hear the thoughts of the others. He seemed confident that his fellow commissioners—most nearly as busy with their lives as he was—would see the logic of his proposal.

Instead, the others pushed back, some to the edge of rudeness. He might be chief justice, deferred to in every other setting, but Warren was about to learn that many of these men intended to treat him as an equal. Several—Senator Russell, John McCloy, and Allen Dulles, especially—had been exercising power in Washington for decades, long before Warren arrived in the capital. And Warren had special reason to be wary of Gerald Ford, first elected to Congress in 1948, because of the friendship between the Michigan Republican and Richard Nixon.

McCloy, a sixty-eight-year-old lawyer, diplomat, and banker who had been a valued adviser to presidents since Franklin Roosevelt and was dubbed “The Chairman of the Eastern Establishment” a year earlier by Esquire magazine, was the first to stand up to the chief justice. He suggested Warren was downright foolish to trust government agencies to investigate their own shortcomings. McCloy did not use the word “cover-up” in describing what the FBI and Secret Service might do, but he came close.

“There is potential culpability here on the part of the Secret Service and even the FBI,” he said. “Human nature being what it is,” the agencies might submit “self-serving” reports about what had happened.

Warren was wrong about subpoena power, too, McCloy declared. The commission needed to be able to compel witnesses to testify, and to force agencies to turn over evidence. Without subpoena power, he said, the commission risked being seen as toothless. The investigation had an obligation beyond “the mere evaluation of the reports of agencies.… I think that if we didn’t have the right to subpoena documents, the right to subpoena witnesses if we needed them, that this commission’s general standing might be somewhat impaired.” Boggs and Ford agreed.

Seemingly startled to be challenged so openly at the commission’s first meeting, Warren put up no real fight. “If the rest of you think that we ought to have subpoena power, it is perfectly all right with me,” he said.

Next, Russell objected to Warren’s suggestion that the commission go without a staff of investigators. “We are going to have to have somebody” to review the flood of paperwork from the FBI, the Secret Service, and elsewhere, he said. “I hope that we can get a staff—not an army, but a staff of exceedingly capable men that will be able to formulate a report that will stand the most exacting scrutiny of any fair-minded person.”

He reminded Warren of the danger that the investigation posed to all seven of them—that if they did not have adequate resources to get the truth about the assassination and lay out the evidence clearly to the public, history would not forgive them. Whatever else they accomplished in their long careers, this might well be the work they would be remembered for. “The reputations of all of us are at stake in this thing,” Russell said, sharing with the others his anger with Johnson. “Frankly, I don’t know if I will ever feel the same to the president for putting me on this commission.… I told him I didn’t want to serve, and wouldn’t serve, but I couldn’t figure any way out of it.”

McCloy suggested that the commission find a “rattling good” lawyer to direct the staff as the commission’s general counsel, giving Warren the opportunity to offer his candidate: Warren Olney. The chief justice spent several minutes describing Olney’s career in California and in Washington, asserting that “there isn’t a man in my acquaintance who is any more honorable.” Olney, he said, was “a fellow with real ability.… I just don’t believe I could find anyone in the country who has comparable experience in this field for that kind of job.”

His praise was so effusive that anyone who chose to challenge Olney’s appointment might have sounded impertinent, even insulting, to the chief justice. But that is what happened, and Ford led the attack. Olney might be “an excellent recommendation,” Ford said, but the close relationship between Warren and Olney was well known—the FBI had quietly made sure of that—and “with your long relationship with him, there can be some, unfairly perhaps, who would then say the Chief Justice is dominating the commission and it will be seen as his report rather than the report of all of us.

“I don’t want the commission to be divided,” Ford said. “I don’t want it to be your commission or the commission of half of us or otherwise.”

McCloy made no judgment on Olney’s qualifications, but he agreed with Ford that there should be a broad search for a general counsel to oversee the investigation. “I have a feeling that we ought to look and pick out the best damned man,” he said. “Personally, I would like to take a look myself at Olney.”

The collegial Boggs seemed to sense that Warren was offended by the questions about Olney, and the Louisianan rose to defend the chief justice. “I think the chairman needs a counsel with whom he can be completely at ease,” he said. “The Chief Justice should have someone that he has total, absolute confidence in.”

Warren made a final pitch for Olney—and if not Olney, someone else of talent and experience who would be available in a hurry. The chief justice said he needed someone who understood the inner workings of law-enforcement agencies and the rest of the government and would not require “months and months to learn their way around” the capital. He put the plea in personal terms: “If I don’t have a counsel that I know very well with whom I can work from the very first day, I know I won’t even see my family Christmas day,” he said. “I’m going to have to stay here every day, because a man just doesn’t drop into Washington, no matter how good a man he is, and know his way around.”

The meeting ended at twelve forty-five, after nearly three hours, with the commissioners scheduled to meet again the next afternoon.

*   *   *

The FBI’s quiet lobbying campaign had worked, and when the commissioners gathered the next day—Friday, December 6—the appointment of Olney was a dead issue. Ford, Dulles, and McCloy informed Warren that they all had reservations about Olney, with McCloy revealing that he knew Olney was “at swords-point with J. Edgar Hoover.” Warren had given up. “I would not want to have anyone here that would not have the full confidence of the commission,” he said. “So as far as I’m concerned, the question of Mr. Olney for counsel before the commission is closed.”

Overnight, McCloy had called friends in Washington and on Wall Street, asking for the names of other experienced lawyers for the job. Several people, he said, had recommended J. Lee Rankin, who had been solicitor general in the Eisenhower administration and was then practicing law in New York. “Rankin seems to be a man of high character, high integrity,” he said.

The mention of the name came as a relief to Warren. A fifty-six-year-old Nebraskan, Rankin was a familiar, friendly face to the chief justice. As solicitor general, he had represented the government before the court in many of the most important cases of the 1950s. In an earlier job, he had argued for the Justice Department on behalf of the young children and their parents in Topeka, Kansas, who had sought the desegregation of their local schools in Brown v. Board of Education. “We saw a great deal of him over in the Supreme Court because he argued all of the top ones himself,” Warren said. “He’s a splendid man in every respect.… He’s a human being.” Rankin, he said, was “not political in any sense.”

Russell recommended that, if Warren and McCloy were agreed, the commission should hire Rankin. The other commissioners voiced no objection. Warren made plans to call Rankin that night.

Before the meeting ended, McCloy raised another question. The discussion among the commissioners had focused so far on the FBI and the Secret Service and the information those two agencies would be asked to provide to the commission. But what about the Central Intelligence Agency? Had the chief justice or anyone else been in touch with the CIA to determine what it knew about the assassination—and about Oswald and his travels in Russia and Mexico?

“No, I have not,” Warren replied, “for the simple reason that I have never been informed that the CIA had any knowledge about this.”

“They have,” McCloy shot back, seeming to scoff at the chief justice’s naïveté in suggesting the CIA would know nothing of value about Oswald. Pressing Warren, McCloy said, “Don’t we have to ask them?”

“Of course we do,” the chief justice replied, seeming to realize his earlier answer had been foolish. “I think we have to ask them.”
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Gerald Ford asked for the meeting. He invited FBI assistant director Cartha “Deke” DeLoach, the bureau’s chief congressional liaison, to stop by his offices on Capitol Hill on the morning of Thursday, December 12, a week after the first meeting of the assassination commission. Ford had an offer to make to the bureau. “Upon arriving, he told me he wanted to talk in the strictest of confidence,” DeLoach wrote to Hoover later that day. “This was agreed to.”

Throughout his congressional career, Ford, like Lyndon Johnson and so many others on Capitol Hill, had gone out of his way to stay close to the FBI. Over the years, the bureau had come to see Ford as a reliable friend, especially when it came time to round up support each year for the FBI’s budget requests. Ford was a member of the powerful House Appropriations Committee, which decided how the federal budget was divided up among agencies. Now, in his work for the commission, Ford would seize on a new opportunity to demonstrate his loyalty to the bureau.

Fifty-year-old “Jerry” Ford of Grand Rapids, Michigan, presented himself to his constituents as one of them—another modest, polite, amiable midwesterner. On Capitol Hill, he was known for his level head and good humor, and Democrats admired his internationalist approach to foreign policy. But his congressional colleagues saw a side of Ford that was not often on display to Michigan voters—that of a fiercely ambitious, sometimes ruthless politician who knew how to choose friends and allies who might help advance his career. In 1948, he had defeated a Republican incumbent to enter the House. From his first days in Congress, Ford surprised his staff by speaking openly about his dream of being elected Speaker someday. In early 1963, he was named chairman of the House Republican Conference—the Republican Party’s third-highest leadership post in Congress—after ousting the veteran incumbent. In the 1960 general election, his friend Richard Nixon, the Republican presidential nominee, was reported to have come close to choosing Ford as his running mate.

Ford reached out to the FBI within weeks of arriving in Washington in 1949. He used one of his maiden speeches on the House floor that winter to call for a pay raise for Hoover, announcing that he was the author of a newly introduced budget amendment that would increase the FBI director’s salary by 25 percent—from $14,000 to $17,500 a year—which would keep Hoover among the best-paid officials in the federal government.* The director, he said, was a national hero who deserved every penny: “The monetary reward proposed by my amendment, after long years of faithful and devoted service, is small compensation for his invaluable contribution.”

Almost fifteen years later, Ford saw his appointment to the Warren Commission as a way to establish a national reputation—and also to further his alliance with Hoover. Over the years, Ford repeatedly insisted that he had resisted President Johnson’s invitation to join the commission, citing his heavy duties in the House. But the release of Johnson’s White House phone recordings decades later showed that in fact Ford had accepted Johnson’s offer eagerly and without hesitation.

For the FBI, Ford’s appointment meant that the bureau had a valuable contact—and a defender, if needed—on the investigation. In an internal memo shortly after the commission’s membership was announced in late November, Hoover wrote that Ford could be expected to “look after FBI interests.”

It turned out that Ford was willing to go even further to help, as he explained to DeLoach when the two men took a seat in the congressman’s office. Ford said he was willing to be the bureau’s secret source on the commission—in particular, to help the bureau keep an eye on the chief justice. It was the bureau’s decision to make. Did the FBI want him to serve as an informant?

“Ford told me he was somewhat disturbed about the manner in which Chief Justice Warren was carrying on his chairmanship,” DeLoach wrote in a memo later that day that went straight to Hoover. “He explained that the first mistake that Warren made was his attempt to establish a ‘one-man commission’ by appointing a chief counsel, Warren Olney, that was his own protégé.”

Ford told DeLoach that during the commission’s initial discussions, he and others objected to Warren’s idea of installing Olney. “Warren put up a stiff argument” to try to rescue Olney’s appointment, Ford informed DeLoach, but “a compromise was made when the name of Lee Rankin was mentioned.” The memo suggested that Ford was unaware—or at least unwilling to acknowledge that he knew—that the FBI had organized a behind-the-scenes campaign to block Olney.

He then made his offer to DeLoach. “Ford indicated he would keep me thoroughly advised as to the activities of the Commission,” DeLoach wrote. “He also asked if he could call me from time to time and straighten out questions in his mind concerning the investigation. I told him by all means he should do this. He reiterated that our relationship would, of course, remain confidential. We have had excellent relations with Congressman Ford for many years.”

Hoover had reason to be elated, and not just by Ford’s offer. The FBI director now had early evidence that Ford and some of the other commissioners were ready to put up a fight against the chief justice.

“Well-handled,” he wrote at the bottom of DeLoach’s memo.

The FBI’s former number-three official, Assistant Director William Sullivan, who broke with Hoover years later and was forced into early retirement, recalled Hoover’s excitement over Ford’s offer to feed information. Over time, he said, Ford protected the FBI by “keeping us fully advised on what was going on behind closed doors.… He was our man, our informant, on the Warren Commission.”

*   *   *

The investigation of Kennedy’s assassination would be the largest criminal inquiry in the bureau’s history, up to that time, as measured by the number of agents and man-hours devoted to the inquiry. The investigation was centered in Dallas, where scores of agents had been temporarily deployed from around the country. Extra agents were dispatched to New Orleans, where Oswald had been born and where he lived for part of 1963; to New York, where he had spent part of his childhood; and to Mexico City. Even so, just days after the assassination and certainly by early December, Hoover seemed ready to declare that Oswald—and Oswald alone—was responsible for the president’s murder.

On Sunday, November 24, the day of Oswald’s murder and two days after Kennedy’s assassination, Hoover told Walter Jenkins, one of Johnson’s top aides at the White House, that the FBI intended to prepare a report that would “convince the public that Oswald is the real assassin.” Hoover appeared willing to overrule deputies to make a public declaration that Oswald had acted alone. On Tuesday, November 26, one of his senior deputies wrote to the director to say it was wrong to make any quick judgments about the assassination, including a final determination that Oswald was the lone gunman. “We must recognize that a matter of this magnitude cannot be fully investigated in a week’s time,” he argued.

Hoover disagreed and made his annoyance clear in a handwritten note he jotted at the top of the memo: “Just how long do you estimate it will take? It seems to me that we have the basic facts now.” Three days later, on November 29, Hoover told President Johnson in a telephone call that “we hope to have the investigation wrapped up today, but probably won’t have it before the first of the week.”

That estimate proved much too optimistic, but on Monday, December 9, the FBI presented the Warren Commission with a five-volume, four-hundred-page report that, as promised, effectively identified Oswald as the lone killer. “Evidence developed in the investigation points conclusively to the assassination of President Kennedy by Lee Harvey Oswald, an avowed Marxist,” the report said. The FBI did not completely rule out the possibility of a conspiracy involving Oswald, but the report offered no hint of anyone else involved in Kennedy’s murder. There was the clear suggestion that although the FBI had Oswald under surveillance earlier that year as a possible Soviet spy, the bureau had never had reason to believe he posed a threat to the president. It was the findings of that report that had been leaked to reporters a week earlier.
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Warren and the other commissioners gathered at the National Archives for their third meeting, which would center on a discussion of the FBI report.

Lee Rankin, newly arrived as general counsel, attended the session, and the chief justice said how pleased he was that Rankin could assume much of the burden of organizing the investigation. “He’s been with me most of the time since our last meeting and we have been trying to tend to the housekeeping part of this thing,” Warren said.

The chief justice opened the meeting with other good news—he had found office space for the commission at the newly opened headquarters of the Veterans of Foreign Wars, the national veterans group, on Maryland Avenue. Conveniently, the five-story, marble-facade building was just two blocks from the Supreme Court and a few minutes’ walk from the Capitol. The commission could occupy the entire fourth floor of the building—about ten thousand square feet—and its members had been invited to use the VFW’s large, ground-floor conference room for important witness interviews and other gatherings. “We have everything we need over there,” Warren said.

The commission had been assigned its own phone number and would soon have its own telephone operators and receptionists, he announced. That news would be a relief to the bank of phone operators at the Supreme Court building who had grown alarmed by the bizarre, sometimes threatening calls from people who claimed to know dark secrets about the assassination.

Warren also reported that he was receiving good cooperation elsewhere. The General Services Administration, the federal logistics agency, had found an office administrator to organize the commission’s payroll system and other bookkeeping. The National Archives had dispatched an archivist to help organize a filing system for what would soon be a flood of documents, many classified as top secret and higher. “We’re in business over there,” Warren said.

The conversation then turned to the FBI report. The appraisal by most of the commissioners was harsh. Warren and several others said they found the report incomplete and confusing—astonishingly so—and so badly written that it was hard to follow from one sentence to the next; parts of it were written in something like shorthand. “The grammar is bad and you can see that they did not polish it up at all,” McCloy said.

Their alarm about the report was matched by their annoyance that so many details had been leaked—apparently by the FBI—before anyone at the White House or the commission had had a chance to read it. “Gentlemen, to be very frank about it, I have read that report two or three times and I have not seen anything in there that has not been in the press,” Warren complained.

“I couldn’t agree with that more,” Russell said. “Practically everything in there has come out in the press at one time or another, a bit here and a bit there.”

While the report left no doubt that the FBI considered Oswald the lone gunman, it was full of gaps about the medical findings and about the physical evidence gathered in Dealey Plaza. McCloy said he had read—more than once—the sections about Oswald’s rifle and the trajectory of the bullets fired at the president’s limousine, and he could not make sense of the ballistics evidence. “This bullet business leaves me confused,” he said. “That is very unsatisfactory.”

“It’s totally inconclusive,” Warren agreed.

Boggs was surprised that the report said almost nothing about Governor Connally and his near-fatal injuries. It left Boggs with “a million questions.”

The report also failed to provide basic information about Oswald’s biography and his foreign travels, including his trip to Mexico that fall. It offered only a brief description of his firearms training in the Marine Corps. “There are all kinds of questions in my mind,” Boggs said. “He was such an expert marksman, for instance. Where did he do his practicing?”

The commissioners questioned why the report had only sketchy information about Ruby, who, it was rumored in Texas, might have known Oswald. “They have obviously done a lot to establish the life and habits of Oswald,” Boggs said, “but there is still little on this fellow Ruby, including his movements, what he was doing, how he got in there—it’s fantastic.”

Even Ford, the FBI’s reliable defender, admitted that the report “did not have the depth that it ought to have.”

The report’s glaring inadequacies had changed Warren’s mind about the scope of the commission’s investigation. It would need to be much bigger, and it would take longer, he admitted reluctantly. He told the other commissioners that he now believed they needed to issue a government-wide demand for all “raw materials” about the assassination. In the FBI’s case, the commission would need to see all of the thousands of witness statements and evidence reports that its agents had already prepared in Dallas and Washington, as well as all the reports they would prepare in the future.

“It will take quite a while to digest that mass of material,” Russell warned. “I think it will take a truck.”

“Yes,” Warren conceded. “I have no doubt.”

Warren was also now ready to begin to assemble a staff to work under Rankin. He recommended that the commission hire “perhaps half a dozen” experienced lawyers from around the country—in some cases, veteran trial lawyers drawn from nationally prominent law firms—and then match them up with promising, younger lawyers who would do most of the actual digging.

The young lawyers would be hired full-time, with their senior partners asked to contribute whatever time they could; they would be divided into two-man teams, each given responsibility for some part of the investigation. One team would do a complete investigation of Oswald’s life—“traced from the day of his birth right down to the time he was assassinated,” Warren said. A separate team would do the same for Ruby.

The other commissioners supported the concept. They raised no objection to Warren’s plan to hire lawyers—and for the moment, only lawyers—to conduct the initial investigation. The seven commissioners, all of them lawyers too, seemed to assume from the start that a law school degree was the essential credential for members of the commission’s staff.

In the wake of the shoddy FBI report, Russell was brave enough to say what some of the other commissioners might have been thinking—that the commission’s staff would need to consider the possibility that the FBI was getting this wrong. He said there was a chance that the bureau, innocently or intentionally, would misstate the facts about the assassination. Someone on the staff, Russell said, should act as “a Devil’s Advocate who would take this FBI report”—and whatever reports were eventually turned over by the CIA and other agencies—and “go through it and analyze every contradiction and every soft spot in it, just as if he were prosecuting them.” There should be at least one staffer who would evaluate the evidence “as if he were going to use them to prosecute J. Edgar Hoover.”

Ford raised a different issue. He said he wanted to be certain that lawyers hired for the staff would have no strong political views that might influence the investigation. “This is a serious concern I have, and I think we’ve got to be scrupulously careful in this regard,” he said. The commission’s staff members should not be “involved in one extreme or the other.”

“I don’t believe we should have ideologists either,” Warren agreed. “We’re looking for lawyers, not ideologists.”

*   *   *

The conversation turned to other questions that had been raised, but not answered, in the FBI report. The commissioners had questions, especially, about Marina Oswald and Ruth Paine. The FBI report said that Oswald, although he was not living with his wife and children at the time, had stored his rifle in the Paine home until the morning of the assassination.

Boggs suggested that Marina might be tempted to flee home to Russia. “She’s a Russian citizen, and she might just take off and leave,” he said. Dulles said he was also “rather worried about that,” given reports that Marina had written to the Soviet embassy in Washington before the assassination to ask about returning home to Russia.

McCloy had questions about another woman who, he thought, was central to the commission’s investigation—Jacqueline Kennedy. It might be seen as distasteful, he acknowledged, but the panel needed to interview her as quickly as possible. The former First Lady was, in many ways, “the central witness” in the investigation. “She’s the chief witness as to how those bullets hit her husband,” McCloy said. “I don’t think you should cross-examine her, but after all she was a witness right alongside of her husband when the bullet struck.” She might have information that was available nowhere else. Wasn’t it possible that the president had shared—only with her—some concern about dangers he might face in Dallas, and from whom? “I just think it’s going to look strange if we don’t” interview her, McCloy said.

McCloy traveled in many of the same social circles in New York and Washington as the Kennedy family, and he knew that Mrs. Kennedy had begun talking to friends—freely—about the assassination. The young widow seemed to find it cathartic to share even some of the gruesome details of what had happened. “I think it’s a very delicate thing to do, but I’m told that she’s quite prepared to talk about it,” McCloy told his fellow commissioners. “I’ve talked to one of the members of the family about it.”

Warren hesitated, as he would so often do when the panel discussed the Kennedy family. The commission was just getting organized, the chief justice pointed out; it did not have enough information to “question witnesses in the formal way,” especially the former First Lady. “When you’re going to talk to someone like Mrs. Kennedy, I think we ought to know exactly what we want to find out from her.”

McCloy questioned Warren’s judgment; the delay in interviewing Mrs. Kennedy was a mistake, he said. “I think a month is going to go by before you’re in that position and I think that is dangerous.”

“Do you think she’ll forget, Jack?” Warren asked.

“Yes,” McCloy replied. “Your mind plays tricks on you. She’s got it very definitely in mind now, and I’m told that she’s physically in a position where she can do it.” He suggested the commission ask Robert Kennedy for guidance on how to approach his sister-in-law. “You can talk to Bobby about that. He might have an idea.”

Warren made no commitment on how—or when—Mrs. Kennedy would be interviewed. Years later, McCloy would look back on this exchange as evidence that the chief justice would be much too protective of Jacqueline Kennedy and her extended family.

*   *   *

There was a final item on the commission’s agenda that day—how to deal with the crush of reporters waiting outside the meeting room at the archives, all of them hoping for some scrap of news about the commission’s deliberations. Russell, now in his fourth decade of dealing with the Washington press corps, said it would be dangerous to allow the reporters to leave without giving them something. “You have to feed them a little because they expect it.”

The chief justice agreed, and after the meeting ended the reporters were called into the room. Warren announced the opening of the commission’s offices in the VFW building and briefly described the panel’s plans to recruit a staff of lawyers. He told the journalists that the commission had just begun to review the FBI report and could not comment on its contents, although he noted that the commission would now request all of the evidence and witness statements the FBI had gathered. “You understand that reports we are receiving are merely summary reports of what happened—and in more or less skeleton form,” he told the reporters. “We will have to see some of the materials upon which those reports are based.”

He called an end to the impromptu news conference after a few minutes and finished by wishing the reporters a Merry Christmas.

That afternoon, the Associated Press and other wire services carried articles about the chief justice’s comments. The articles were read within hours by FBI director Hoover, who was outraged to discover that Warren considered the multivolume FBI report as “merely” a summary of evidence in “skeleton form.” The commission’s inquiry was barely two weeks old, and the chief justice was engaged in “carping criticism” and “endeavoring to find fault with the FBI,” Hoover said. The next day, he called in Inspector James R. Malley, a veteran FBI supervisor who had been named as the bureau’s day-to-day liaison to the commission, to give him new orders. If Warren and the commissioners now wanted all of the bureau’s raw information about the investigation, they would get it—every bit of it, including every report about every tip from every “nut” who claimed to have an answer to the assassination; Hoover’s order to Malley meant the commission would be choked within days with tens of thousands of piece of paper. “I want all reports, whether of substantial nature or so-called ‘nut’ reports to be sent” to the commission, Hoover told Malley. “I want nothing to be withheld irrespective of what the volume might amount to.… Since the Chief Justice had asked for it, we should give it to him.”



THE OFFICES OF REPRESENTATIVE GERALD R. FORD

THE HOUSE OF REPRESENTATIVES

WASHINGTON, DC

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 17, 1963



The day after the meeting, Ford invited FBI assistant director DeLoach back to his offices on Capitol Hill, this time to share details of Warren’s plans to complete the commission’s investigation and release a final report “prior to July 1964, when the presidential campaigns will begin to get hot.”

The two men also discussed the advance leaks of the conclusions of the FBI’s report—the leaks that other commissioners were convinced had been orchestrated by the bureau. “I again went over very carefully with Congressman Ford the fact the FBI had not had any ‘leaks’ whatsoever,” DeLoach wrote later. He suggested to Ford that the leaks were coming from elsewhere—“from Deputy Attorney General Katzenbach and from the Justice Department, as well as from within the commission.” DeLoach suggested that Warren himself was leaking information through his friend Drew Pearson. “I told Congressman Ford in strict confidence that apparently Chief Justice Warren was quite close to Drew Pearson and obviously used Pearson from time to time to get thoughts across to the general public.”

Ford ended the conversation with a request. He and his family were about to leave for a skiing vacation in Michigan. “He wanted to take the FBI report with him yet he had no way of transporting it in complete safety,” DeLoach wrote. “I told him I felt the Director would want him to borrow from us one of our agent briefcases that contains a lock. He stated this would be ideal and he would appreciate the loan of a briefcase very much.” The FBI-issue briefcase was delivered to Ford the next day, with Hoover’s compliments.
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THE HOME OF J. LEE RANKIN

NEW YORK, NEW YORK

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 17, 1963

Lee Rankin was not the sort of man to draw attention to himself. In the 1960s, when remembering his years at the Justice Department, he was much more likely to salute the hard work of his colleagues than to boast about his own role as solicitor general. It was Rankin’s family, not Rankin, who talked about the threats he had faced as a result of his work at the department, including a frightening incident in the late 1950s when they discovered a burning cross outside their home in the Virginia suburbs of Washington.

His teenage son Roger, who had left the dinner table to check on the family’s dogs, first saw the flaming wooden cross that someone had planted in the yard. “It was probably six feet tall,” he recalled years later. “There it was—a big, burning cross.”

He remembered that even as they rushed out the front door to douse the flames with a garden hose, he saw nothing like fear on his father’s face, even though his family was now almost certainly under threat by the Ku Klux Klan or some local band of racists. “He never expressed that kind of emotion—of fear or of worry,” his daughter, Sara, said years later. “I can’t remember him worrying about anything. He seemed to be always in control. He was reserved, self-effacing, quiet.”

The cross-burners were never caught, although Rankin’s colleagues were sure that he was being threatened because of his work at the department to expand the reach of federal civil rights laws. For several days after the incident, FBI agents were assigned to protect the family; the agents sat in an unmarked car on the street outside as the Rankins slept.

J. Lee Rankin—he had not used his first name, James, since childhood—had been recruited to the Justice Department by Attorney General Herbert Brownell, a fellow Nebraskan who had run Eisenhower’s 1952 presidential campaign. Rankin, forty-five years old when he arrived in Washington, was first given the position of assistant attorney general for legal counsel, a prestigious post in which he acted as the department’s top in-house lawyer. In 1956, he was named solicitor general, a job that made him the administration’s chief lawyer in cases before the Supreme Court.

In both jobs, Rankin found himself in the front lines of the Justice Department’s efforts to enforce the nation’s civil rights laws in the face of violent opposition by segregationist groups. He helped draft the administration’s legal briefs in support of black Kansas schoolchildren in the Brown v. Board of Education case. Chief Justice Warren had always been impressed by Rankin’s no-nonsense, unflappable style during his appearances at the Supreme Court, especially when Rankin—a thin man whose thick glasses gave him an owlish, professorial look—argued for expansion of civil rights and civil liberties protections. In 1962, after Rankin left for private practice in New York, he returned to the court to argue on behalf of the American Civil Liberties Union in the landmark case known as Gideon v. Wainwright, in which the court agreed with the ACLU and ordered that criminal defendants had to be provided with a defense lawyer if they could not afford one.

On December 6, 1963, Warren telephoned Rankin in New York and offered him the job of general counsel on the assassination commission, and he asked Rankin to begin immediately. Later, both men remembered that Rankin put up a brief struggle over accepting the assignment, telling the chief justice that he was just starting to build his private law practice and that it would be difficult to leave New York. He warned Warren that some members of the commission might not want him, likely a reference to Senator Russell and Rankin’s role in Brown v. Board of Education and other civil rights cases. But Warren was insistent, saying that he already had the approval of the full commission. He assured Rankin that the job would not require an extraordinary time commitment. “He said it would not last more than two or three months,” Rankin recalled.

Warren and Rankin were Republicans of a similar stripe—progressives who took special pride in the history of the GOP as the party of Abraham Lincoln. They had both admired President Kennedy. “My dad was heartsick over the assassination,” remembered Sara Rankin. The two men also shared a similar pride in their humble backgrounds; neither man was born to anything resembling privilege.

Rankin, a graduate of the University of Nebraska Law School, had always worked hard, sometimes obsessively so. His wife, Gertrude, urged him to reject Warren’s offer. She told her children she feared the job would consume her husband to the point of endangering his health. She had seen it before during their years in Washington, when he would return home every night with a briefcase bulging with paperwork; he disappointed his children by setting aside every Sunday afternoon to read legal briefs and prepare himself for the workweek ahead at the Justice Department.

Rankin was a perfectionist who would ask a secretary, very politely, to retype a letter or a legal brief if there was the smallest typographical error; he did not like the appearance of correction fluid. “If you made a typo, you’d begin all over again,” said his daughter, who sometimes helped him with secretarial work. “He wanted the letter to look right, even if you had to type it four or five times.”

Warren and Rankin had a friendly but formal relationship during Rankin’s years as solicitor general. That appeared to reflect Rankin’s modesty and shyness more than anything else; he seemed unwilling to presume to consider himself a possible intimate of the chief justice, a man he revered. Now, at the commission, Rankin intended to work for—not so much with—Warren and the other commissioners. He was their employee, the attorney they had hired for this job. “The substantive decisions were all made by the commission,” Rankin said later. “I didn’t have authority to execute on my own.” (His deference to authority and exquisite manners might explain why he—unlike Warren Olney, his former colleague at the Justice Department—had not made an enemy of J. Edgar Hoover.)

Within hours of Warren’s call, Rankin sat down with a yellow legal pad in his apartment on Sutton Place on the East Side of Manhattan and began to outline how the investigation might be organized. Warren had agreed to allow him to divide his time between Washington and New York, with the understanding that Rankin would conduct the commission’s work by phone when he was back in Manhattan. Rankin quickly developed a routine and became a regular on the Eastern Airlines shuttle. “On Monday mornings, he was on the first shuttle out of New York down to Washington,” his eldest son, Jim, remembered, “and then he would work all day Monday, all day Tuesday, and then Wednesday night he would come home, with tons of stuff in his briefcase.”

*   *   *

Rankin got to work quickly in Washington, establishing his base at the newly opened Madison Hotel, a few blocks from his old offices at the Justice Department. He would work out of his hotel room until the commission was ready to move into its new offices on Capitol Hill.

Warren had given authority to Rankin to hire a staff of young lawyers, subject to the chief justice’s veto. “He may have asked me about people sometimes, but I left it to Rankin,” Warren said later. The chief justice did urge Rankin to look for young men—there appears to have been no discussion of hiring women—from different parts of the country, not just from the Boston–New York–Washington corridor that produced most of the government’s top lawyers. (Warren did not need to remind Rankin that the Boston-to-Washington corridor had produced neither of them.) The chief justice told Rankin that he “wanted the men to be independent and not to have any connections that might later be embarrassing.”

Rankin recruited one of the staff’s first lawyers from the Justice Department. For weeks after the assassination, Robert Kennedy had been away from his offices at the department’s headquarters building on Pennsylvania Avenue; his staff could see that he was too deep in mourning to carry out any but his essential duties. That left Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach in charge, and he assigned a promising young lawyer from the department’s criminal division, thirty-two-year-old Howard Willens, to serve as the department’s liaison to the commission. Willens, a Michigan native who had graduated seven years earlier from Yale Law School, was told that the assignment would last several months and that he would remain on the department’s payroll.

Willens arrived at the commission’s office on Tuesday, December 17. Rankin was immediately impressed by the take-charge young lawyer, and he asked Willens if he would consider working for the commission full-time—both as the Justice Department’s representative and also as a senior member of its staff. Three days later, with Katzenbach’s approval, Willens signed on.

Challenged years later about whether his dual roles had posed a conflict of interest, Willens insisted there had been none, even though a central question before the commission was whether the assassination was somehow linked to foreign policy decisions of the Kennedy administration—decisions in which Robert Kennedy had a central role, especially about Cuba. “No one could seriously maintain that the Department of Justice headed by Attorney General Kennedy had any interest in this investigation other than the most thorough and honest canvassing of all the available facts,” Willens said. Later, some of the commission’s critics would maintain precisely that.

Rankin asked Willens to help him search for other young lawyers, and Willens called friends and colleagues at the Justice Department, as well as prominent law firms and law school deans around the country, to ask for the names of candidates. The search quickly reflected his ties to Yale, as well as to his many friends and associates who were graduates of his alma mater’s great rival, Harvard Law School, and a handful of other elite law schools. “I do concede that there is here a predominance of lawyers from Yale and Harvard,” he said later in reviewing the staff list.

Rankin was eager to hire a prominent black lawyer. Given how much he valued his reputation as a civil rights advocate, Rankin understood how hypocritical he—and the chief justice—might look if the commission did otherwise. He thought there was an obvious candidate: William Coleman of Philadelphia, and Warren said he was delighted by the suggestion. Coleman, forty-three, a magna cum laude graduate of Harvard Law School, had become the first black law clerk in the history of the Supreme Court when he was hired in 1948 by Justice Felix Frankfurter. Even while establishing himself as one of the nation’s most sought-after corporate litigators—his client list would eventually grow to include many of the nation’s most powerful corporations, including Ford Motor Company—Coleman had become a key behind-the-scenes figure in the civil rights movement. He was coauthor of the key legal brief filed on behalf of the black schoolchildren in Brown v. Board of Education.

Rankin also decided that he wanted his friend Norman Redlich, a thirty-eight-year-old law professor at New York University, to join the staff as his chief deputy. Redlich had befriended Rankin two years earlier, when he invited Rankin, then newly arrived in New York, to join the NYU faculty to teach part-time.

Rankin thought that Redlich was precisely what he needed in a deputy, and he seemed untroubled that the Bronx-born Redlich had no background in criminal law or in anything that could be labeled as investigative work; Redlich’s specialty was tax law. Within days, he was on his way to Washington—the law school was closed until January for the winter holiday—at which point he would also begin to commute between Washington and New York.

In his early hiring decisions, Rankin said later, he was well aware of Ford’s insistence—and Warren’s agreement—that the staff members hired by the commission have no extreme political ties. And from what he knew of Redlich, there was no problem. Rankin saw a man much like himself—and like the chief justice, for that matter. Redlich, yet another graduate of Yale’s law school, was deeply committed to civil rights and civil liberties. His involvement in social justice issues had begun early: as an undergraduate at Williams College in Williamstown, Massachusetts, in the 1940s, he organized a protest against the one barbershop on the main commercial street in Williamstown over its refusal to cut the hair of black students. The shop abandoned the policy.

Rankin would later insist that he had known nothing about Redlich’s ties in the 1950s and early 1960s to civil liberties and civil rights groups that J. Edgar Hoover believed were fronts for the Communist Party. Rankin said he learned—too late and much to his dismay—that the FBI maintained a thick file on Redlich and his links to organizations that the bureau had labeled as “subversive.”
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THE CHAMBERS OF THE CHIEF JUSTICE

THE SUPREME COURT

WASHINGTON, DC

The sealed envelope containing the autopsy photographs was forwarded from the Bethesda Naval Hospital to the chief justice at his chambers at the Supreme Court. An FBI inventory prepared on the night of the autopsy reported that all of the photos were four inches by five inches—twenty-two of them in color, eighteen in black and white.

In his fourteen-year career as a county prosecutor in Oakland, California, how many autopsy photos had Warren seen—hundreds, thousands? Back in the homicide squad in the DA’s office in Alameda County, it was a routine part of the job—best done on an empty stomach—to review autopsy and crime-scene photos and decide which of them could be shown to a jury without risk that some of the jurors would be so revolted that they would rush from the courtroom.

Now, all these years later, Warren thought he still had a strong stomach. But the photos of the president’s autopsy were awful in a way he could not have imagined. “I saw the pictures when they came from Bethesda Naval Hospital, and they were so horrible that I could not sleep well for nights,” he later wrote. The worst, he told a friend, were of the president’s head, which was “split almost wide open.” The skull was “disintegrated.”

Warren had been appalled by news reports, beginning only weeks after the assassination, about plans in Dallas and elsewhere to establish “museums” to commemorate the president’s death. “The president was hardly buried before people with ghoulish minds began putting together artifacts of the assassination,” the chief justice wrote. Some of the museum promoters—“these sideshow barkers,” as he described them—announced their intention to try to purchase Oswald’s weapons from the government for the central display cases. Warren remembered reading that the museum promoters “offered as much as ten thousand dollars for the rifle alone.… They also wanted to buy from the family the clothes of Oswald, his revolver with which Officer Tippit was murdered, various things at the Depository and they were even making inquiries about the availability of the clothes of President Kennedy. They also, of course, wanted pictures of his head.”

Now that he had seen the photos for himself, Warren said he did not struggle about what to do with them.* It was an easy decision: they would be locked away, forever, unless the Kennedy family decided otherwise. No one outside the family had the right to see them—and that included the other members of the commission and its staff, Warren decided. He ordered all of the autopsy photos, as well as all of the X-rays, be sent to the Justice Department, where Robert Kennedy would have control over them.

Warren convinced himself that the commission did not need the photos and X-rays, since the navy doctors who had conducted the autopsy were available to testify and the commission had full access to the written autopsy report, which contained hand-drawn diagrams of the wounds to the president’s body. The photos and X-rays were of no special value, Warren declared. The commission, he said, would have “the convincing testimony of the Naval doctors who performed the autopsy to establish the cause of death, entry, exit and course of the bullets.”

*   *   *

Other horrifying images from the day of the assassination were beyond Warren’s control. The public had already begun to see portions of the astonishing amateur film taken by a Dallas women’s wear manufacturer, Abraham Zapruder, who had captured the assassination on his Bell & Howell Zoomatic home-movie camera. The fifty-eight-year-old Zapruder had been standing near a grassy bit of Dealey Plaza a few feet from the Texas School Book Depository, a spot that reporters covering the aftermath of the assassination quickly began to refer to as the “grassy knoll.”

On Monday, December 9, Warren’s press officer at the Supreme Court, Bert Whittington, got a call from a representative of Life magazine, which had bought the film from Zapruder. In its “John F. Kennedy Memorial Issue,” the week before, Life had reproduced thirty frames of the film, beginning with an image of the president’s limousine as it began to move slowly down Elm Street in front of book depository. Published in black and white, the frames captured images of the president being struck by a bullet, apparently in the neck, and then dropping into his wife’s lap; later frames showed the First Lady trying to climb onto the trunk of the car in what the magazine’s editors described in a caption as a “pathetic search for help.”

In that issue, Life did not explain to its readers what it had left out—that the full twenty-six seconds of film were far more horrifying and that the film was in color. The magazine chose, in particular, not to publish the frame that captured the moment a bullet struck the president’s head, blowing away much of the right side of his brain in a halo of pinkish, bloody mist. “We felt that publishing that grisly picture would constitute an unnecessary affront to the Kennedy family and to the president’s memory,” recalled Richard Stolley, the Life correspondent who bought the film from Zapruder on behalf of the magazine.

In his memo to Warren, Whittington wrote that the magazine was offering the commission a copy of the entire film, in color. Warren returned the memo to Whittington with a handwritten note asking him to contact Life immediately and thank them for their cooperation. “We will undoubtedly want to see it and will advise,” he wrote.

A few days later, a copy of Zapruder’s film arrived in Washington, and Warren had a chance to see for himself what the magazine had chosen not to show its readers.



THE OFFICES OF THE COMMISSION
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By late December, Rankin and Willens—the younger man’s authority grew by the day—decided on a final structure for the staff, which would initially total fifteen lawyers. Most of them would be assigned to two-man teams led by a “senior counsel” whose partner—a younger, less experienced lawyer—would have the title of “junior counsel.” 

With Warren’s approval, Rankin and Willens settled on six areas of investigation. Area 1 would reconstruct a time line of everything that happened from the moment President Kennedy departed the White House on Thursday, November 21, to begin his Texas trip, until the moment his corpse returned to lie in state at the White House in the predawn hours of Saturday, November 23. Area 2 would gather evidence to establish—conclusively, it was hoped—the identity of the president’s assassin, presumably Oswald. Area 3 would reconstruct Oswald’s life. Area 4 would study the possibility that there had been a foreign conspiracy, with a focus, it was assumed, on the Soviet Union and Cuba. Area 5 would construct the biography of Jack Ruby and look for any possible connection between him and Oswald. Area 6 would investigate the quality of the protection provided to President Kennedy by the Secret Service, as well as the history of law-enforcement efforts to protect other presidents from harm.

Warren had little trouble coming up with the names of prominent, well-established lawyers for the “senior counsel” jobs. They were the sorts of lawyers the chief justice and Rankin had worked with every day of their careers for decades. William Coleman was asked to lead Area 4—the “conspiracy” team—since he had experience in foreign policy issues. That year, Coleman had become an adviser to the government’s newly created Arms Control and Disarmament Agency, so he already had a government security clearance.

Rankin recommended Francis Adams, fifty-nine, a Manhattan litigator who had been New York City’s police commissioner in the mid-1950s, while Warren offered the name of Albert Jenner, fifty-six, who was a name partner of a powerhouse Chicago law firm, Raymond, Mayer, Jenner & Block, later renamed simply Jenner & Block. Both men agreed to serve. Adams, who obviously had experience with crime scenes, was assigned to Area 1, which would reconstruct the events of the day of the assassination. Jenner was given responsibility for Area 3 and the investigation of Oswald’s past.

Warren was eager to hire an old friend from California, sixty-one-year-old Joseph Ball of Long Beach, who was among the state’s most successful criminal-defense lawyers and also taught at the law school at the University of Southern California. To Warren, Ball was a living rebuttal to the many lawyers in the East who still assumed their counterparts on the Pacific Coast were somehow less talented or sophisticated. Ball was put in charge of the Area 2 team, which would determine if Oswald was in fact the assassin.

With lawyers hired from the East, West, and Midwest, Warren also wanted representation from the South. Congressman Boggs came up with the name of a fellow Louisianan: fifty-two-year-old Leon Hubert, the former district attorney of New Orleans and a law professor at Tulane University who was then in private practice. Hubert was put in charge of Area 5 and the effort to reconstruct Ruby’s life story.



THE OFFICE OF THE DISTRICT ATTORNEY

PHILADELPHIA, PENNSYLVANIA

TUESDAY, DECEMBER 31, 1963



Arlen Specter was a young man on the rise in Philadelphia, his adopted hometown. In 1963, the year he turned thirty-three, he was an assistant district attorney, and that June he became a local hero—certainly a hero in the district attorney’s office—after obtaining the conviction of several of the city’s most powerful Teamsters officials on racketeering charges. He was so impressive in the case that Attorney General Robert Kennedy called Specter to Washington for a face-to-face meeting to try to recruit him to join the Justice Department to assist in the prosecution of Jimmy Hoffa, the Teamsters’ national leader. Specter turned down the offer, in part, he said, because he hoped to run for local office in Philadelphia.

Colleagues in the district attorney’s office, as well his adversaries on the defense table, saw Specter as unusually self-confident, often to the point of being cocky and arrogant. Specter did not necessarily disagree with the description.

The recruiting call from the commission came on New Year’s Eve. It was about five thirty that afternoon, and Specter was still at his office, “trying to concoct an excuse for arriving home so late,” he remembered. His wife, Joan, was planning a New Year’s Eve party that night with some friends. The caller was Howard Willens, a classmate from Yale Law School. Now in his second week working for Chief Justice Warren on the assassination commission, Willens urged Specter to come to Washington to join the investigation.

Specter turned down the offer, citing the appeals court battles to come in the Teamsters case. At the party that night, however, he was convinced to change his mind. He mentioned Willens’s call to his wife and their guests and—to his annoyance, he insisted later—their response was unanimous: it was his duty to take the job. “They were all very excited about me going off to war—to fight to the last drop of Arlen Specter’s blood,” Specter said. He called Willens back and accepted the job.

Two weeks later, Specter arrived in Washington to discover the city buried under heavy snow. He trudged to the VFW building on Capitol Hill, where he was greeted by Willens and introduced to Lee Rankin, who, he remembered, was “paternal and soft-spoken, with a light humor.” Rankin explained the organization of the staff and told Specter that, given his youth, he would be the junior member of whichever two-man team he joined. Since he was among the first lawyers hired, Specter was given his choice of assignments. He selected Area 1, which would focus on Kennedy’s activities in the final hours of his life—and on the murder itself. “It seemed the most compelling,” Specter said. He did not want to spend that night in Washington—he wanted to sleep in his own bed in Philadelphia—so he filled his briefcase with some of the early investigative reports about the assassination and returned to Washington’s Union Station for the train ride home. “The paperwork would keep me busy for much of the week ahead,” he figured. He told Rankin he planned to return to Washington—full-time—in several days.

In the train, he sat down next to an empty seat “so I could read some of the material, taking care to shield it from other passengers.” He remembered that he turned quickly to the autopsy report from the Bethesda Naval Hospital and found it sickening to read, especially the description of Kennedy’s head wound. “As I read through the grisly details of the president’s wounds, I felt nauseated and depressed.”

And the autopsy report was, apart from a few crude anatomical drawings, just words on paper. Specter could only imagine how he would react when he had the chance—shortly, he assumed—to see the actual autopsy photos, as well as the X-rays of the president’s body. As a career prosecutor, he understood from the start how valuable those photos and X-rays would be.
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THE OFFICES OF THE LAW FIRM OF DAVIS, GRAHAM & STUBBS

DENVER, COLORADO

JANUARY 1964

In the first days of January 1964, David Slawson, a thirty-two-year-old associate at one of Denver’s most prominent law firms, found himself busy with clients’ work. Not overwhelmed, just busy: partners at Davis, Graham & Stubbs admired Slawson’s ability to focus, almost totally, on the complicated corporate work in front of him and to get it done in a hurry. Unlike some of the other associates, the Harvard-educated Slawson did not need to stay at his desk late into the night to keep clients satisfied; he liked to get home at five if he could. He had not allowed his work to suffer even in the first days after Kennedy’s assassination. Slawson had loved the president and was shattered by his murder. He had worked in Kennedy’s 1960 campaign, initially at the urging of his law firm’s star partner, Byron “Whizzer” White, Slawson’s first mentor at Davis Graham. White, a lifelong Democrat, had managed the Kennedy campaign in Colorado. Within days of the election, White left Denver to become deputy attorney general under Robert Kennedy at the Justice Department; in 1962, he was named to the Supreme Court.

Slawson had hoped to follow White to Washington. With Kennedy in the White House, the nation’s capital had glamour and star power it had not known in Slawson’s lifetime; for many young, ambitious lawyers, Washington had suddenly become the place to be. It would take Kennedy’s death, however, to get Slawson his invitation to the capital.

The call came in early January, when Slawson picked up his office phone and heard the voice of a man he did not know—Howard Willens, who identified himself as a Justice Department lawyer assisting Chief Justice Warren in organizing the investigation of the president’s assassination. Willens had been directed to Slawson by a mutual friend, a State Department lawyer who had been a classmate of Slawson’s at Harvard. Willens asked if Slawson would be interested in joining the commission, and Slawson jumped at the offer; the only condition, he told Willens, was that his partners at the law firm would need to approve a leave of absence. There was no second-guessing about this, Slawson remembered. It would be thrilling to be part of the investigation to determine “what the hell really happened” in Dallas.

To Slawson’s relief, the firm’s partners quickly gave their permission, with the understanding that he would be gone no more than two or three months. He made plans to leave for Washington immediately. There was no reason for delay: he was unmarried and had no steady girlfriend, so nothing except work tied him to Denver.

Before departing, he began reading everything he could find in the local papers about the assassination and about the commission. He turned up copies of the New York Times—a precious commodity in faraway Denver at the time—and read about the commission’s plans to create teams of investigators, each focusing on a different aspect of the assassination. He was especially intrigued to read about the team that would investigate the possibility of a foreign conspiracy.

For many of his new colleagues, the “conspiracy” team seemed an unappealing assignment. The FBI appeared insistent that Oswald, and Oswald alone, had killed the president, and so the conspiracy team would probably be off on a wild-goose chase. Slawson, however, thought he was ideally suited for the work. He imagined it would be, at heart, a logic puzzle, in which investigators would have to tease out answers on the basis of little or no concrete information. He knew little about the Cold War beyond what he read in the paper each morning, but he assumed that if the Russians or the Cubans had been involved in the assassination, they would have tried to hide every bit of evidence pointing to their guilt.

Since his childhood in Grand Rapids, Michigan, Slawson had been good at puzzles. He had the ability, in the quiet of his mind, to sort through a complicated math or science problem. He did not necessarily need to see pictures or diagrams to work his way through a puzzle; he could do it in his head. That explained why mathematics and science had come so easily for him. He had originally dreamed of becoming a physicist. It was the career path he had first pursued at Amherst College, where he graduated first in his class, in 1953. Despite the shyness that would define him all his life, he was as popular with his classmates as he was smart—one classmate remembered him as Amherst’s “golden boy”—and he was elected president of his class. Slawson then arrived at Princeton for graduate studies in physics. He planned to focus on quantum mechanics, the branch of physics that explained the behavior of the tiniest elements of the universe—subatomic particles that could never be seen by the most powerful microscope, let alone by a human eye. He remembered the thrill at catching a glimpse of the world’s most famous physicist, Albert Einstein, who had lived in Princeton since fleeing Nazi Germany in the 1930s. “Sometimes you’d be walking by, and there he was,” Slawson said.

What changed Slawson’s life—and pulled him away from science—was what he saw on a television screen in his apartment building at Princeton in 1954. Between classes he sat, transfixed, by the live coverage of what would become known as the Army-McCarthy hearings—the Senate hearings that effectively signaled the end of the Red-baiting McCarthy era. Slawson found a hero in Joseph Welch, the army’s chief lawyer, whose testimony before Senator Joseph McCarthy turned into a showdown over the senator’s claim that the military employed Communists in defense plants. In his bravest moment, Welch turned to McCarthy and asked: “Have you no sense of decency, sir?” This, Slawson decided, was what he really wanted to do—to be a lawyer who, like Welch, took on bullies while engaging in the great issues of the day. “This is the life I want,” he remembered thinking. He had already begun to worry that a career in physics would separate him too much from the rest of the world. “It wasn’t that I didn’t love physics,” he said. “It was because the life I could foresee in physics was one of cloistered work, doing long, difficult mathematical equations—analyzing the size of galaxies and stuff—and I thought no, no, I don’t want to do that.”

A year later, after earning a master’s degree, Slawson left Princeton to join the army; he decided to enlist rather than wait to be drafted. While in uniform he applied to Harvard Law School and was accepted. He paid for Harvard through the GI Bill and graduated near the top of his class, which earned him an editor’s post on the law review. After that, Slawson could have had his pick of jobs at law firms in New York, but he was intrigued by the idea of working for a small firm, in a smaller city, especially one where the outdoors beckoned. Denver, he thought, was an obvious choice since he loved mountain sports.

At Davis, Graham & Stubbs, Byron White had an eye for young talent, and he asked that Slawson be assigned to work for him. It was a heady thing to be associated with White, who had been a celebrity in Colorado for decades, first as an all-American halfback at the University of Colorado. After playing professional football for the Pittsburgh Pirates (the name was later changed to the Steelers), White won a Rhodes scholarship to Oxford University and then enrolled at Yale Law School. As a football player and as a lawyer—in almost everything he did, in fact—“Byron was a superstar,” Slawson recalled. It was White who turned Slawson into a Kennedy supporter. In the 1960 election, Slawson had planned to vote for Adlai Stevenson, but White pressed him to reconsider. “He gave me a bunch of stuff to read about Kennedy, and I read it, and I said, yes, I’ll switch.” White then made an arrangement with the firm that allowed his young protégé to work part-time on the Kennedy campaign.

Slawson was in the firm’s offices on November 22, the day of the assassination; a startled secretary broke the news to him. After the announcement of Kennedy’s death, the firm shut for the day. “Everyone was told they could go home,” said Slawson, whose apartment was walking distance from the firm. “I was tremendously moved. I think I went home in tears.” When Oswald was murdered two days later, Slawson watched the scene on television, thinking to himself that it was almost too much to comprehend. It did not occur to him that some larger conspiracy—first to kill the president, then to kill the president’s assassin—might explain what was happening. “I just thought, The world is going crazy.”

*   *   *

Within a week of the call from Willens, Slawson was on his way east to Washington, driving across the country from Colorado in a Buick sedan that his father had lent him. “It was one of those huge things, with fins, so inappropriate for me.” He wanted to reach Washington as quickly as possible. “I didn’t have much money, so I would drive as far as I could each day.” He arrived in Washington on Sunday night, January 19—it was the first time he had ever been in the capital—and found a room at a cheap motel. The next morning, he pulled on a coat and tie and showed up at the commission’s offices, where he was introduced to Willens and Rankin. He did not remember being asked what assignment he wanted. Instead, he was told that he would be the junior member of the “conspiracy” team, working under William Coleman. Slawson was delighted; it was exactly the assignment he wanted.

Slawson did not know Coleman’s name, although he was impressed when he learned that his new partner had also graduated at the top of his class at Harvard and that he had been involved in Brown v. Board of Education. It was the first time that Slawson had worked closely with a black lawyer. He did not recall feeling intimidated by the assignment that he and Coleman were given. They were being asked to determine if a foreign government—most likely, the Soviet Union or Cuba—had just killed the president of the United States, an act that might easily lead to a nuclear war. “I wasn’t overwhelmed,” Slawson said, “I was thrilled.” That was true of many of his new colleagues. “I don’t think I ever doubted my intellectual ability,” Slawson said. “I don’t think any of us did.”

He got to work immediately. That afternoon he was asked to go to the lobby of the VFW building to meet someone who claimed to have evidence that would point to a conspiracy in the assassination. Slawson went downstairs and encountered a white-haired, well-dressed man—in coat and tie—who appeared to be in his late forties. At first, the man seemed reasonably articulate and coherent. “I didn’t want to cut him off, because maybe the guy had something,” Slawson recalled. Two hours later, an exasperated Slawson realized that “I had a paranoid nut on my hands.” The secret of the Kennedy assassination, the man said, could be found in a message written on a piece of paper that had been buried beneath a rock somewhere in Switzerland. “He wanted us to fly him to Switzerland, where he would point out the rock,” Slawson said.

After the man finally left, Slawson kicked himself for having wasted so much time listening to the man’s delusions. Later, he realized that the experience had been valuable. In his first hours on the commission’s staff, he had learned that many people who, at first, seemed sober witnesses with important information to share about the assassination were in fact “nutty as a fruitcake.”

Slawson recalled being introduced to Coleman that Friday, when Coleman made what would become his one-day-a-week visit from Philadelphia. The two men formed a close, frictionless partnership. Like several of the “senior” lawyers, Coleman planned to work only part-time on the investigation. He had warned Warren and Rankin that his appearances in Washington would have to be sporadic because of his caseload back at his firm. It was Slawson who would do most of the digging and writing, and that suited Slawson fine.

*   *   *

Early on, Slawson kept an open mind on whether the president had been killed in a foreign conspiracy. Coleman, however, was more suspicious. “At the beginning, I really thought it was the Russians or the Cubans,” he said, remembering how he feared the investigation might turn up evidence that would force the United States to go to war.

For several weeks, Slawson rarely left his small office on the fourth floor of the VFW building. He had thousands of pages of documents to read. He and his new colleagues were being flooded with classified files—many of them stamped TOP SECRET—from the FBI and CIA. Given his focus on possible foreign conspiracies, Slawson knew that he, more than most of the other staff members, would need to understand the CIA and how it operated. He was excited to realize that he would soon meet some real spies.

In dealing with the CIA, Slawson believed the commission might have an extraordinary resource in one of its members: Allen Dulles, who had led the CIA from 1953 until his ouster in 1961 after the Bay of Pigs fiasco. Dulles’s forced retirement produced surprisingly few hard feelings between him and President Kennedy. “He dealt with his ouster with a great deal of dignity, and never attempted to shift the blame,” Robert Kennedy said later. “The President was very fond of him, as was I.” It was Robert Kennedy, President Johnson said, who had recommended Dulles’s appointment to the Warren Commission.

Slawson assumed that if the CIA had information tying Oswald to a conspiracy, Dulles would know how to ferret it out. But that was before he actually met Dulles. When the two men were finally introduced, Slawson found the former spymaster to be surprisingly doddering and fragile. He still resembled a “boarding-school master,” in the words of Richard Helms, his former deputy at the CIA, with “parted gray hair, carefully trimmed moustache, tweeds and his preferred rimless, oval glasses.” But by early 1964, Slawson thought, Dulles had the look of a schoolmaster in ill health and well past retirement.

He seemed much older than his seventy years. It had been that way since the Bay of Pigs. Robert Kennedy recalled that Dulles had “looked like living death” in his final days at the CIA: “He had gout and had trouble walking, and he was always putting his head in his hands.” The gout lingered into his service on the Warren Commission. He often came into the offices of the commission and padded around in bedroom slippers because shoes were too painful. Years later, after learning how much Dulles had known—and possibly withheld—from the commission, Slawson still wanted to believe the best about him. He suspected that Dulles, after the humiliation of his ouster from the agency and in the haze of his final years, had simply forgotten many of the most important secrets he had once known.
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In the first hours after the assassination, the CIA’s number-two official, Deputy Director Richard Helms, decided he had to bring some order to the frantic search at CIA headquarters for information about the president’s murder. Director of Central Intelligence John McCone, who had no real background in intelligence issues before joining the CIA in 1961, was content to leave major decisions about the investigation to Helms, a career officer who was the agency’s real spymaster. On November 23, the day after the assassination, Helms created a team of about thirty analysts gathered from around Langley to search for evidence about Oswald and any possible foreign conspiracy. At a meeting of his deputies that morning, Helms announced that John Whitten, a forty-three-year-old CIA veteran who had often handled special projects for Helms, would lead the team.

Whitten’s real name would not have been recognized by some of his colleagues, at least not by those who knew him through the paperwork that his office produced. He was known on paper by one of his agency-approved pseudonyms, John Scelso; the Scelso name appeared on internal cables in which the agency wanted to keep the number of people who knew his real identity to a minimum.

When President Johnson created the assassination commission a week after the president’s murder, Whitten, a sometimes abrasive man who started his intelligence career as an army interrogator, was given the additional responsibility of day-to-day contact with the commission’s staff. At the time, he was chief of the agency’s covert operations in Mexico and Central America, a job he had held for about eight months. His branch was known as WH-3—the third branch of the Western Hemisphere division of the CIA’s Clandestine Services—and was responsible for all American espionage operations in the area that stretched from the U.S.-Mexican border to the southern borders of Panama.

Like so many of his colleagues, Whitten did not go home at all on the night of November 22. He remained at the agency until the next day, as the CIA gathered up intelligence about Oswald. Whitten discovered what he said was a modest agency file on Oswald as a result of his attempted defection to the Soviet Union in 1959 and his return to the United States three years later. Far more intriguing, Whitten thought, were the reports from his CIA colleagues in Mexico who had conducted surveillance of Oswald during his mysterious trip there in September.

At the meeting on November 23, Helms told the others that Whitten would have “broad powers” and that all information about the assassination should be directed to him, even if that broke traditional lines of reporting. As Whitten recalled it, Helms announced that Whitten “was to be in charge of the investigation, that no one in the agency was to have any conversations with anyone outside the agency, including the Warren Commission and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, concerning the Kennedy assassination without my being present.” Whitten thought Helms had entrusted him with the assignment because “I had investigated a number of other giant operations of absolutely critical importance for him over the years and had come up, you know, with the right answers.”

Among the others in Helms’s office for the Saturday meeting, Whitten recalled, was James Jesus Angleton, the agency’s counterintelligence director—the “mole hunter” who was responsible for detecting the efforts of foreign spy agencies to infiltrate the CIA with double agents. Angleton’s presence in a room was always troubling to Whitten. The two men had clashed repeatedly over their careers, especially when Whitten reviewed spy operations that somehow involved Angleton. “None of the senior officials at the agency were ever able to cope with him,” Whitten said.

Angleton, then forty-six, was as eccentric and secretive a figure as anyone who worked at the agency. Whitten thought of him as a sinister force, a man with a hawk-like stare who was driven by paranoid suspicion of Communist infiltration of the CIA. Inside the agency, it was understood that Angleton’s paranoia was the result of the treachery of his once-close friend Kim Philby, the high-ranking British spy who turned out to be a KGB mole. Angleton had a “sense of dread of foreign conspiracies and an over-suspiciousness” that was simply “bizarre,” Whitten recalled. The Yale-educated Angleton, who was raised in Europe, reveled in his reputation for Anglophilic eccentricity, including his dedication to the hobby of orchid growing and his love of poetry. He also reveled in secrecy, so much so that no one—not even Helms, his supposed boss—seemed to know what Angleton was actually up to. It was obvious he enjoyed the confusion—or, in Whitten’s view, the chaos—that he created. Drawing on the words of the poet T. S. Eliot, Angleton was fond of describing the work of counterintelligence as a “wilderness of mirrors.”

“Everything that Angleton did was so secret,” Whitten remembered. “Several times in my career, I was appointed to investigate or handle or look into investigations that Angleton was running. This always caused bitter feelings—the most bitter feelings.” When he was asked by Helms or others to confront Angleton, Whitten did it with trepidation. “I used to go in fingering my insurance policy, thinking about notifying my next of kin.”

Angleton had a portfolio of responsibilities that went beyond counterintelligence. Part of his power derived from his close friendship with FBI director Hoover. Whatever the rivalry between the CIA and the bureau, the two men shared a similar fixation on the dangers of Communism, and the Soviet Union in particular. “He had enormously influential contacts with J. Edgar Hoover,” Whitten said of Angleton. In turn, Angleton was “extremely protective of the FBI” and “would not allow any criticism of them or any kind of rivalry.” Whitten figured that was part of the reason why he, not Angleton, was given responsibility for the Oswald investigation. Initially, Helms may have feared that Angleton would help his friends at the FBI cover up blunders they had made in their surveillance of Oswald before the assassination. “One of the reasons that Helms gave me the case in the first place was that Angleton was so close to the FBI,” Whitten said. “The FBI could be extremely clannish and protective of their own interests. I think that J. Edgar Hoover and others wanted to make very, very sure that they could not be criticized, and they wanted all the facts before they would let anybody else know anything.”

Angleton’s influence also extended to several of the CIA’s most important overseas spy stations, which were run by his friends and protégés, including Winston Scott, the station chief in Mexico City. And both Angleton and Scott were close to Allen Dulles.

Whitten admitted he took some pleasure from Angleton’s discomfort about the Oswald investigation. “In the early stages Mr. Angleton was not able to influence the course of the investigation, which was a source of great bitterness to him,” Whitten recalled. “He was extremely embittered that I was entrusted with the investigation and he wasn’t.”

*   *   *

Believing that he had Helms’s full support, Whitten went to work to piece together Oswald’s life story and to understand his possible motives for killing Kennedy. Much of Whitten’s time was spent reading through stacks of paperwork that related to the assassination. “We were flooded with cable traffic, with reports, suggestions, allegations from all over the world, and these things had to be checked out,” he said. “We dropped almost everything else and I put a lot of my officers to work on tracing names, analyzing files.” Much of it was “weirdo stuff,” tying Oswald to every sort of coconspirator, including space aliens, he recalled.

Whitten said he knew nothing about Oswald, including his name, before Kennedy’s murder. Although the Mexico City station answered to Whitten’s staff at the WH-3 branch and had dispatched several cables to headquarters that fall about the surveillance of Oswald during his trip to Mexico, Whitten did not recall seeing any of them. That was not surprising, he said, since at the time Oswald appeared to be just another of the “small-potatoes defectors” and “kooks” who turned up occasionally in the Mexican capital.

According to Whitten, several American soldiers and defense-industry workers approached the Russian embassy in Mexico City in the 1950s and early 1960s to defect or sell secrets. They were detected so frequently by the CIA’s Mexico City station that Hoover, who was routinely briefed on the cases so the FBI could track potential spies when they returned to the United States, “used to glow every time he thought of the Mexico [City] station—this was one of our outstanding areas of cooperation with the FBI,” Whitten said.

Whitten shared Hoover’s admiration for the Mexico City station—and especially for Scott, who “was as good a station chief as we had, and you could fairly say that he had the best station in the world.” Under Scott, the station had developed a network of paid informants throughout the Mexican government and among the country’s major political parties. According to Whitten, Scott also oversaw the CIA’s most extensive and sophisticated electronic surveillance operation in the world. Whitten said that every phone line going in and out of both the Soviet and the Cuban embassies in Mexico City was tapped by Scott’s station—about thirty lines in all. There were banks of CIA surveillance cameras around both embassies.

Whitten thought that explained why some of the information about Oswald had been slow to reach CIA headquarters in the weeks after Oswald’s visit. Scott and his staff were victims of their own success. The Mexico City station was overwhelmed by a backlog of surveillance tapes—tapes that needed to be translated into English and transcribed—and photographs.

Whitten recalled that he immediately began to pursue a question that he knew the Warren Commission and other investigators would want answered: Given the bizarre circumstances of his aborted defection to the Soviet Union, had Oswald ever worked for the CIA? The answer, Whitten said he quickly discovered, was no. “Oswald was a person of a type who would never have been recruited by the agency to work behind the Iron Curtain or anywhere else.… Oswald’s whole pattern of life was that of a very badly, emotionally unbalanced young man.”

Whitten said he was told by Helms to cooperate fully with the Warren Commission, except when it came to divulging the details of how the CIA actually gathered information—“sources and methods,” in the agency’s jargon. He said the commission was kept ignorant about the CIA’s electronic surveillance programs in Mexico City and elsewhere, at least at the start. “We were sure to give them everything when we thought we could do that without revealing how, exactly, we got the information,” Whitten recalled. He said the CIA was particularly concerned that the existence of the wiretapping and photo-surveillance programs in Mexico City might become public, which would tip off the Soviets and Cubans and destroy the programs’ value. “We wondered whether divulging this to them might not unnecessarily compromise forever our capability,” Whitten said. “There was no nefarious reason for our not giving it to them. It was simply that we did not consider it vitally relevant and we wanted to protect our sources.”

*   *   *

The frenzy at CIA headquarters in the hours after the assassination was matched by that of the agency’s Mexico City station, then housed on the top floor of the U.S. embassy on the Paseo de la Reforma, a central thoroughfare in the heart of the Mexican capital. Scott seemed to understand instantly the questions he would face from Langley and from Washington. Just a few weeks earlier, his station had conducted a supposedly intensive surveillance operation on the man who had apparently just killed the president of the United States. The station had secretly recorded telephone calls made by Oswald—and about Oswald—during several days that fall, and the agency was trying to determine if its surveillance cameras had caught Oswald’s image during his visits to the Soviet and Cuban embassies. Some of the wiretap transcripts had been marked “urgent” and sent straight to Scott’s desk, his files showed. Could the CIA—and its Mexico City station, in particular—have done anything to stop Oswald?

Scott was a force unto himself at the CIA. A mathematician by training, he had begun a PhD program at the University of Michigan before being pulled away from the scholar’s life in the 1940s by the FBI, which recruited him to apply his mathematical talents to cryptography. During World War II, Scott had joined the Office of Strategic Services, the spy agency that was the predecessor of the CIA. At the OSS, he would establish lifelong friendships with several fellow spies—among them Angleton, Dulles, and Helms—who would all go on to join the CIA when it was created in September 1947.

Among his deputies in Mexico, few were closer to Scott than Anne Goodpasture. She had also begun her spying career at the OSS. During World War II, she was posted in Burma with a fellow OSS agent, Julia McWilliams, who later gained fame as a cookbook writer under her married name, Julia Child. In later years, Goodpasture denied she was ever close to Angleton, but it was understood inside the agency that Angleton had actually dispatched her to Mexico; he had been impressed by her diligence in an earlier counterintelligence operation. Scott, Angleton’s friend, agreed to add her to his staff in 1957, a year after his own arrival.

Goodpasture was sometimes confused for a secretary or a typist in the CIA offices in Mexico City, and the sexism of that assumption always bothered her, she said. She was, in fact, a key deputy—Scott’s “Girl Friday” or “right-hand woman,” as she put it. She was not a street spy—most of her work was done within the confines of the U.S. embassy—but she knew spycraft, including how to open a sealed envelope so no one would notice, a technique known as “flaps and seals.” Her friendship with Scott was made easier by their common roots in the South; Goodpasture was a Tennessean. Both were courtly and soft-spoken. (Among the secrets kept by Goodpasture was her exact age, which does not appear on many of her key personnel files. At the time of the Oswald investigation, she appeared to colleagues to be, like Scott, in her midfifties.) “He was a southern gentleman,” she said of Scott. “I felt he fancied himself as an intellectual.… He was particular about his dress, and he always wore dark suits and white shirts.”

Despite their mutual respect, there was never any doubt who was in charge and who, ultimately, kept the secrets—Scott. Within the station, information flowed to and through Scott exclusively, to the point of obsessiveness, she remembered. “He maintained his own set of classified files, separate from those of the station, that he stored in several different combination safes in his office, and a large one at his home,” she said. “Win never trusted anyone.” Scott had several other deputies, she recalled, but they were “deputies pretty much in name only because Win was there all the time” and made “every decision.”

Goodpasture liked and respected Scott, although she did not believe he always told the truth when he reported back to Langley. In her view, that explained why he spent long days at his desk—he needed to be there to control the flow of information and make sure that no one had the chance to detect his dishonesty. “They would find out that he was probably exaggerating things,” Goodpasture would tell the Washington author Jefferson Morley. “There were numerous instances in which he changed figures. Somebody would describe a crowd of 500 in the newspaper; he would add another zero.”

According to Goodpasture, Scott became especially anxious—paranoid, even—after the Kennedy assassination, and especially after the creation of the Warren Commission. He made it clear to Goodpasture and his other deputies that he would take control of every detail of the interactions between the station and the commission. Over time, he went a step further, largely sealing himself off from Goodpasture and her colleagues whenever the subject of Oswald came up. She said that the topic was simply not discussed after the assassination: when the commission began to address questions to the CIA that needed to be answered in Mexico City, Scott would deal with them himself. He did not share the questions with Goodpasture, nor ask her or her colleagues to review the station’s files for information. Instead, when the questions came in, he would ask for the Oswald files to be brought to him, search for an answer, then report back to Langley himself. There was never any discussion of Goodpasture testifying before the Warren Commission or being questioned by its staff, even though she had been part of the surveillance operation aimed at Oswald. Scott, she knew, intended to answer all of the commission’s questions himself.
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By early December, Whitten and his thirty-member team at the CIA believed they had a basic understanding of Oswald’s life story. They even had a preliminary sense for what might have motivated him to kill the president.

Whitten put together a report—he recalled that it was about twenty pages—for distribution within the agency, summarizing what was known. By this point, he believed Oswald was some kind of “pro-Castro nut” who had probably acted alone. Despite Oswald’s contacts with the Cuban embassy in Mexico City, Whitten saw no evidence that Castro’s government had anything to do with the assassination. Whitten’s specialty was Latin America; he knew a lot about Cuba, and he doubted that Castro would risk his regime’s survival by recruiting a disturbed young man like Oswald as an assassin. Whitten seemed to trust that if there was anything more to be found in Mexico City, Scott would find it.

As he finished the report, Whitten was outraged—but not surprised, he said—to hear from CIA colleagues that Angleton was pursuing his own, informal investigation of Oswald and discussing the case with his friends at the FBI. “It was in total defiance of Helms’s orders,” Whitten said. He confronted Angleton, who, to Whitten’s astonishment, readily confirmed that the rumors were true, as if Helms’s rules simply did not apply to him. He acknowledged that his FBI contacts updated him daily on the assassination investigation. Without Whitten’s knowledge, Angleton had also begun meeting regularly with their old boss, Allen Dulles, now on the commission. Whitten complained to Helms, who made clear he did not want to get involved in a dispute between his two deputies. Whitten said that Helms never wanted to confront the always difficult Angleton. If Angleton was making trouble, “you go tell him” to stop, Helms told Whitten.

Whitten began to worry that Angleton, given his close ties to Hoover and others at the FBI, was receiving different and perhaps better information than the bureau was sharing with him. His fears were realized when he was invited to the office of Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach in December to review the initial, four-hundred-page FBI report on Oswald. As he read, Whitten was furious to discover how much he did not know—how much the FBI had withheld from him. The bureau had passed along tidbits about Oswald, but Whitten’s team knew few of the most important details in the FBI report, including the fact that Oswald had apparently tried to assassinate someone else that year: Retired Army Major General Edwin Walker, a prominent right-wing extremist, who had been shot at from outside his home in Dallas in April.

Whitten was also startled to discover that Oswald had kept some sort of diary and that the FBI had evidence of his ties to pro-Castro activists in the United States, including a prominent pro-Castro group known as the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. Oswald had claimed to run the committee’s New Orleans branch when he lived in Louisiana earlier that year. In August, he had been arrested in New Orleans during a streetside scuffle with several anti-Castro Cubans.

As he read on, Whitten remembered, he felt humiliated. He had just turned in a report to the CIA that was supposed to be a detailed portrait of Oswald. But as he sat there at the Justice Department, paging through the “vast amount of information” in the FBI document, he realized that his own report was so full of gaps that it was “simultaneously outdated and made redundant by the FBI’s report.” His report was “useless.”

The situation provided Angleton with his opportunity to push Whitten aside. At a meeting of Helms and his deputies, Angleton savaged Whitten, describing his earlier Oswald report as “so full of errors that we couldn’t possibly send it over to the FBI.” Whitten found the comment bizarre, since the report “was never supposed to be sent to the FBI.” As Helms listened, Whitten tried for a moment to defend himself, explaining that the FBI had obviously hoarded information about Oswald that it should have shared from the start. Angleton ignored the explanation and continued his attack. “He sandbagged me,” Whitten said.

Angleton urged that the Oswald investigation be taken away from Whitten and handed over, at once, to his own counterintelligence staff—in particular, to one of Angleton’s most trusted deputies, Raymond Rocca. And Helms agreed. Without further discussion, Helms announced in his characteristically matter-of-fact tone that the entire Oswald investigation would be moved into Angleton’s office, and that Angleton would now be responsible for the agency’s dealings with the Warren Commission.

Whitten was struck that Helms had apparently overcome his earlier concern about Angleton’s close friendship with Hoover. Indeed, Helms suddenly seemed eager to have the FBI and CIA work closely together on the Oswald investigation. “Helms wanted someone to conduct the investigation who was in bed with the FBI,” Whitten recalled bitterly. “I was not, and Angleton was.”

*   *   *

Within the CIA, Helms depicted the transfer of the Oswald investigation to Angleton as routine—as if anything involving the assassination could be considered routine. Whitten’s specialty was Mexico and Central America, and by the time Angleton took over, the Oswald investigation had expanded well beyond Latin America—to the Soviet Union and parts of the world that Angleton better understood. “We could see this investigation broadening far beyond Mexico City and it didn’t make much sense to have it in the hands of someone who was running the Mexico City desk,” Helms said years later.

Richard McGarrah Helms had always had the ability to make the extraordinary seem routine—dull, even. As deputy director for plans, he was responsible for all covert CIA operations around the globe. With his slicked-back hair, well-tailored suits, and careful diction, the fifty-year-old looked and sounded the part of a dapper spy. The son of an aluminum industry executive, he attended high school in Switzerland and was fluent in French and German. He was introduced to spying when he served in naval intelligence during World War II, which brought him into the OSS, and then the CIA. He was known for his no-nonsense style and dry wit. He typically ended conversations with the phrase: “Let’s get on with it.”

Helms told colleagues that he intended to cooperate fully with Warren and the commission. “The whole thrust of the agency was to be of as much help as we possibly could and to go over the edge, if necessary.” But his definition of full cooperation had an important caveat. The CIA would respond to any request made by the Warren Commission—“when they asked for something, we gave it to them”—but he said he felt the CIA had no responsibility to volunteer information unless it directly involved Oswald and the assassination. Full cooperation, to Helms’s mind, did not mean that the CIA had to open up all of its files to the Warren Commission about its most secret operations. He might be criticized for the decision someday, he knew, but so be it. “It is an untidy world,” he said.

*   *   *

David Slawson, still new to his work at the commission, knew nothing about the internal strife at the CIA over the Oswald investigation. As it was, he had plenty to do. With Coleman planning to be in Washington only one day a week—and given a prohibition on phone calls to Coleman to discuss classified information—Slawson knew he would do much of this work by himself.

He was struck by how much of the material that was being handed to him was stamped SECRET or TOP SECRET. It was especially surprising since he, like the other young lawyers, did not have a security clearance at first. The decision had been made, presumably by Warren and Rankin, that he and the other lawyers could see classified documents without a full background check. Slawson and the others were happy not to question the decision.

Even though he was reading through CIA material that had been gathered inside the agency by John Whitten, Slawson later said he had no memory of ever meeting Whitten or even hearing his name. Nor did he ever hear Angleton’s name or learn that the CIA’s counterintelligence chief was responsible for determining what information the commission saw. Instead, he was introduced within days of his arrival in Washington to Raymond Rocca.

Slawson thought the CIA had done itself a favor by assigning the hard-charging forty-six-year-old Rocca as its liaison to the commission; Rocca would appear in the commission’s offices almost every day. “I came to like and trust him,” Slawson said. “He was very intelligent and tried in every way to be honest and helpful.” If the CIA withheld information from the commission, Slawson came to believe, it was because it had been withheld from Rocca, too.

Rocca, a San Franciscan who had a bachelor’s degree and a master’s degree in history from the University of California at Berkeley, was typical of many CIA officials who dealt with the commission. They tended to be smart, well educated, and articulate. They were very different from their more hardscrabble, blue-collar counterparts at the FBI and the Secret Service. Slawson said he found himself amused—not disturbed—by Rocca’s fervid anti-Communism, a belief that “the Communists were behind everything” that went wrong in the world. Rocca, Slawson recalled, became apoplectic when discussing Castro. “One day we were talking about Cuba, and he was on one side of the table and I was on the other, and he jumped up and almost screamed, ‘Fidel Castro?’ he said. ‘That man is evil. Evil.’”

Slawson realized early on that he had little choice but to trust Rocca and his colleagues at the CIA. The commission had almost nowhere else to turn for most of the information it would need regarding questions involving the Soviet Union, Cuba, and other foreign adversaries that might have had something to do with Kennedy’s death. “There was no way that I could imagine carrying on an investigation of foreign intelligence operations like this, other than through the CIA,” Slawson recalled. Even so, he tried to devise strategies that would allow him to double-check what he was being told by the spy agency. Early on, he established a policy of requesting the same government document from every agency that might have received it. If a report had been prepared for the CIA and the State Department, he would request it from both agencies. If one agency failed to produce a copy of a document, the other might turn it over. Slawson admitted that it was exciting to be exposed to spies and learn some of the secrets of the CIA. Spy novels and movies—Dr. No, the first film based on Ian Fleming’s James Bond character, had opened in 1962 and been a worldwide hit—were then at the heart of American popular culture.

In January, the CIA offered, and Slawson eagerly accepted, a briefing on the KGB and its history of assassination attempts. The briefing led him to believe that Kennedy’s murder would have been completely out of character for the KGB. “They gave us background material on how Russian spies killed people when they wanted to,” including a history of all known KGB murders outside the Soviet Union, “and none of them fitted the pattern of Lee Harvey Oswald,” Slawson remembered. “When the Russians did something, they tried to make sure they were never detected. They would make it appear like a natural death or in some way an accident.”

Seemingly true to their promise to share all information in CIA files that might involve the assassination, Rocca and others at the agency began to volunteer eye-popping, top secret information to Slawson. In the early weeks of the investigation, Rocca told Slawson that he had a piece of information that the young lawyer could share with no one else, including members of the commission, at least not at first. Tantalized, Slawson agreed. “There has been a defection,” Rocca told him somberly. “It may be a very important defection.” He explained that a mid-ranking KGB officer, Yuri Nosenko, had just defected to the West and was now in the CIA’s custody. Nosenko claimed that he had read through the complete files maintained by the KGB on Oswald during his years in the Soviet Union and that the files proved that Oswald had not been recruited by the KGB—that he was not a Soviet spy. The Russian was still being interrogated, Rocca said, but if his information could be verified, it would exonerate the Soviets from involvement in the assassination.

*   *   *

Back at Langley, all information about Oswald and the assassination was now being funneled into Angleton’s office, including the information being gathered in Mexico City by Winston Scott. Angleton, like Whitten, considered Scott to be a model spy.

The focus of the investigation changed dramatically under Angleton. For reasons he never fully explained, he turned the investigation away from the hunt for clues about a Cuban conspiracy. Instead, he wanted to focus almost exclusively on the possibility that the Soviet Union was behind the assassination, an idea that reflected his decades-long obsession with the Soviet threat. In his colleagues’ view, Angleton believed that while Castro was dangerous, Cuba was still a sideshow in the larger Cold War struggle between Moscow and Washington. From Angleton’s staff, three other counterintelligence analysts were chosen to work with Rocca; all were KGB specialists.

Whatever Angleton’s view, Castro had never stopped being the obsession of others at the CIA. During the Kennedy administration, the agency established a special unit, the Special Affairs Staff, or SAS, to direct secret operations to overthrow Castro. The SAS had its own counterintelligence analysts who, although they did not answer to Angleton, were supposed to work with his staff. In dealing with the Warren Commission, congressional investigators would later show, Angleton bypassed the SAS almost entirely; its analysts were never asked to look for evidence of a possible Cuban conspiracy in the president’s death.

On February 20, Angleton received what would seem to be troubling news. One of his deputies sent Angleton a memo reporting that at least thirty-seven documents had disappeared from the internal file the CIA had maintained on Oswald before the assassination. The missing documents included seven memos from the FBI, two documents from the State Department, and twenty-five CIA cables. Several weeks later, when the Warren Commission’s staff was invited to the CIA to review the file, Angleton’s team insisted that the file was complete. The commission’s records suggest its investigators were never told that, for at least some period of time, dozens of documents about Oswald had vanished.
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THE SUPREME COURT

WASHINGTON, DC
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For a brief moment, Earl Warren thought Oswald might have been part of a foreign conspiracy. In the hours immediately after the assassination, when the chief justice heard the first reports about Oswald’s aborted defection to the Soviet Union, he thought there might be a plot involving the Soviets. “The only thing that gave me any pause about a conspiracy theory was that Oswald had been a defector to Russia,” he recalled.

But in the days that followed, especially after the initial police reports from Dallas seemed to establish that Oswald was the sole assassin, Warren’s instincts as a veteran criminal prosecutor overwhelmed any suspicion about a conspiracy. He was convinced that Oswald acted alone in Dealey Plaza. Although the crime was monstrous and had changed the course of history, Warren sensed that Oswald actually had much in common with the violent, impulse-driven, often mentally ill young thugs he had prosecuted in homicide cases back at the district attorney’s office in Oakland in the 1920s. Warren believed he knew how criminal minds worked and that Oswald had not needed anyone’s help to assassinate the president.

Within a week of Kennedy’s murder, Warren concluded that there was no conspiracy in Dallas or anywhere else. “I never put any faith in a conspiracy of any kind,” Warren said later. “As soon as I read about Oswald working at the Texas School Book Depository and leaving it as he did—the only employee to disappear—and after the gun was found, with the cartridges, it seemed to me that a surface case was established.” Warren insisted that he never shared these thoughts with the commission’s staff because he did not want to prejudice their investigation. Rankin said he never heard Warren rule out a conspiracy: “I never heard anything from him except find out what the truth was.”

Many of the commission’s newly hired young lawyers agreed later that they heard nothing at the start of the investigation to suggest that Warren had reached an early conclusion that Oswald acted alone. Several would have been disappointed to know it—because they had come to Washington determined to find a conspiracy in the president’s death. “I assumed conspiracy,” said David Belin, a thirty-five-year-old lawyer from Des Moines, Iowa, who had been hired on the recommendation of a classmate from the University of Michigan law school who was then working in the Johnson administration. (The classmate, Roger Wilkins, would go on to become a prominent journalist and civil rights activist.) Belin suspected that the conspiracy might have involved Castro, eager for revenge against Kennedy for the Bay of Pigs and the Cuban missile crisis. Oswald’s murder might well have been the conspiracy’s second act, he thought. “I felt it was highly probable that there was a conspiracy, that Lee Harvey Oswald might not be the real assassin, despite the claims of the FBI, and that Ruby had killed Oswald to silence him.” He was thrilled by his assignment as the junior partner on the two-man team for Area 2, responsible for proving the identity of the assassin or assassins. The assignment would put Belin and his partner, Joseph Ball, the California lawyer, at the heart of the search for accomplices.

Burt Griffin, thirty-one, a former federal prosecutor in Cleveland, also suspected a conspiracy before joining the commission’s staff. He thought some group of racists, determined to put an end to Kennedy’s advances on civil rights, might have been responsible. “My initial reaction was it was some segregationist southerners,” he said years later. Willens had recruited Griffin, who also had a Yale law degree, to join the commission’s staff at the suggestion of a mutual friend from Ohio. Unlike so many of his young colleagues, Griffin had experience in Washington, having worked in the capital three years earlier as a clerk to a federal appeals court judge. He and his wife loved Washington and were excited to return. “I called home to tell my wife that we were going to Washington, and she was packing before I got off the phone.”

When he entered law school, Griffin had planned to apply his degree to a career in journalism or in politics, but he was diverted to the law because he was so successful at Yale. He actually hated the law school: “I didn’t think the faculty members were very interested in education; they were interested in indulging their egos with this old type of Socratic method.” Still, he excelled, and his grades earned him a job on the law review, “so I thought I must have some knack for it,” he said. After graduation, he found himself drawn further down a career path in the law, including a two-year stint in the United States attorney’s office in Cleveland, his hometown. He loved the job, he said; it allowed him to ferret out wrongdoing like the investigative reporter he had once planned to be, albeit with the advantage of subpoena power.

When he arrived in Washington in January, Griffin was struck by how few of his new colleagues had been prosecutors or had any other experience in law enforcement. He was the only one of the junior lawyers who had ever had significant contact with the FBI, and he warned the others that they needed to be wary of the bureau’s competence, and its honesty. As a federal prosecutor in Ohio, he had worked closely with agents from the FBI’s Cleveland field office, and he came away with little respect for J. Edgar Hoover and the bureau. “They were a bunch of bureaucrats,” he said. “They have a great myth about their ability.” If there had been a conspiracy to kill the president that was the least bit sophisticated, Griffin was not convinced the FBI had the investigative skills to uncover it. “They could only stumble on it.”

And Griffin had darker suspicions about the bureau. From the start, he worried that the FBI might try to hide the full truth about the assassination, to cover up its own mistakes with Oswald in Dallas. Griffin thought that the bureau, in a frantic effort to shield itself from the allegation that it had missed evidence of a conspiracy, would try to pin the blame solely on Oswald, whatever the evidence actually showed. “I thought the FBI might be trying to frame Oswald,” he said. Others on the commission’s staff, Griffin remembered, felt the same way. Several of the young lawyers were “downright excited” by the possibility that the commission would uncover a conspiracy, if only because it might disgrace Hoover, a man many of them already disdained. “We were determined, if we could, to prove that the FBI was wrong—to find a conspiracy if we possibly could,” Griffin said. “We thought we would be national heroes.”

Griffin was assigned to work as the junior lawyer on Area 5, investigating the background of Jack Ruby, and shared an office with Leon Hubert, the courtly Louisianan who would be his senior partner. Their office was cramped, about ten feet square; the two lawyers worked at desks placed side by side. As he introduced himself around the office, Griffin was impressed to encounter a former college classmate, David Slawson, who had been a year ahead of him at Amherst. Griffin remembered feeling intimidated: “I was in awe of Slawson—Phi Beta Kappa, president of the student body. I felt honored to be there with Slawson.”

Staff meetings could resemble an Ivy League reunion, reflecting Willens’s preference for graduates of a handful of elite law schools. If the commission’s staff botched the investigation, they joked, their law professors back at Harvard and Yale would have some explaining to do. Griffin and the other three Yale graduates were matched by an equal number from Harvard, and many other lawyers with Harvard law degrees would arrive at the commission as the months passed. The Harvard graduates: Slawson and Coleman; Samuel Stern, a thirty-four-year-old Washington lawyer who had been a law clerk to Chief Justice Warren and was now a member of the law firm of Wilmer, Cutler & Pickering; and Melvin Eisenberg, who graduated first in the Harvard Law class of 1959 and worked at a large New York firm, Kaye Scholer.

Stern became the one-man team responsible for Area 6. He would evaluate the Secret Service and its performance in Dallas, as well as research the larger history of how presidents had been protected from assassins over the years. He was the only junior lawyer without a senior partner. Warren felt that the subject matter could be handled by a single lawyer, and he trusted the quality of Stern’s work.

Even though Eisenberg was still new to Kaye Scholer and knew that even a temporary absence might endanger a climb to partner, he jumped at the invitation to join the commission. “It was like meeting my wife,” Eisenberg recalled. “From the moment I met her, I wanted to marry her.” Besides, he had grown disenchanted with life in a big law firm. “At Harvard and the law review, you’re the center of the world, and then all of a sudden, I found myself writing memos” for older lawyers he barely knew. He had already been thinking about leaving the law for a career as an English professor.

Eisenberg was assigned to work as Redlich’s deputy, a recognition that Redlich might otherwise be buried under a mountain of paper, given his decision to volunteer to read every document that entered the commission’s offices and then decide how the paperwork should be divided among his colleagues. For his first major assignment, Eisenberg was asked to make himself an expert on the science of criminology—fingerprints, ballistics, acoustics, eyewitness testimony—and determine which evidence the commission should pay most attention to and which it could ignore. Since he had no background in law enforcement, Eisenberg turned to books. The Library of Congress was two blocks away, and he requested a collection of its best works on criminal science.

It was no secret among the junior lawyers that most of them shared the same political leanings; they were registered Democrats, considered themselves liberals, and had supported President Kennedy. The odd man out was Wesley James Liebeler, known to his friends as Jim, a thirty-two-year-old New York litigator who was a graduate of the University of Chicago law school and was recommended to the commission by the school’s dean. Born in Langdon, North Dakota, and raised on the farmlands of the Great Plains, Liebeler was a fiercely outspoken Republican who liked to boast about his intention to vote for Arizona senator Barry Goldwater in the presidential election that November. He made it clear that his conservatism did not extend to his private life, however, and, to the amusement of his new colleagues, he liked to boast about this, too. Within days of arriving in Washington, he told his colleagues—he told almost anyone who would listen, in fact—that he intended to use his time in the capital to meet women. That he was married and had two children back in New York seemed no hindrance at all.

Liebeler was named the junior lawyer on Area 3; he and his senior partner, Albert Jenner, would be responsible for investigating Oswald’s life. From the start, Liebeler was less respectful than his colleagues in dealing with Rankin, Redlich, and Willens. He told Specter that he worried Willens had been brought onto the commission’s staff from the Justice Department as a “stoolie” for Robert Kennedy—a stool pigeon who would protect the attorney general’s interests, whatever they might be.

*   *   *

Rankin was struck by the wariness of Warren and some of the other commissioners to speak—even privately, among themselves—about the possibility that there had been a foreign conspiracy to kill Kennedy. There was no similar fear, Rankin said, among the young lawyers, who were ready to follow the facts. He recalled conversations among the lawyers about what would happen “if we find a conspiracy with the Soviet Union involved or Cuba” and how that could lead to a nuclear showdown. And they seemed unfazed by that prospect, even of war, Rankin remembered. “They were eager to get the information and get it out and didn’t care who it hurt or helped,” he said. “Maybe that is youth and a lack of recognition of all the hazards.” He also saw a determination by the staff lawyers—especially the young ones, at the start of their careers—to get to the truth about the president’s murder because they knew their “reputations would be destroyed” if they participated in anything that could be labeled a cover-up.

Slawson remembered a few early, nervous conversations among the lawyers about rumors that some rogue element of the CIA might be behind the assassination, or that President Johnson was involved. The conversations were “mostly humorous,” he said. Still, would the lawyers find their lives at risk if they unearthed a conspiracy within the U.S. government? Slawson remembered thinking that if he and his colleagues found evidence that the assassination was the result of some sort of coup d’état, they should expose it as quickly as possible, if only to keep themselves safe from an effort to silence them. “It was my theory that if you made it public, then they wouldn’t dare rub you out, because it would only solidify the evidence that it was true.”

On Monday, January 20, Warren called the first meeting of the staff. Years later, several lawyers remembered the excitement they felt to be in the presence of the chief justice, whose talents as a politician were still obvious. He charmed the young lawyers, speaking with “great warmth and sincerity,” Griffin recalled. According to memos of the meeting prepared by Willens and Eisenberg, the chief justice told the staff that their duty was “to determine the truth, whatever it might be.” He told them about his encounter with President Johnson in the Oval Office, and how Johnson had convinced him to take the job. The commission, Warren said, had a responsibility to put an end to the rumors that were sweeping the country—including rumors that Johnson himself had something to do with the murder. “The President stated that rumors of the most exaggerated kind were circulating in this country and overseas,” Warren said of his meeting with Johnson. “Some of those rumors could conceivably lead the country into a war which would cost 40 million lives.”

Warren offered a time line for the commission’s final report. It would be difficult to issue a report, he said, before the trial of Jack Ruby had been completed in Dallas; it was scheduled to begin in February. But Warren said he wanted to finish the report before the presidential campaign that fall “since once the campaign started it was very possible that rumors and speculation would gin up again.” He proposed a target date of June 1, less than five months away.
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Hugh Aynesworth of the Dallas Morning News was searching for a conspiracy, too. In the weeks after the assassination, no reporter in Texas had landed as many scoops about the president’s murder as Aynesworth, a thirty-two-year-old West Virginian who had been earning a paycheck as a newspaperman since he was a teenager. Over time, the Warren Commission would be forced to deal, repeatedly, with the aftermath of one of Aynesworth’s exclusives.

At first, Aynesworth said, he doubted Oswald could have carried out the assassination by himself. He guessed it was probably a conspiracy involving the Russians. His suspicion grew after he learned how Oswald had been permitted to leave the Soviet Union in 1962 and return home to the United States with his pretty young Russian wife. “I thought there was no way that this guy could get out of Russia with a Russian wife that fast,” he said. Aynesworth admitted that his suspicions were fueled by an assumption—felt nowhere more strongly than in ultraconservative Dallas—that the Kremlin’s leaders were evil enough to assassinate Kennedy. “We were all scared to death of the Russians.”

His competitors would have been loath to admit it, but Aynesworth was running circles around them on what would likely be the biggest story of their lives. He had managed to witness every major moment of the assassination drama, beginning on the day of the murder. He was in Dealey Plaza when the shots rang out; he had been inside the Texas Theatre when Oswald was captured and arrested later that afternoon; and he had been a few feet away from Oswald on Sunday morning in the basement of Dallas police headquarters when Ruby pushed through the crowd and killed him.

Aynesworth understood the risk that Kennedy had taken by visiting Dallas: the reporter felt the city deserved its reputation as a hateful place that was full of racists and right-wing extremists. Before the president’s trip, he assumed Kennedy might face some kind of ugly protest in the city. “I never dreamed they would shoot him, but I thought they would embarrass him by throwing something at him.”

Aynesworth was ashamed of his employer, a newspaper that he felt brought out the worst in its readers. In his view, the News fostered a spirit of intolerance in the city that might have helped inspire the assassination. “I felt badly because the editorial page of my newspaper had really caused it, as much as any other single thing,” Aynesworth said later. The paper’s “shrilly right-wing political slant appalled and embarrassed many people in the newsroom, including me.”

The paper was controlled by the radically conservative Dealey family—the small urban park where the president was shot was named for George Dealey, who bought the newspaper in 1926—and the News had criticized Kennedy mercilessly. In the fall of 1961, publisher Ted Dealey, George’s son, was among a group of Texas media executives invited to a meeting with Kennedy in the White House. Dealey used the opportunity to read a statement attacking the president to his face. “You and your administration are weak sisters,” he said. The nation needed “a man on horseback to lead the nation and many people in Texas and the Southwest think that you are riding Caroline’s tricycle.”

On the morning of the assassination, the paper had run a black-bordered, full-page advertisement placed by a group of right-wing extremists who identified themselves as the American Fact-Finding Committee. The ad accused Kennedy of allowing the Justice Department “to go soft on Communists, fellow travelers and ultra-leftists.” Jacqueline Kennedy remembered that, as they prepared to drive into Dallas in the motorcade, her husband showed her the ad and remarked, “We’re heading into nut country.”

Aynesworth had many gifts as a reporter, including a phenomenal memory, a polite, aw-shucks manner, and a slow, soft speaking style that encouraged people to trust him. Despite a boyish face, he was a big man who knew how to defend himself. He had a scar that ran from his throat to one ear, the result of an encounter with a knife-wielding assailant who broke into his home in Denver when he worked there as a reporter for United Press International. An admiring Texas reporter once said that the scar made Aynesworth “look like a cross between Andy Hardy and Al Capone.”
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On the day of the assassination Aynesworth was not supposed to be in Dealey Plaza. He was the paper’s aviation and space correspondent—seen as the most prestigious reporting job on the paper, given the proximity of the new NASA space center in Houston—and originally he had no part in covering the president’s visit. He went to the plaza as a spectator, excited to see Kennedy and his glamorous wife. The moment shots rang out, however, he found himself in the middle of the mayhem. He immediately went to work. “My God, this is really happening,” he said to himself.

He had no notepad, so he grabbed a utility bill from his back pocket. He had no pen either, so he paid a child on the street 50 cents for his “fat jumbo pencil, like the ones kids used to use in early grade school.” A tiny plastic American flag dangled from the eraser.

“I was a reporter and I knew to start interviewing people,” Aynesworth said. And it was clear from the first minutes that the shots—he distinctly heard three of them—had probably been fired from the Texas School Book Depository. “I remember three or four people pointing toward the upper floors of the Book Depository.”

He saw police gathering around a frightened man on the street outside the book warehouse and overheard the man offer what appeared to be an eyewitness description of the assassin. The witness—Howard Brennan, a forty-four-year-old steamfitter who was still carrying his helmet from work—was telling the police officers that he had been across the street from the depository when he saw a man with a rifle lean from the window of one of the upper floors of the building. “I knew he was scared to death,” Aynesworth said of Brennan, who had noticed that reporters were listening in on the conversation, which made him even more upset. “He asked the police to get rid of us.”

About forty-five minutes after the assassination, Aynesworth heard a police radio crackle with a bulletin that a policeman, Officer J. D. Tippit, had been gunned down across town—in the Oak Cliff neighborhood of Dallas. Aynesworth sensed, instantly, that the shooting must be connected to the assassination, so he jumped in a car and rushed to Oak Cliff, where he found several people who said they had witnessed Tippit’s murder.
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Helen Markham, a forty-seven-year-old waitress at the nearby Eatwell restaurant, had seen the killer—she later identified Oswald in a police lineup—pull a gun on Tippit and shoot him as the officer stepped from his squad car. “Strangest thing,” Aynesworth quoted her as saying of Oswald. “He didn’t run. He didn’t seem upset or scared. He just fooled with the gun and stared at me.” Then, Markham said, Oswald jogged away.

Several minutes later, Aynesworth followed police when they entered the nearby Texas Theatre, which was in the middle of a matinee showing of the film War Is Hell. Witnesses had reported a man resembling Oswald darting into the theater without buying a ticket. Aynesworth watched as the police entered the theater, turned up the lights, and grabbed Oswald, who initially resisted the arrest and pulled a pistol from his hip. After a scuffle, Oswald was taken into custody, yelling out, “I protest this police brutality.”

Aynesworth woke up on Sunday, November 24, to hear the news on television that Oswald would be transferred within minutes to the county jail. He rushed from the house without shaving or eating breakfast, arriving just in time at Dallas police headquarters. He was about fifteen feet away when Jack Ruby pushed through the crowd and shot Oswald in the stomach.

Aynesworth knew—and disliked—Ruby, a self-promoting strip-club operator who was always trying to befriend police officers (in hopes of protection) and reporters (in hopes of publicity). “He was a nut,” Aynesworth said. “Ruby was a showboat—always trying to get his picture in the papers, pictures of the strippers.” At the News, he was considered a “noxious presence” and a “loser.” Aynesworth recalled how, in the newspaper’s cafeteria, Ruby would “cut a peephole in his paper to keep up his surveillance as he pretended to read”—surveillance of what, it was never clear. Ruby was notoriously violent and always carried a gun. “I saw him twice beat up on drunks,” Aynesworth said. Ruby’s Carousel Club had a steep set of stairs that he turned into another weapon. “I remember him beating up this one guy and throwing him down the stairs, hurting the guy bad.”

Aynesworth was horrified by Oswald’s murder, but he was not surprised that Ruby was the killer. “If I had to pick out the one guy in all of Dallas, Texas, who would do something like this, I would think Ruby would be on the top of the list.”

*   *   *

Within hours of Kennedy’s assassination, Aynesworth started hearing from strangers who claimed they had secret information about a conspiracy to kill the president. He had encountered such people before on the space beat—“loonies, tin-foil people”—but never more than two or three a year. Now, “I was inundated with them.” The first, he said, showed up on the night of the assassination at his home—“an odd, bedraggled little man sitting on my doorstep.” The man was delusional and claimed the conspiracy involved an unlikely alliance of H. L. Hunt, the right-wing Dallas billionaire, and the Soviet Union. The second showed up the next morning, “a tall, painfully thin man who stank something awful” who managed to get into the newsroom. “I’ve got the story for you,” he told Aynesworth, claiming he knew the secret behind Kennedy’s murder. The man rolled up his trouser leg to reveal a huge abscess, which he claimed was somehow related to the conspiracy. “That’s how my leg got torn up.”

Over time, Aynesworth saw the conspiracy theorists fall into two categories. There were those who hoped to cash in on the murder by selling a wild story. “That makes money,” Aynesworth said. “Nobody pays for the truth. They pay for a conspiracy.” And there were others who wanted to enjoy, or at least embrace, the fantasy that they had played some part in this terrible drama. In that category he placed Carroll Jarnagin, a Dallas lawyer who claimed he had seen Oswald and Jack Ruby together in deep conversation in the Carousel Club days before the assassination. Aynesworth remembered Jarnagin, who was probably in his midforties, as a “bad alcoholic who always wanted to be somebody.… He just wanted attention.” The newspaperman knew better than to pay attention to Jarnagin, who also told his story about Oswald to the Dallas police. Later Jarnagin took a police polygraph examination about his claims and “failed miserably,” Aynesworth said.

Sometime in December, Aynesworth got a phone call from Mark Lane, the New York lawyer who had already begun to attract national attention with his conspiracy theories. Aynesworth had read Lane’s National Guardian article suggesting that Oswald might be innocent, and he knew it was riddled with errors. “He told me he was representing Oswald because Oswald had nobody to represent him,” Aynesworth remembered. “He told me he was this great lawyer and had done all of these important things.” Despite his skepticism about Lane’s motives, Aynesworth agreed to meet with the lawyer the next night at his home.

“He came by my house and started telling me what had really happened” and how Oswald had been framed. Aynesworth recalled being startled by Lane’s brash attempt to pretend he knew more about the assassination than Aynesworth did; in effect, Lane argued that Aynesworth should not believe what he had seen with his own eyes in Dealey Plaza. Aynesworth was angry. “You don’t take it too kindly when somebody tells you you didn’t see some of what you saw.”

Sitting at Aynesworth’s kitchen table, Lane claimed that there was “no doubt” that Ruby and Oswald knew each other. He said he had an interview scheduled for the next day with a secret witness with an “impeccable memory” who had seen Oswald and Ruby together at the Carousel Club—a source Aynesworth was certain was the drunken lawyer Jarnagin. “I talked with him on the phone and he sounded like the real thing,” Lane said of his secret witness.

Increasingly irritated, Aynesworth explained, point by point, how Lane was misstating the facts of the assassination and how he was misleading the public about the president’s death.

“How do you know the truth?” Lane demanded.

“How do I know?” Aynesworth asked. “I’ll tell you how I know. I know because I have their statements, I know exactly what the witnesses said on the day of the assassination, where they were, who they were, everything.”

He was referring to a stack of classified witness statements taken by police officers on the day of the assassination; the statements had been leaked to Aynesworth, and he had taken them home for safekeeping. He grabbed them to show to Lane, whose eyes widened at the sight. “The only reason I’m showing you these,” Aynesworth said, “is that you made many, many misinterpretations in your article. If you are truly interested in giving Oswald a fair shake from a historical standpoint, I think you need to know what the investigation shows so far.”

Lane asked if he could borrow the witness statements for a few days. “Will you help me find the truth?” he asked. “I have to go back to New York in a day or so, and I was wondering if I could borrow these statements.”

Aynesworth agreed, a decision he would soon regret. Within days, he said, Lane would begin brandishing the witness statements at news conferences as proof that he had secret sources who, when their identities became public, could vindicate Oswald.

“I was very naive,” Aynesworth said later. “I made mistakes. I helped create the monster of Mark Lane. There’s no doubt about it.”

*   *   *

Other, less talented reporters in Texas sought Aynesworth’s help in covering the aftermath of the assassination; he was considered a walking encyclopedia on the story. Among the most persistent was Alonzo “Lonnie” Hudkins of the Houston Post, who telephoned constantly. Whatever his failings as a reporter, Lonnie was the “nicest guy in the world,” Aynesworth said. “Everybody liked him. He wore a little Homburg hat.” Hudkins had made up his mind early on about the assassination. “He had decided it was a conspiracy, and he was going to set out to prove it.”

For a time, Aynesworth put up with Hudkins’s calls for help. “I thought he’d go away eventually,” Aynesworth said. “And then I didn’t hear from him for a while.”

Late in December, though, the calls resumed, and Aynesworth decided he would play a trick on his friend from Houston. Hudkins was pursuing a widely circulating rumor that Oswald had been an FBI informant, a rumor that Aynesworth found no evidence to support.

“You hear anything about this FBI link with Oswald?” Hudkins asked.

Mischievously, Aynesworth replied that he had heard the rumors, and they were true. Oswald, he said, was indeed on Hoover’s payroll. “You got his payroll number, don’t you?” he asked Hudkins in a tone that suggested it was a widely known piece of information.

Aynesworth remembered that he reached, at random, for one of the telegrams on his desk—he was also filing assassination stories, by telegram, to Newsweek magazine and the Times of London—and read out a sequence of numbers from across the top.

“Yeah, yeah, that’s it,” Hudkins replied, apparently thinking he had bluffed Aynesworth into giving up a world-class scoop. “That’s the same one I got.”

Aynesworth said he forgot about the telephone call—and his joke on Hudkins—until the Post ran a front-page story on January 1, 1964, alleging that Oswald may have worked for the FBI. The byline was Hudkins’s. The headline: “Oswald Rumored as Informant for U.S.”

Only later would Aynesworth learn, to his astonishment, that his practical joke on a competitor created the Warren Commission’s first great crisis—and forever ruptured the commission’s relationship with the FBI.

*   *   *

If Aynesworth had a counterpart in Washington for early scoops about the assassination, it was the muckraker Drew Pearson, Chief Justice Warren’s friend.

In his column for Monday, December 2—published just three days after the creation of the Warren Commission—Pearson lobbed out a bombshell for his millions of readers: six Secret Service agents who had been part of the squad protecting the president in Texas had, the night before the assassination, gone out drinking, a direct violation of the agency’s rules of conduct. Some of the agents remained out “boozing” until nearly three a.m., and “one of them was reported to have been inebriated,” Pearson reported. “Obviously men who have been drinking until nearly three a.m. are in no condition to be trigger-alert or in the best physical shape to protect anyone.”

The column also targeted the FBI, which, Pearson reported, had failed to notify the Secret Service about the danger posed by Oswald, who had been under surveillance by the bureau’s office in Dallas for months. Pearson declared it outrageous that a man “who had professed Marxism and whose record showed a mixed-up, unsteady emotionalism, should not have been kept under careful watch on the day the president entered his city—one of the most lawless and intolerant cities in the United States.” Pearson blamed the FBI’s failure to alert the Secret Service to the bureau’s “long-standing jealousy” of the Secret Service as the protectors of the president. “They should stop squabbling over jurisdiction and headlines at least where the life of the president is concerned.”

The column created a firestorm at the Secret Service—because the essence of what Pearson wrote was true. Several agents had in fact gone out drinking the night before the assassination, a fireable offense. The agency’s regulations barred agents from using alcohol at all times when traveling with the president. The director of the Secret Service, James Rowley, insisted later that he knew nothing about the drinking until he read Pearson’s column, and he immediately dispatched a deputy to Texas to investigate. In the meantime, Rowley decided, he would take no action, even tentatively, against the agents. Any move to discipline them might lead the public to “conclude that they were responsible for the assassination of the president—I didn’t think that was fair.”

In his diary, Pearson disclosed that the information about the Secret Service agents had come to him from Thayer Waldo, a reporter at the Fort Worth Star-Telegram who apparently feared that his editors would never publish such a controversial story. “Thayer said he would lose his job if it were known that he had spilled this,” Pearson wrote.

Later in December, Pearson again took aim at J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI, and his second column was even more scathing. He accused the FBI of a “cover-up” of what it had known about Oswald before the assassination. “The FBI neither kept Oswald under scrutiny when President Kennedy passed through Dallas, nor did it give his name to the Secret Service. These are some of the amazing facts about the preliminary probe of the Dallas tragedy which explain why the FBI wanted to get its version of the story out to the newspapers ahead of the study by the presidential commission.” Pearson accused the FBI of leaking copies of its four-hundred-page preliminary report on Oswald—the report that essentially exonerated the FBI of mishandling its investigation of Oswald before the assassination—to preempt the findings of Warren’s commission.

The same column praised Pearson’s friend, the chief justice, and revealed the heavy pressure that President Johnson had used in the Oval Office to convince Warren to accept the job of running the commission; they were details that only Johnson and Warren should have known. Pearson did not identify Warren as his source for the column, but Hoover and his colleagues at the FBI would say later they had no doubt that the chief justice was leaking to Pearson. Warren, Pearson wrote, “was not about to let J. Edgar Hoover decide the facts in the tragedy of Dallas even before the presidential commission could start work.”
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By the time many of the newly hired staff members arrived in Washington, there was already an outline of what the commission’s final report would say. Before Christmas, Lee Rankin had asked Howard Willens to draw up the ten-page outline, and it was attached to the welcome-to-Washington memo that was given to each of the lawyers on his first day of work. The outline was crafted largely on the basis of the initial reports from the FBI, the Secret Service, and the CIA and reflected the assumption that Oswald was the assassin and that his past, and his possible motives, would be the focus of the investigation. “We have an important job to do,” Rankin wrote in his memo. “I know you share my desire to accomplish it with thoroughness, imagination and speed.” The memo asked each of the five two-lawyer teams, plus Sam Stern, to prepare a summary of the facts already known in their parts of the investigation and to suggest what needed to be done.

Rankin admitted in his memo that the offices were “in disarray,” with stacks of additional classified documents pouring in almost by the hour. He promised to bring some order to it. The commission, he said, had begun recruiting secretaries from around the federal government, as well as an archivist who would run a file room. He said the commission was also seeking assistance from a psychiatrist, the recently retired superintendent of St. Elizabeths Hospital in Washington, the capital’s large public psychiatric hospital, to offer perspective on the mental states of Oswald and Ruby. The commission would also hire a historian to help draft the final report.

The memo made clear the central role of Norman Redlich, whose office was the clearinghouse for all documents and evidence. He had also taken on the responsibility of preparing for the testimony of Marina Oswald, who was expected to be the first witness when the commissioners began taking testimony in February. The commission had already received extensive background information from the FBI on Oswald’s widow, and it was now waiting for a detailed report from the bureau on Ruth and Michael Paine. It had also sought a full FBI background check on George de Mohrenschildt, an eccentric, Russian-born petroleum engineer who had befriended the Oswalds in Dallas.

Rankin’s memo asked that all staff lawyers attend a screening later that month of the film taken in Dealey Plaza by the Dallas dressmaker Abraham Zapruder. Most of the lawyers had seen only the individual frames published in Life magazine, so it would be their first chance to see Zapruder’s full, grisly film.

*   *   *

The seven commissioners convened again on the afternoon of Tuesday, January 21. It had been more than a month since their last meeting, and it was their first in the new offices in the VFW building.

Warren opened the session with a progress report on the hiring of the staff lawyers; he also described the assignment of two Internal Revenue Service agents to the commission who would “trace every dollar that we can in the possession of Oswald and every dollar that he spent, because we don’t know where his money came from.”

Gerald Ford said he was pleased to hear that the commission had hired one of his former Michigan constituents, David Slawson of Grand Rapids. “His father,” Ford declared, “is a fine lawyer in my home town.” Warren said he had not yet met Slawson, but reported that he had been approached at lunch at the court that day by Justice Byron White with congratulations. “White came up to me and said, ‘You took one of the finest young men in Colorado from my old firm.’”

John McCloy asked about Slawson’s partner on the staff, William Coleman: “Is he the colored fellow?” Warren said nothing about Coleman’s race, simply replying that Coleman was “a tremendous lawyer” and that the commission was lucky to have him.

The chief justice then turned to the issue that seemed never far from his thoughts—when to end the investigation. “It is not too early for us to start thinking about when we anticipate quitting,” he said. “If this should go along too far and get into the middle of a campaign year that would be very bad for the country.” As he had already told the staff, he said he wanted to set a June 1 deadline. “Things can drag on if you don’t have a target date.”

One problem, he acknowledged, was Ruby’s impending trial. The commissioners agreed that an intensive on-the-ground investigation in Dallas would have to wait until after the trial was over. Warren feared the presence of the commission’s staff in Dallas might interfere with Ruby’s defense.

For related reasons, he said he wanted to bring Marina Oswald to testify before the commission in Washington rather than in Dallas, where the presence of the commissioners might create a media circus that would intimidate the young widow. She could be better protected in Washington, he said. He asked Russell, in his capacity as chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, if he could arrange a military plane to bring “that little woman with her babies” to Washington. If she took a commercial flight, “she will be subjected to flashbulbs and everything, and she will be embarrassed and maybe she will be hostile.” Warren’s feelings toward the young widow—long before he had met her—had become almost paternal. Russell, who wielded more power at the Pentagon than most four-star generals, said there would not be “the slightest difficulty” in arranging a military jet.

Marina Oswald was swiftly emerging as the key witness against her dead husband; in interviews with the FBI and the Dallas police, she had left little doubt that she believed her husband had killed the president and that he had acted alone. It was a story she had begun to sell to news organizations, a situation that did not seem to bother Warren; he suggested she had had no other obvious way to support herself. She had already sold magazines a fifty-page handwritten summary of her life; it was being translated from Russian to English. “Her attorney is apparently cooperating very well with us,” the chief justice told the other commissioners. “She intends to sell her story to one of the magazines, but we got him to agree to send the story to us, and let us see it and let us examine her before the thing goes to the printer.”

Rankin suggested that Marina’s credibility with the commission had grown because of her refusal to work with Mark Lane, who had approached her in Texas in hopes of representing Oswald’s legal interests. “She didn’t want any part of him,” Rankin said. The commissioners knew they would still have to deal with Lane, though, since by then he had announced that he was representing Oswald’s mother.

*   *   *

When Rankin joined the commission, he believed he could work well with J. Edgar Hoover. He still respected the FBI director, despite all the vicious criticism directed at Hoover by Rankin’s growing circle of liberal friends in his new home in New York. Hoover liked Rankin, too. He told aides in December he welcomed the news that Rankin had been hired as the commission’s general counsel. Hoover said he had “the closest and most amiable working relationship with Mr. Rankin during the Eisenhower administration.”

Rankin understood from the start why the FBI would be anxious about the commission’s investigation, and he suspected that the bureau might delay turning over witness statements or evidence that might somehow reflect badly on the FBI’s performance; Hoover would probably want to review that material personally before it was turned over. Even so, Rankin said, he joined the commission believing that Hoover and his deputies would never engage in any sort of cover-up. “I never believed he would withhold information or have it withheld,” Rankin said later. “I thought the FBI would never lie about anything.”

It took only weeks for Rankin to realize just how wrong he had been. “To have them just lie to us,” he said later, angrily, of the FBI. “I never anticipated that.”

The relationship between the commission and the FBI began to sour in December with the bureau’s apparently well-orchestrated leaks of its initial report on Oswald. After that, Rankin said, the commissioners took a more skeptical view of the FBI and decided that “we had to be careful about anything that they gave us.”

The relationship was damaged much more seriously on Wednesday, January 22, when the phone rang in Rankin’s office shortly after eleven a.m. The caller was the state attorney general of Texas, Waggoner Carr. Rankin remembered the excitement in Carr’s voice. “He said he thought he had some information that he should get to us immediately,” Rankin said later. “Carr said that he had received information from a confidential source that Lee Harvey Oswald was an undercover agent for the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and had been paid $200 a month by the FBI since September 1962.”

Carr told Rankin that Oswald had an FBI informant number—179—and was apparently still in the pay of the FBI in November; indeed, he was supposedly working with an FBI agent in the Dallas office on the day of the assassination. “Carr indicated that this allegation was in the hands of the press and defense counsel for Ruby” and that its source appeared to be the office of Dallas district attorney Henry Wade.

Carr sounded as if he knew what he was talking about, Rankin remembered. If the allegation proved to be true, the FBI was engaged in a massive cover-up of its relationship with the man who had killed the president. Rankin recalled years later that the question raced through his mind: Was it possible that someone at the FBI knew of Oswald’s plans for the assassination and could have stopped him?

He immediately called Warren, who shared his alarm. They agreed that Carr and Wade should be summoned to Washington as quickly as possible. The chief justice called an emergency meeting of the commission for five thirty that afternoon.

Ahead of the meeting, Rankin spoke to Carr again. “He told me the source of the information was a member of the press” whose name he did not know. “He said he was trying to check it out to get more definite information.”

Ford was in a hearing of the House Appropriations Committee when he got a message that he was needed urgently at the commission’s offices on Capitol Hill. He tried to imagine what the emergency might be. When he walked into the offices that afternoon, he said, the tension in the conference room was overwhelming. In all his years in Washington, “I cannot recall attending a meeting more tense and hushed,” Ford said later. The commissioners took their seats around the eight-foot oblong table, and Warren somberly asked Rankin to give a summary of what he had heard that morning. Ford said he and the other commissioners listened with “amazement” to Rankin’s account of how the president’s assassin might have worked for the FBI.

The troubling news from Dallas came at a time when Ford, despite his relationship with the FBI, was already beginning to have private doubts about the bureau’s conduct of the investigation. These new rumors about Oswald only added to his suspicion that Oswald had been some sort of government agent—for the CIA, if not the FBI, despite the agencies’ adamant denials. Ford had closely read through the biographical material about Oswald, and he was struck in particular by how much exotic foreign travel he had completed before he died at the age of twenty-four—Japan and the Philippines when he was in the Marine Corps, then Europe and his nearly three years in the Soviet Union, and then Mexico briefly that fall. To Ford, “it sounded more like the journeys of a well-heeled globetrotter than the restricted life of a sometimes employed laborer without a skill.” Could they be the journeys of a young secret agent? Ford kept this speculation to himself at the time, but he wondered whether Oswald’s supposed defection to Russia was in fact a ploy by handlers at the CIA or the FBI to allow him to spy on the Soviet Union. And had Oswald then returned home to begin spying on leftists who were part of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee? “Perhaps he was a CIA agent, trained by the FBI, who had then been used to penetrate Fair Play for Cuba,” Ford recalled thinking to himself. “He could have made a perfect counteragent to spy on Castro’s supporters.”

Others at the meeting scoffed at the suggestion that Oswald could have been anyone’s spy. Allen Dulles said he doubted the FBI would ever consider working with someone like Oswald, given his emotional instability. “You wouldn’t pick up a fellow like this to do an agent’s job,” he explained. “What was the ostensible mission?” he asked. “Was it to penetrate the Fair Play for Cuba Committee? That is the only thing I can think of where they might have used this man.”

Rankin told the commissioners he had begun to fear it would be impossible to find the truth. If Oswald had been an FBI informant, he said, the bureau might simply deny it. Perhaps that explained why the FBI had been so eager to label Oswald as the sole assassin—it wanted to shut down the commission’s investigation before it uncovered evidence that would damage or destroy the bureau. “They found their man,” Rankin said, his skepticism about the bureau’s credibility now on full display. “There is nothing more to do. The commission supports their conclusions, and we can go home and that is the end of it.”

Rankin said he and Warren agreed on the danger posed to the commission’s work if the allegations, true or false, became public: “You would have people think there was a conspiracy to accomplish this assassination that nothing the commission did—or anybody—could dissipate.”

“You are so right,” Hale Boggs said. “The implications of this are fantastic.” The implications were “terrible,” Dulles agreed. At about that moment some of the commissioners realized to their alarm that their words, including their speculation about a possible FBI cover-up, were being recorded. “I don’t even like to see this being taken down,” Boggs said, nodding to the stenographer at the table.

Dulles agreed: “Yes, I think this record ought to be destroyed. Do you think we need a record of this?”

Rankin noted that the commission, in a spirit of transparency, had promised to keep records of its meetings. If that was the case, Dulles insisted, the transcripts should never be allowed to leave the commission’s offices. “The only copies of this record should be kept right here.”

The commissioners adjourned for the day, agreeing there was nothing more to be done until Warren and Rankin met with the Texas officials.

*   *   *

On Friday, January 24, the delegation from Texas, including Attorney General Carr and Dallas District Attorney Wade, arrived in Washington to meet with the chief justice and Rankin. The Texans warned them that the Oswald rumor was spreading quickly in Dallas, and the details—the $200-a-month payment, the FBI informant number—were surprisingly consistent. Wade said he had also heard allegations that Oswald was an informant for the CIA. Carr and Wade declared that several reporters in Texas knew about the rumors and were spreading them, although they named only one: Lonnie Hudkins of the Houston Post. Now even more alarmed, Warren called a meeting of the commission for the following Monday.

Over the weekend, the possible ties between Oswald and the FBI had become national news, with the reports of major newspapers and magazines feeding off each other. The New York Times reported the rumors, noting the FBI’s flat denial of any connection to Oswald. The Nation ran a detailed article listing unanswered questions about Oswald, including his possible relationship with the FBI; the article cited the reports by Hudkins in the Houston Post. Time magazine was also pursuing the story; McCloy had been called by the magazine for comment.

At the meeting on Monday, Rankin said gravely that the commission needed to decide how to confront the rumors, which meant deciding how to confront Hoover. “We do have a dirty rumor that is very bad for the commission,” Rankin said. “It must be wiped out insofar as it is possible to do so.”

Warren and Rankin had considered asking Robert Kennedy, as Hoover’s superior in the chain of command at the Justice Department, to intervene. But the attorney general seemed intimidated by Hoover as well. The word of Kennedy’s reluctance to confront the FBI director came from Willens, who continued to answer to the department. He reported to Warren and Rankin that Kennedy would be uncomfortable asking Hoover about the rumors because “such a request might be embarrassing” and make it “very much more difficult for him to carry on the work of the department for the balance of his term.”

Rankin suggested there were two options. One, he could meet Hoover privately as the commission’s representative. “I would be frank and tell him” that the FBI had to conduct an internal investigation of the rumors and that Hoover needed to provide the commission with “whatever records and materials they have that it just couldn’t possibly be true.” Rankin said that “a simple statement by Hoover” that the rumors were false would not be enough. The alternative, he said, was for the commission to investigate the rumor itself, before confronting Hoover. They would begin by interviewing Hudkins, the Houston reporter, and then question FBI officials “right up the line” to the director.

The chief justice said he preferred the second option. “My own judgment is that the most fair thing to do would be to try to find out if this is fact or fiction” before a showdown with the FBI director.

Boggs realized the commissioners had an expert in their midst on the subject of government informants: Dulles, who had spent his career at the CIA dealing with information from secret sources. Boggs turned to the former spymaster and asked if the CIA had sources who were so well protected that there was no paper trail at all to show they worked for the agency. “Do you have agents about whom you had no record whatsoever?”

“The record might not be on paper,” said Dulles, explaining that the commissioners simply had to accept that Oswald could have been an FBI informant, that the bureau might lie and deny it, and that there would be no way to establish the truth. At the CIA, he said, he had always been prepared to lie himself, even to cabinet officers, to protect a valuable source. As the nation’s top spy, he owed the full truth only to the president. “I am under his control,” Dulles said. “He is my boss. I wouldn’t necessarily tell anyone else, unless the president authorized me to do it. We had that come up at times.”

Hoover, he said, might now feel he was in a similar position. “You can’t prove what the facts are,” Dulles continued. The commission, he suggested, had no choice but to accept Hoover’s word. “I would believe Mr. Hoover. Some people might not.”

Even in the supposed privacy of the commission’s conference room, Russell seemed to realize that he needed to choose his words carefully when it came to the FBI director. “There is no man in the employ of the federal government who stands higher in the opinion of the American people than J. Edgar Hoover,” he began, as if to protect himself should the transcript of the meeting ever become public. But he agreed with Warren and others that the commission had to conduct its own investigation of the rumors. “We can get an affidavit from Mr. Hoover and put it in this record,” he said. But the commission risked a harsh verdict from history if it relied simply on that. “There still would be thousands of doubting Thomases who would believe” that Hoover was lying and that the commission missed its chance “to clear it up.”

Rankin acknowledged his concern about how Hoover would react; the director might believe “we are really investigating him.”

Warren: “If you tell him we are going down there to do it, we are investigating him, aren’t we?”

Rankin: “I think it is inherent.”

The discussion left the commissioners struggling directly, for the first time, with the question of whether they could trust the FBI to conduct so much of the commission’s essential detective work, given the bureau’s determination to prove that Oswald had acted alone.

“They have decided that it is Oswald who committed the assassination, they have decided that no one else was involved,” Rankin said.

Russell: “They have tried the case and reached the verdict on every aspect.”

Boggs: “You have put your finger on it.”

Warren now supported sending Rankin in to confront Hoover directly. He outlined what he expected Rankin to do: “Go to Mr. Hoover and say, ‘Mr. Hoover, as you know, there are rumors that persist in and around Dallas, and it is getting into the national press, to the effect that Oswald was an undercover FBI agent.’” Rankin, he said, would ask for a vow from Hoover that “you will give us all the information that you have which will enable us to ferret this thing out—to the very limit.” The commission voted unanimously to dispatch Rankin to talk to Hoover the next day.
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Rankin was ushered into Hoover’s suite of offices in the Justice Department building at three p.m. on Tuesday, January 28. He had been to these offices before, many times, during his years at the department in the Eisenhower administration.

Some of Hoover’s deputies thought his offices were surprisingly unpretentious, with beaten-up, overstuffed couches for visitors. Assistant Director Cartha DeLoach described the choice of furnishings as intentional; they were meant to be a symbol of Hoover’s “stern rejection of frivolity.” In an outer office, behind the desk of Hoover’s longtime secretary, Helen Gandy, sat the two standard-issue gray file cabinets that housed the so-called Official and Confidential files that were considered too sensitive for routine storage elsewhere. They contained derogatory private information on hundreds of politicians and other public figures, including—it would later be discovered—several members of the Warren Commission.

The effect of opening the door to the inner office to discover the unsmiling, bulldog-faced Hoover seated at his desk, on a platform slightly elevated from the floor, was like encountering “the Great and Powerful Oz,” DeLoach said. That, too, was intentional. FBI employees “never felt at ease in his presence,” DeLoach said. “Agents viewed him with awe and terror. You were a cog in the vast machinery of the universe. You existed at his whim, and if he chose to, he could snap his fingers and you’d disappear.”

Rankin took a seat, and within minutes he realized that if there had ever been any sort of friendship between Hoover and himself, it was over. Like Chief Justice Warren, Rankin was now perceived as one of Hoover’s enemies—“hostile to him and to the FBI,” Rankin said.

He began by explaining the reason for his visit. He told Hoover that the commission was eager for the FBI to disprove the rumors that Oswald had been an FBI informant, and to do it as quickly as possible. The commission was trying to deal with the issue delicately to avoid any embarrassment to the bureau, especially any perception that “the commission was investigating the FBI,” he said.

Hoover’s response was blunt and chilly, his notes from the meeting would suggest. He appeared insulted by the implication that the FBI would ever have a relationship with a man like Oswald. The idea, he said, was preposterous. “I told Rankin that Lee Harvey Oswald was never at any time a confidential informant, undercover agent and even a source of information for the FBI, and I would like to see that clearly stated for the record of the commission and I would be willing to do so under oath,” Hoover wrote in a memo to deputies.

He used the meeting to launch a wider attack on the commission and what he saw as thinly veiled public criticism of the FBI by the chief justice. Hoover was still angry over Warren’s description of the initial FBI report in December as containing only “skeletal” information. He reminded Rankin of the extraordinary demands that the commission was making of his agents in Dallas and elsewhere. Every day, sometimes several times a day, Rankin dispatched letters—directly to Hoover—that effectively demanded that the bureau pursue some new witness or lead. Hoover “commented upon all the man hours that we were demanding of him, and how it was a burden to the FBI,” Rankin noted. He left the meeting with a depressing realization that from now on and for months to come he would have to struggle to avoid “an open fight” with the FBI. The bureau’s attitude would be “surly” and “reluctant,” even as the commission continued to depend on the FBI for much of its basic detective work.

*   *   *

Within the bureau, Hoover’s critics—and even some of his most loyal deputies—marveled at the director’s ability to marshal the same set of facts to make different arguments in front of different audiences. It was a skill that Hoover had first mastered as a student at Central High School in Washington, DC, where he was champion of the school’s undefeated debate team. Decades later, he would talk with gratitude of what he had learned in debate class.

This remarkable dexterity was on full display after the Kennedy assassination. In public, Hoover could argue persuasively that the FBI was offering full cooperation to the Warren Commission. The bureau had nothing to hide, he insisted, because it had done nothing wrong in its surveillance of Oswald before Kennedy’s murder. He told the commission—and the White House and the Washington press corps—that the FBI had made no serious mistakes. Since Oswald did not appear to be a threat, there had been no need for the FBI to alert the Secret Service to his presence in Dallas ahead of Kennedy’s visit. “There was nothing up to the time of the assassination that gave any indication that this man was a dangerous character who might do harm to the president,” Hoover later told the commission under oath.

Behind closed doors at the FBI, however, Hoover’s view, shared with his deputies, was precisely the opposite. Within days of the assassination, he determined that the FBI had, in fact, bungled its investigation of Oswald before the assassination—and that many bureau agents and supervisors needed to be disciplined as a result. In late November, he directed the bureau’s Inspection Division, its internal watchdog, to determine whether there were “any investigative deficiencies in the Oswald case.” The answer came on December 10, when the division’s head, Assistant Director James Gale, known internally as “The Barracuda,” reported that serious errors had indeed been made by several employees, including agents in Dallas and New Orleans who had failed to keep a close watch on Oswald.

Gale recommended disciplinary action, although he cautioned Hoover about the risk of punishing anyone until after the Warren Commission had finished its investigation. If the punishments became known outside the FBI, it would undermine Hoover’s insistence that the bureau had done nothing wrong. Hoover waved Gale’s concerns aside. He would go forward with the punishments because “such gross incompetency cannot be overlooked, nor administrative action postponed,” he wrote to Gale.

DeLoach urged Hoover to reconsider. If news of the disciplinary actions leaked outside the bureau, it would be seen “as a direct admission that we are responsible for negligence which might have resulted in the assassination of the president,” DeLoach wrote. Hoover’s mind was made up, however. “I do not concur,” he wrote back.

DeLoach could tell Hoover was looking, desperately, for a scapegoat; he needed someone to blame for the indisputable fact that a man under FBI surveillance in the fall of 1963 had eluded the bureau long enough to gun down the president of the United States. “Rain clouds had formed in his office,” DeLoach remembered. “He wasn’t about to shoulder the blame. He decided to spread it around.”

Within days, seventeen bureau employees in Dallas, Washington, and elsewhere were notified—privately—that they were being disciplined for “shortcomings in connection with the investigation of Oswald.” Included on the list was James Hosty, the agent who had been responsible for the Oswald investigation in Dallas. The disciplined employees were told their failures included the decision not to place Oswald on the FBI’s internal Security Index, a roster that would have been shared with the Secret Service ahead of Kennedy’s visit to Dallas.

Despite his public assurances to the contrary, Hoover determined that Oswald’s name should have been on the index. The failure to do so “could not have been more stupid,” Hoover wrote. “Certainly no one in full possession of all his faculties can claim Oswald didn’t fall within this criteria.”

*   *   *

There was another issue at the heart of the investigation on which Hoover was consistent in his comments, publicly and privately. He was adamant that Oswald had acted alone. As he told the commission, he believed there was “not a scintilla of evidence showing any foreign conspiracy or domestic conspiracy” in the president’s murder.

Hoover’s view of Oswald as the lone gunman took hold internally during the weekend after the assassination. On Saturday, November 23, the day after the president’s murder, the FBI dispatched a Teletype to its field offices nationwide declaring that Oswald was “the principal suspect in the assassination” and that FBI agents could “resume normal contacts with informants and other sources.” In other words, with the assassin in custody, agents not directly involved in the assassination investigation could resume all regular duties; there was no need for their help.

Hoover’s files suggest that, after his first confused calls with President Johnson in late November, the FBI director never seriously considered the possibility that the Soviet Union was involved in the assassination. Like his old friend James Angleton at the CIA, the FBI director seemed even less suspicious about a Cuban tie, despite the many unanswered questions about Oswald’s trip to Mexico City and his links to pro-Castro activists in the United States. The pattern established at the CIA was also seen at the FBI. While the question of possible Soviet involvement in the assassination was at least raised within the bureau, few questions were asked about the Cubans. The FBI’s Domestic Intelligence Division, which oversaw the Oswald inquiry, asked a squad of the bureau’s Washington-based intelligence specialists on the Soviet Union and the KGB to review evidence about Oswald’s years in the Soviet Union and his possible ties to Russian agents operating in the United States, and they found nothing to support the idea of a Soviet conspiracy. But congressional investigators later determined that no similar requests were made of the FBI’s counterintelligence analysts who specialized in Cuba; the bureau’s Cuba experts were effectively cut out of the investigation.

Questioned years later, the FBI supervisor reputed to be the bureau’s top analyst on Fidel Castro and the Cuban government in 1963 said he was never asked to attend a single meeting at FBI headquarters to discuss the assassination. And he did not pursue the questions himself. He admitted later that he never bothered to go back and review news coverage of Castro in the weeks leading up to the assassination, to see if there were clues the FBI might have missed. He had no memory of having ever read an alarming article published by the Associated Press on September 8, 1963, by an AP reporter in Cuba who interviewed Castro briefly at a reception at the Brazilian embassy in Havana. In the interview, Castro suggested that he knew the Kennedy administration was trying to assassinate him and that he was ready to respond in kind. “U.S. leaders should think that if they are aiding terrorist plans to eliminate Cuban leaders, they themselves will not be safe,” Castro was quoted as saying. The story was given prominent play in the New Orleans Times-Picayune, a newspaper that Oswald was known to have read avidly when he lived in the city at the time. The FBI supervisor would acknowledge years later that “in retrospect, that certainly looks like a pointed signal,” less than three months before the assassination, that Kennedy’s life might have been in danger.

Word of Hoover’s insistence that Oswald was the lone assassin reached Mexico, where the bureau had a staff of nearly a dozen agents and other employees operating out of the U.S. embassy. As a result, the FBI investigation of Oswald’s trip there that fall was limited from the start. The FBI’s top official in the embassy, Clark Anderson, a twenty-two-year veteran of the bureau who held the title of legal attaché, had known about Oswald’s presence in Mexico within days of his arrival in September. Anderson had received a detailed report in October prepared by his CIA counterpart, Winston Scott, about Oswald’s contacts in Mexico City with both the Cuban and Soviet embassies. Anderson recalled that he asked no questions at the time about how Oswald’s visits to the embassies had been detected by the CIA. In fact, Anderson, who had a cordial but not close relationship with Scott, later claimed that at the time of the assassination he knew nothing at all about the CIA’s elaborate photo-surveillance and wiretapping operations in Mexico City. That was the CIA’s business, not his, he said.

FBI headquarters had known about Oswald’s trip weeks before the assassination. On October 18, Anderson sent a memo to Washington in which he outlined what was known about Oswald’s stay in Mexico, including his September 28 meeting in the Soviet embassy with a diplomat, Valeriy Vladimirovich Kostikov, who was known to be a top KGB operative. The CIA believed Kostikov was a member of the KGB’s thirteenth directorate, which was responsible for overseas assassinations and kidnappings; he operated undercover as a regular member of the Soviet diplomatic corps.

The question of how much the CIA knew about the conversations between Oswald and Kostikov, and why that information was not shared immediately by FBI headquarters with its field agents in Dallas in advance of Kennedy’s visit, would never be fully answered. Some of the answers were likely to be found in the sclerotic bureaucracy of the FBI; sensitive information often moved slowly within the bureau.

*   *   *

Just days after the assassination, FBI headquarters seemed to lose interest in Mexico City entirely, at least as measured by the requests it made to Anderson and his colleagues in the embassy. Anderson could recall few explicit orders, of any kind, from Washington about what should be investigated in Mexico. Nor did he feel pressure to work closely with the CIA to follow up leads about Oswald. In fact, Anderson said that he and Scott did not have a single private conversation about the assassination, apart from their joint meetings with the U.S. ambassador, Thomas Mann. “I don’t think there was ever any sort of sit-down session where we took all of it and put it together,” Anderson said of his contacts with Scott. “I don’t recall Scott outlining any specific investigation they were conducting.” As for the FBI’s investigation in Mexico, he said, it was mostly limited to determining where Oswald had traveled during his days in Mexico City and whether he had been accompanied by anyone; even that limited investigation left questions unanswered.

“I don’t recall that we were able to establish where he was every day while he was in Mexico,” Anderson admitted years later. His agents did determine with certainty the date that Oswald entered Mexico (Saturday, September 26) and the day he crossed the border back into the United States (Saturday, October 3), as well as the name and location of the Mexico City hotel, the Hotel del Comercio, where Oswald took a room for $1.28 a day. “We were able to get him in, get him out, where he stayed,” Anderson said.

Anderson, who had worked outside the United States for much of his career, including as the FBI’s representative in the American embassy in Havana from 1945 to 1955, said that if there were ominous connections between Oswald and Cuban or Soviet agents in Mexico, it would have been a subject for investigation by the CIA, not the FBI.

*   *   *

Anderson and his FBI colleagues might not have harbored much suspicion about an assassination plot hatched in Mexico City, but others in the American embassy did, especially Ambassador Mann. In December, Anderson told FBI headquarters that he needed help to “calm down” the ambassador, a fifty-one-year-old career diplomat who would later become close to President Johnson; reportedly it was Johnson who pressed President Kennedy to name Mann, a Latin American specialist and fellow Texan, to the Mexico City embassy in 1961.

Almost from the moment of the assassination, Mann said, he was convinced that Castro was behind the president’s murder and that Oswald’s trip to Mexico was somehow tied to the conspiracy. Mann seemed perplexed that the FBI and CIA did not share his suspicions—or, at least, that they did not seem eager to act on them. He called in Scott and Anderson repeatedly to outline his theory of a Cuban conspiracy. He wrote them that he wanted to know much more about the “promiscuous” young Mexican woman, Silvia Tirado de Duran, who worked in the Cuban consulate and had dealt with Oswald. (Mann knew about the reports of an affair between Duran and the former Cuban ambassador to Mexico.)

Mann had praised Scott when the CIA station chief requested that Mexican authorities arrest and interrogate Duran on the day of Kennedy’s assassination. The ambassador told colleagues that he had an “instinctive feeling” that Duran was lying when she claimed she dealt with Oswald only on questions about his visa application for Cuba. Anderson relayed Mann’s alarming theories to FBI headquarters. In a memo to Washington two days after the assassination, he reported Mann’s belief that the Soviet Union was “much too sophisticated” to be involved but that Castro was “stupid enough to have participated.” The ambassador speculated that Oswald had visited Mexico to establish a “getaway route” after the murder. According to Anderson’s memo, Mann wanted the FBI and CIA to do everything possible in Mexico “to establish or refute” a Cuban connection. At Mann’s urging, Anderson proposed to FBI headquarters in a cable that the bureau consider “polling all Cuban sources in [the] U.S. in [an] effort to confirm or refute” the ambassador’s theory that Castro was behind the assassination. The proposal was quickly rejected by headquarters. “Not desirable,” an FBI supervisor in Washington wrote on his cable. “Would serve to promote rumors.”

On November 26, Mann received startling information that, he believed, proved that his fears were justified. A twenty-three-year-old Nicaraguan government spy, Gilberto Alvarado, had telephoned the U.S. embassy with a story that, if true, meant Oswald had been paid off by Castro’s government. Alvarado, who had contacts in the past with the CIA, claimed that he had been in the Cuban embassy in Mexico City in September when he saw a “red-haired Negro” man hand over $6,500 in cash to Oswald, presumably an advance payment for the assassination. Alvarado said he had been in the embassy on an undercover assignment for the fiercely anti-Communist Nicaraguan government.

In an urgent cable to the State Department, Mann said he was impressed by the details in the Nicaraguan’s account, including the description of the “almost lackadaisical way in which the money is alleged by Alvarado to have been passed to Oswald.” That fit in with Mann’s contemptuous view of Castro as “the Latin type of extremist who acts viscerally rather than intellectually and apparently without much regard for risks.”

Mann received more news that he considered alarming. On November 26, the CIA had secretly recorded a telephone conversation between Cuban president Osvaldo Dorticós and Cuba’s ambassador to Mexico, Joaquin Armas, in which Armas described the questions that had been asked of Silvia Duran during her interrogation by the Mexicans, including whether she had “intimate relations” with Oswald and whether Oswald had received money from the embassy. “She denied all of that,” Armas said in the call, seemingly relieved. Still, Dorticós sounded anxious about why the Mexicans were asking questions about the money, as if there might be some truth to the allegation that Oswald had been paid off. In a cable to Washington, Mann said he thought Dorticós’s anxiety “tends to corroborate Alvarado’s story about the passing of the $6,500.”

Word of Alvarado’s allegations, and Mann’s growing suspicions, spread beyond the State Department, ultimately reaching the Oval Office. (President Johnson said later he cited the rumor about the $6,500 payment to Chief Justice Warren in their Oval Office meeting.) The questions about Alvarado’s truthfulness would consume the U.S. embassy in Mexico City for days, and led Ambassador Mann, who worried that he was not being fully briefed by the FBI, to request that the bureau dispatch a senior Washington supervisor to Mexico City. He wanted the bureau to take the investigation in Mexico much more seriously.

*   *   *

Back in Washington, Hoover dismissed Mann and his concerns. The ambassador, Hoover wrote to a deputy, was “one of those pseudo investigators, a Sherlock Holmes” who was trying to tell the FBI its business. Still, Hoover had reviewed the raw intelligence about Alvarado, and he could not deny that the Nicaraguan’s allegations would have to be investigated. If true, they would “throw an entirely different light on the whole picture” of the assassination, Hoover conceded. He agreed to dispatch an FBI supervisor from the bureau’s training academy in Quantico, Virginia, Laurence Keenan, who knew nothing about the Oswald investigation but who spoke Spanish.

Keenan, who had been with the FBI a dozen years, would look back on the assignment as the most bizarre and troubling of his career. He did not realize it at the time, he said, but he came to understand years later that he had been part of a charade to avoid discovering the full truth about Oswald in Mexico. It was a charade intended to avert the possibility of a nuclear war with Cuba, he believed. “I realized I was used,” Keenan said.

He was given the assignment at about eleven a.m. on Wednesday, November 27, and put on a plane to Mexico at four that afternoon. Before he left, he was given a “very short briefing” in Washington about the assassination investigation and about the Alvarado allegation. “I was completely in charge of the full investigation there in Mexico.

“I didn’t even have a visa or a passport,” he said, recalling that his wife met him at the office with a suitcase and fresh clothes before he sped to Dulles International Airport, outside Washington, for his flight.* “I got in a car that rushed me off to Dulles and was escorted with a siren through city traffic.”

He arrived in Mexico City late that night and was met by Anderson, an old friend. According to Keenan, he and Anderson talked into “the wee hours of the morning” about the investigation. Keenan decided he had two responsibilities in Mexico. First, he would try to interview Alvarado to gauge his credibility. Second, he would protect the bureau’s reputation “from any future allegation that the investigation was shoddy,” given Ambassador Mann’s alarm that something had been missed. He was there, as he put it later, to “cover ourselves, to pacify the ambassador.”

In the ambassador’s office the next morning, Keenan met with Mann and Scott. The ambassador “expressed his opinion that he felt that this was definitely a conspiracy and that we must turn over the last stone to find out if there is any overt conspiracy on the part of the Cubans,” Keenan recalled. Mann noted the Associated Press article from September in which Castro had seemed to threaten Kennedy’s life.

Keenan then made his presentation, telling the ambassador what he had been told the day before in Washington: the FBI believed there was no conspiracy. “Every bit of information that we had developed in Washington, in Dallas and elsewhere, indicated that this was a lone job,” he explained. “This appeared to be a lone job—a one-in-a-million shot.”

Still, Keenan said he wanted to talk to Alvarado “to go the last mile, to turn the last rock over.” He turned to Scott, who was holding the Nicaraguan spy in one of the CIA’s safe houses in Mexico City. “We would like very much to set up a conference or an interview with Alvarado,” he said. Keenan could not remember how Scott replied. “He was not particularly communicative,” he said of the CIA station chief.

Keenan had another message for the ambassador from FBI headquarters. He wanted the embassy to understand that the bureau did not consider the investigation of Oswald’s activities in Mexico City to be its responsibility. It was a job for the CIA.

That afternoon Keenan got a shock. Within hours of his meeting, he was told that the CIA had decided to turn Alvarado over to the Mexican government immediately for further interrogation—before the FBI was given its chance to talk to him. The CIA’s decision was “very definitely” peculiar, Keenan remembered. “I have no way to specifically say this was CIA’s attempt to torpedo my investigation.”

Keenan soon found himself with little to investigate, especially after the CIA reported that the allegations made by Alvarado had fallen apart. On November 30, the Mexican government reported that Alvarado had recanted, claiming that he made up the story about the Cuban payments to Oswald because “he hates Castro and thought that his story, if believed, would help cause the U.S.A. to take action against Castro,” according to a CIA report. With Alvarado’s reversal, “the pressure was off,” Keenan recalled. “There was really nothing for me to coordinate or do at this point.” He left Mexico on December 2, five days after he arrived, and had nothing more to do with the Oswald investigation. (The day of Keenan’s return to Washington, Alvarado, now officially discredited by the Mexicans and the CIA, reversed himself again, returning to his original story about seeing Oswald receiving money from the Cubans. The Nicaraguan claimed he had recanted only because his Mexican interrogators had threatened to torture him by hanging him “by the testicles.”)

Waiting in Keenan’s office mailbox when he returned was a memo announcing his immediate reassignment as a supervisor in the bureau’s field office in San Juan, Puerto Rico. It was, he said, a “wonderful job,” one he had coveted, especially with the harsh winter weather on the East Coast fast approaching. He was expected in San Juan four days later.

Keenan left Washington so quickly that he did not even have time to brief FBI headquarters officials involved in the Oswald investigation about what he had learned in Mexico City, including tantalizing information about Silvia Duran, the young Mexican woman. Duran, he had been told, was a low-level spy for the Mexican government “and possibly the CIA.” As Keenan put it years later, Duran was not “very, very high” in the hierarchy of the Cuban embassy. “I don’t believe she ever had access to classified information.” He did not recall hearing allegations suggesting a relationship between Oswald and Duran outside their meetings at the Cuban consulate. Nor did he recall ever thinking that the CIA had not interrogated Duran itself—and did not allow the FBI to—because she might work for the agency.

*   *   *

Mann also left Mexico City in a hurry. On December 14, President Johnson promoted him to the job of assistant secretary of state for Latin American affairs, as well as to an additional post in Washington as special assistant to the president. Before departing Mexico, Mann expressed his frustration about the assassination investigation; he suggested to embassy colleagues that he had given up trying to get to the bottom of what had happened in Mexico City. At least he would be well placed at the president’s side in Washington if new evidence about a conspiracy emerged.

In one of his final cables to the State Department from Mexico, Mann wrote in December that he was not optimistic that “we shall be able to find anything definitive on the central issue” of a Cuban conspiracy to kill the president. He was quoted by an American reporter years later as saying that the seeming lack of interest by the CIA and the FBI in getting to the bottom of what had happened in Mexico City was “the strangest experience of my life.”
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Francis Adams, the former New York City police commissioner, towered over the other staff lawyers. The fifty-nine-year-old Adams was well over six feet tall. And Arlen Specter, his junior partner on the team responsible for reconstructing the events of the assassination, said it was not just Adams’s height that made him seem big; it was Adams’s sense of his own importance in the world. He was “the picture of the high-powered Wall Street lawyer,” always convinced he could bend anyone to his will, Specter remembered.

Specter came to like Adams, despite the older lawyer’s arrogance. Adams had an outspoken contempt for all places that were not New York City, and Specter, a native of Kansas, found his partner’s big-city chauvinism funny, not insulting. In their first meeting, Adams looked over Specter’s résumé and noted that the younger lawyer, the son of a Ukrainian émigré fruit peddler, was born in Wichita.

“Wichita?” Adams asked drily. “Where was your mother on her way to at the time?”

Adams showed up in Washington a few days after Specter had begun work in the commission’s office. He explained that he felt the investigation could move quickly, since Oswald was so obviously guilty. “He said, ‘It’s just another simple murder case,’” Specter recalled.

Adams deserved some of his self-regard, Specter knew. During his tumultuous eighteen-month tenure as New York’s police commissioner, beginning in January 1954, Adams took what were remembered as historic steps to root out corruption on the police force. He targeted a budding crime wave in the city by forcing hundreds of reluctant police officers out of desk jobs and putting them on street patrols, earning the public’s gratitude. After leaving the police department, he established himself as one of the city’s most sought-after and best-paid courtroom lawyers.

Specter remembered going to lunch with Adams near Lafayette Square, a few blocks from the White House, at an expensive French restaurant (“Frank Adams did not dine at any other sort of restaurant”), and Adams insisted on picking up the tab. He boasted to Specter that he could better afford the meal since “his daily charge for trial work was $2,500.” Specter gulped at what he considered “a giant sum of money.” Adams earned more in a day than Specter would earn in a month on the commission’s staff.

Almost from the start, Adams seemed uncomfortable at the commission. It was going to be a difficult assignment. He and Specter would have to produce a detailed, second-by-second chronology of the events of the assassination, as well as review and understand much of the medical and ballistics evidence. Adams, however, had “no drive for detailed work,” Specter said. At his law firm, he supervised five or six associates when preparing a case, he told Specter. But at the commission, he and Specter were on their own. “He was unused to working on a prolonged project with only one junior associate, and especially with one so young,” Specter said.

Adams soon established a routine. He usually arrived after eleven a.m. “He chatted briefly, fingered some files and phoned his New York office before finding some reason to leave,” Specter recalled. Adams had a pressing caseload back in New York that winter, he warned his partner in early January. “Adams told me right from the start that he had to work on a major antitrust case by mid-February—five weeks away—and he implied that he expected to finish the work by then.” Adams’s firm had a Washington office, and he spent many days there, rather than on Capitol Hill in the cramped office he shared with Specter.

After a few weeks, Adams disappeared altogether, essentially abandoning the commission. He came down to Washington on a handful of days that winter and spring, including the day in March that Specter had scheduled for the deposition of the navy pathologists who had conducted the president’s autopsy. Specter was introducing the doctors to Chief Justice Warren that day when Adams entered the room. He was such a stranger in the commission’s offices that Warren did not recognize him.

“Good afternoon, Doctor,” Warren said to Adams, who stood there, mortified not to be recognized by the chief justice.

“And that was the last we saw of Frank Adams,” Specter said.

Adams’s disappearance was fine with Specter, who was described by many of his colleagues as the single most self-confident young man they had ever met. “I thought it was an advantage not to have to work with anybody,” he explained. “I didn’t have to share the work. All I had to do was do it.”

After the initial staff meeting in January, Warren had little contact with the young staff lawyers, which disappointed many of them. He delegated responsibilities through Rankin and through Rankin’s two increasingly influential deputies—Redlich and Willens. Warren also met frequently with a few of the “senior” lawyers, especially his old friend Joseph Ball. The two men liked to swap stories about their early adventures in the law back home in California. “He was one of the finest men I ever knew,” Ball said of Warren. “He was strong physically, morally and mentally, and he had a great soul.”

Warren’s routine was to arrive in the commission’s offices early each morning, usually by eight, and then leave about an hour later for the Supreme Court, two blocks away. At about five, he would return, often remaining in the commission’s offices for several more hours.

Among the young lawyers, only Specter had frequent face-to-face dealings with the chief justice—the result of Adams’s disappearance. As effectively the sole member of his team, Specter was left to conduct many of the commission’s most important witness interviews by himself, often with Warren listening in. Specter established a courteous, if sometimes chilly, relationship with the chief justice. Warren was used to people being intimidated in his presence; he clearly enjoyed being at the center of, and usually directing, conversations. Specter, however, would insist that he was never intimidated by the chief justice and that he stood up to him when necessary.

“It was a thrill to work for Warren,” Specter said years later. “We felt we were in the presence of history. But what was there to be intimidated about? I was not intimidated by him. I was aggravated by him sometimes.”

*   *   *

Specter formed an early bond with David Belin, the Iowa lawyer—in part, Belin believed, because he and Specter were Jews raised in stretches of the Midwest where Jews were a novelty, and often an unwelcome one. Belin made friends easily; he was ebullient, full of energy and ambition, and he relished his standing as the “Iowa country boy” and “hayseed” suddenly working among lawyers from New York and Washington. He was appalled by Adams’s disappearance from the investigation, and he urged Specter to protest. “Adams should have been asked to resign when it became apparent that he was not going to undertake his responsibilities,” Belin said later. He was grateful that his own partner, Joseph Ball, was so fully committed to the commission’s work. Ball had taken a leave of absence from his firm in Long Beach, and the Californian’s sweet charm and capacity for hard work made him popular throughout the commission’s staff. Specter remembered Ball as “cherubic, with a twinkle in his eye,” who “made women swoon, even at 62.”

Ball and Belin, responsible for finding evidence to prove that Oswald was the assassin, became so close that their names were often uttered together as a single word—“Ball-Belin”—by Rankin and his deputies. Early on, Ball, Belin, and Specter saw how their investigations would overlap, and they hit upon a way to divide up their duties. Ball and Belin “would handle all witnesses at the assassination scene except for those in the motorcade, whom I would handle,” including Governor Connally and the Secret Service agents, Specter said.

Specter took responsibility for the medical evidence, including the analysis of the results of the autopsy at the Bethesda hospital. Determining the source of the bullets—presumably, Oswald’s rifle—remained a subject for investigation by Ball and Belin. As for the scientific analysis of the ammunition, “we decided that the bullet in flight was the dividing point,” Specter said. “Before the bullet left the barrel, it was the responsibility of Ball and Belin. After striking the president, it was my responsibility.”

For all three men, the early days of the investigation were consumed by reading. Ball and Belin took nearly a month to read through all of the paperwork from Dallas produced by the FBI and the Secret Service. Belin established an index-card system that allowed the three men to cross-index the information they were receiving from different agencies “so we didn’t have to read everything twice,” Ball said.

They were all struck by the FBI’s apparent certainty about the number and sequence of shots in Dealey Plaza, especially since the three of them found the ballistics evidence so confusing. According to the FBI, Oswald fired three shots: the first hit Kennedy in the upper back or lower neck, the second hit Connally, and the third struck the president in the head—the fatal shot. But the FBI’s reports did not make clear how the bureau had arrived at those conclusions.

*   *   *

Down the hallway in the VFW building, Norman Redlich was preparing for the commission’s interview of Marina Oswald, and his research was exhaustive to the point of obsession. He outlined hundreds of questions that Oswald’s widow could be asked. He prepared a mammoth typed chart in which he laid out, chronologically, every significant moment of her life, beginning with her birth in the northern Russian city of Molotovsk on July 17, 1941, and continuing through the president’s murder in Dallas. He listed questions that could be addressed to her about every major event of those twenty-two years, with the questions divided into subcategories, based on information that she had given to other investigators. She could be challenged on everything she had already told the FBI and the Secret Service, as well as what others had said about her.

Redlich’s questions reflected his suspicion that Marina was something other than the innocent, bereaved young woman she claimed to be. As his questions showed, he believed she might in fact be some sort of Russian agent who had recruited her husband into espionage for the Soviet Union, or who had duped an unknowing Oswald into taking her to the United States for some sinister purpose. “If Lee was as unpleasant as he appears to have been in the U.S., it is hard to understand Marina’s ready agreement to leave her friends and family for a strange land with a difficult husband,” Redlich noted on one page of questions. “I feel we should attempt to discover whether Marina is the simple ‘peasant’ girl that everyone thinks she is.”

He wanted to challenge Marina’s portrayal of herself as “the suffering wife trying to help this disturbed man” when, in fact, both the FBI and the Secret Service had developed a portrait of her as an emotionally cold woman who disparaged her husband to his face, in front of friends—even about his sexual performance. Redlich had detailed questions about Marina’s relationship with Ruth Paine. “There have been various suggestions that Mrs. Paine’s role in this story is not an innocent one,” he wrote, adding that suspicions had arisen, in part, because Paine’s in-laws were tied to “radical” left-wing politics. Michael Paine’s father had been prominent in the Socialist Workers Party of the United States.

Rankin and Redlich invited the other lawyers to submit questions to be posed to Marina. In a memo attached to his list, Specter suggested that whatever questions were going to be asked of Oswald’s widow, they needed to be asked quickly; he thought she might soon be dead. “She could be the object of foul play herself if someone would want to silence her to hide something,” Specter warned. If there had been a conspiracy and it had already ended in the deaths of the president and his alleged assassin, Marina Oswald’s life was almost certainly in danger, too.

*   *   *

Given the size of the egos involved, several of the lawyers were surprised they got along so well. Friendships were formed that, for some, would last the rest of their lives. “Nearly every day, we would be in and out of each other’s offices learning facts, questioning theories, arguing and questioning any preliminary conclusions or findings made as we went along,” Belin recalled. Several ate lunch together most days at the cafeteria in the national headquarters of the United Methodist Church, two blocks away from the VFW building. Often they would go out to dinner at nearby restaurants for what Specter remembered as “skull sessions” about the investigation.

Warren asked the director of the National Archives, Wayne Grover, for advice on recruiting a historian to the staff, and Grover said that some of the best in the government came from the Defense Department. He recommended two historians from the Pentagon—one from the army, the other from the air force. After interviewing both candidates, Rankin recommended the air force historian, forty-five-year-old Alfred Goldberg, a man of dry humor who had the instincts of a reporter. Goldberg had launched his career as a military historian while in uniform in Europe in World War II and later earned a PhD in history at Johns Hopkins University.

He was invited to meet Warren in his chambers at the Supreme Court and found the chief justice “very easy to talk to—friendly, pleasant, and I got to asking him questions. I asked him, why do you want to hire a historian?” Goldberg remembered. “And he said—and this is a direct quotation—‘I don’t trust all those lawyers.’”

Goldberg had assumed Warren wanted him to write a history of the commission and that his job would be to document the work of the investigation as it went along. No, Warren said. He wanted Goldberg to bring a historian’s eye to the events of the assassination itself and to be a writer and editor of the commission’s final report. The chief justice, he said, wanted a report that read like something other than a cold legal brief.

Goldberg was given an office on the fourth floor of the VFW building, adjacent to one occupied by a pair of senior IRS inspectors who were trying to reconstruct Oswald’s finances. Goldberg found their work fascinating. The tax agents, Edward A. Conroy and John J. O’Brien, were excited to explain to Goldberg what they were doing. They were in search of the slightest bit of evidence that might suggest Oswald had received money from foreign agents or some other group of conspirators. Goldberg said he was convinced that if Oswald had spent a penny more than he earned from his assortment of menial jobs, Conroy and O’Brien would find it; there was a reason why taxpayers feared an IRS audit, Goldberg now knew. “They got Oswald’s grocery receipts, they got everything,” he recalled. “It was remarkable.”

Goldberg received a less friendly reception from some of the commission’s other staffers. “A lot of the lawyers looked rather askance at having somebody else, other than a lawyer, involved in the investigation,” he said. He got a particularly frosty reception from Redlich, who planned to be the central author and editor of the final report and who was territorial about his authority. “I had the impression he was holding me at arm’s length,” Goldberg said. “He could be arrogant and high-handed.”

Then there was Rankin’s fearsome secretary, Julia Eide, who had worked for him at the Justice Department. Eide looked on herself as Rankin’s protector and enforcer. “She was not easy to get along with,” Goldberg remembered. “Once I sized her up, I was careful not to get in her way.”

Still, Eide was intelligent and hardworking, which could not be said for many of the other secretaries who were dispatched to the commission from elsewhere in the government. Many were sent over from the Pentagon, which had a large pool of secretaries with the necessary security clearances. It seemed to many of the commission’s lawyers that the Defense Department and other agencies had taken advantage of the opportunity to move out their worst secretaries and dump them on the investigation; a few could barely type. “They were incompetent, the dregs,” David Slawson remembered.

Most of the lawyers shrugged off their annoyance, thinking there was nothing they could do. But not Jim Liebeler, the young North Dakotan. As David Slawson remembered fondly, Liebeler had quickly proved himself to his new colleagues to be “fun, brave—and obnoxious.” Liebeler marched into Rankin’s office and demanded that the incompetent secretaries be removed. “We can’t work with these idiots,” declared Liebeler, who knew he was quietly being cheered on by the other lawyers.

From what he had seen of the secretaries, Rankin could not disagree. At Liebeler’s urging, he placed a call to the White House and left a message with McGeorge Bundy, President Johnson’s national security adviser. Slawson was in Rankin’s office when Bundy returned the call. “Rankin told him about the secretaries,” Slawson recalled, “and Bundy said, ‘Okay, just hold.’” As Rankin waited on the line, “Bundy apparently picked up another phone and called the Defense Department and then got back on the line to Rankin.” The national security adviser had good news: “I just told the Defense Department to have twenty of the best secretaries over there tomorrow morning.”

The new secretaries appeared the next day as promised, ready for work. Slawson marveled at what Liebeler had managed to accomplish: “From that point on we had good secretaries.” To no one’s surprise among his new friends on the staff, Liebeler managed to have one of the best, and the prettiest, assigned to him.
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THE OFFICES OF THE COMMISSION

WASHINGTON, DC

MONDAY, FEBRUARY 3, 1964

It was Marguerite Oswald on the phone again, which was never good news in the commission’s offices. A call from Oswald’s mother led, invariably, to a wave of rolled eyes and silent snarls among the staff members who were forced to deal with her, especially the unfortunate telephone receptionists and secretaries who were the first targets of her abuse.

The collect calls from her home in Fort Worth began in January, shortly after Mrs. Oswald obtained the commission’s phone number. The calls might have been treated as comical had it not been for Mrs. Oswald’s ability to manipulate the press corps in Dallas and Washington to pay attention to her. Her attacks on the commission were considered headline news, so her threatening calls had to be taken seriously.

As the mother of the man accused of killing the president, Mrs. Oswald was, for many reporters, a good story. She was always available and always quotable. Even reporters for powerful newspapers and magazines who should have known better—or, at least, signaled to their readers that she spouted easily refuted nonsense—wrote about her endlessly, lending credibility to her claims that she had evidence that could prove her son innocent.

On January 14, Mrs. Oswald became an even bigger threat. At a news conference in Fort Worth, she announced her decision to retain Mark Lane to represent her son’s interests. Lane, she said, had generously agreed to work without a fee, and with his help she would “fight to my last breath” to vindicate her son. The meeting with reporters gave Mrs. Oswald and Lane the chance to announce that they had rented a post office box in Fort Worth—No. 9578—so that anyone with evidence pointing to her son’s innocence could write in. Well-wishers were invited to mail in cash donations.

At the news conference, she pleaded again, as she had for weeks, for her daughter-in-law Marina to resume contact with “Mamma.” Mrs. Oswald said she had sent a written message to Marina through the Secret Service, which was continuing to protect the young widow. She said she had put the message in simple English so that her Russian daughter-in-law might understand it: “Marina, Mamma grieves. Marina, Mamma needs to see you and the grandchildren. Mamma has to see you and the grandchildren.”

Mrs. Oswald used the news conference to accuse the Secret Service of blocking her access to her son’s family: “They have no right to keep me from speaking to my daughter-in-law and granddaughters.” Lane went further, suggesting that the Secret Service was attempting to “brainwash” Marina Oswald to incriminate her husband; cutting off communication between Mrs. Oswald and her daughter-in-law was part of the agency’s plan. Mrs. Oswald appeared unaware that it was her surviving son Robert, not the Secret Service, who had insisted that Marina end all contact with his “irrational” mother.

*   *   *

No one posed more of an obstacle to Mrs. Oswald’s campaign to prove her son innocent than his widow. Marina had continued to say openly that she was convinced that her husband had killed the president and that he had almost certainly done it alone. In January, she authorized James Martin, her business manager, to tell the New York Times that she was so certain of her husband’s guilt that she had decided against bringing a negligence lawsuit against the city of Dallas over her husband’s death.

Marina, Martin, and her lawyer, James Thorne, arrived in Washington on Sunday, February 2, a day ahead of her scheduled testimony before the commission. She settled into the Willard Hotel, one of the city’s finest, with spectacular views up Pennsylvania Avenue toward the Capitol dome; the hotel was a few minutes’ drive from the VFW building. Marina had brought her daughters to Washington: June Lee, called Junie, who would turn three that month, and four-month-old Rachel.

Reporters got wind of Marina’s arrival and thronged the hotel. She did not resist their efforts to follow her. In fact, she seemed amused by the crush of reporters and photographers who had managed to turn her into a global celebrity. “Silly men, silly men,” she said, smiling, when the photographers turned up in the lobby of the Willard. Everywhere she went, she was also trailed by Secret Service agents. She had come to see them as her protectors—her friends, even.

A reporter from Time magazine found Marina at a table at Parchey’s Restaurant and noted the glamorous makeover she had undergone since the assassination. Her hair had obviously been set in a beauty parlor—“something her late husband would not have allowed,” the magazine noted—and she wore touches of makeup and smoked a cigarette while sipping, first, a vodka gimlet, before rejecting it in favor of a cherry cordial. Although she said she was not hungry, she ate a little of her filet mignon with mushroom sauce.

On Monday, February 3, at ten thirty, the commission met in the ground-floor conference room of the VFW building. Warren and four of the other commissioners were present; Senator Russell and John McCloy missed the start of the session. Under the commission’s rules, a witness could request a public hearing, but there had been no such request from Oswald’s widow or her lawyer, so the press had to wait outside.

“Mrs. Oswald, did you have a good trip here?” Warren said as he opened the session, his words translated into Russian by an interpreter. She nodded yes. With that, he asked her to rise from her chair and be sworn in.

Rankin oversaw the questioning, which would last for four days, and began by asking her full name.

“My name is Marina Nikolaevna Oswald. My maiden name was Prusakova.”

Rankin noted that, as best he could tell, this was the forty-seventh time that Marina had been questioned by government agencies since the assassination—by the FBI, the Secret Service, and the Dallas police, mostly. Rankin did not say it, but he and many of the commissioners were well aware that, in many of those earlier interviews, Marina had not told the truth. The list of her lies was long and disturbing, beginning with her initial claim to the FBI that she knew nothing about her husband’s attempt to kill the right-wing extremist Edwin Walker in Dallas in April, seven months before the president was assassinated. In fact, she later admitted, he had told her about the Walker attack in considerable detail on the night it had occurred; it resulted, she said, in a furious argument in which she threatened to go to the police if he tried anything like it again. She had also initially insisted that she knew nothing about her husband’s trip to Mexico. Later she confessed that she knew about the trip as he was planning it; he had even asked her what gift she would like him to bring back. She had requested a traditional Mexican silver bracelet.

Rankin asked if she wanted to correct anything she had said previously: “Do you know of anything that is not true in those interviews that you would like to correct?”

“Yes,” she answered, “I would like to correct some things because not everything was true.”

In the earlier interviews, she said, she had not been under oath and so felt that she could be “less exact.” She explained that, at first, she had wanted to believe that her husband was innocent of killing the president, and she did not want to implicate him—or implicate herself—in other crimes, including the Walker shooting. Her lies, she said, were also explained by her dislike for the FBI agents who did much of the questioning. “I didn’t want to be too sincere with them.”

Rankin led her through hours of questioning about her marriage. He asked her what she had initially found attractive about the young American defector she had reportedly met in March 1961 at a community dance in the central Soviet city of Minsk, where Oswald was working at an electronics factory. “You don’t meet Americans very often,” she said, recalling her husband-to-be as “very neat, very polite … it seemed that he would be a good family man.” After the dance, he asked to see her again, and she agreed.

Oswald soon told her how disillusioned he had become with the Soviet Union, she said. “He was homesick, and that perhaps he was sorry for having come to Russia.” She recalled that “he said many good things” about the United States. “He said that his house was warmer and that people lived better.”

At the end of April 1961, only weeks after their first meeting, they married. About a month after that, Marina said, Lee proposed that they go together to the United States. A year later, after tangling with bureaucrats in the Russian government and the State Department, the couple received permission to leave the Soviet Union. In June 1962, they arrived in the United States and settled in Fort Worth, near the homes of Oswald’s mother and brother Robert.

It was then, Marina said, that she discovered how dysfunctional her husband’s family was: he hated his mother and wanted little contact with his two brothers. He had difficulty finding a job and, once he did, holding on to it. He found most work boring, she said. Their marriage quickly began to unravel, with Oswald becoming distant and delusional, as well as violent, she said. He beat her regularly, leaving her with purplish bruises on her pale skin and, on one occasion, a black eye. “I think that he was very nervous and … this somehow relieved his tension.”

Raised in a culture in which wife-beating was not uncommon, Marina said, she thought that perhaps she had brought some of the violence on herself. “Sometimes it was my own fault,” she explained. She had given Oswald reasons for jealousy; he intercepted a letter she had written to an old boyfriend in Russia in which she said she should have married him instead of Oswald.

Her husband had never abandoned the commitment to Marxism that had taken him to Russia—far from it. He insisted to her that he was searching for a purer form of Communism and thought he had found it in Castro’s Cuba. He told her that he was planning to defect again, this time to Havana. “Lee wanted to get to Cuba by any means.”

He purchased a rifle and began practicing with it, suggesting to her that he would use it to hijack a plane to Cuba. He proposed that Marina join him, perhaps carrying a gun onto the plane herself. She rejected the idea as crazy. “I told him that I was not going with him—I would stay here.”

He had gone to Mexico City, she said, to get visas that would allow the family to travel to Cuba. His plan, it appeared, was to lie to the Russian embassy in Mexico, pretending that he wanted to return to the Soviet Union. With a new Soviet visa in hand, he could obtain travel papers from the Cuban embassy, supposedly to transit through Havana on the way to Moscow. In fact, Marina said, Oswald intended to stay in Cuba if he could get there. “He wanted to go to Cuba,” she said. “I know he had no intention of going to Russia.”

Rankin pressed her on other details of her husband’s trip to Mexico, asking what else he had told her about how he had spent his time there. She remembered he talked about attending a bullfight and doing other sightseeing. Was there anything else? Although her husband had never expressed any interest in other women during their marriage—“he doesn’t like other women”—he had specifically noted his distaste for women in Mexico. “He said he didn’t like Mexican girls,” she said, a comment that drew no follow-up from Rankin.

During her testimony, she insisted, as she had consistently since the day of the assassination, that she had no advance knowledge of Oswald’s plans to kill the president. In fact, she thought her husband liked Kennedy. “I had never heard anything bad about Kennedy from Lee.” Even so, she said she was convinced of her husband’s guilt in the assassination. She knew almost from the minute she visited him at Dallas police headquarters on the afternoon of the murder. “I could see by his eyes that he was guilty,” she said. And she was convinced that he had acted alone—that there was no conspiracy.

She thought that he killed the president because he was consumed by the idea of making a mark in history, she said. He was a voracious reader; he spent hours each week at the public library near their homes in Dallas and New Orleans, and he often checked out biographies of important figures from world history, including Kennedy. Lee Oswald wanted to be remembered, too. “I can conclude that he wanted, in any way, whether good or bad, to do something that would make him outstanding, that he would be known in history.”

She suggested sadly that she might have prevented the assassination if she had only been more understanding the night before the president’s murder, when Oswald had visited Marina and the children at the home of Ruth Paine. The Oswalds had been separated for several weeks, and Marina said he pleaded for her to reconcile and to go with the children to live with him in Dallas. At one point that night, she said, he was in tears. He “just wanted to make up.”

Although she intended to reconcile with him eventually, she had refused to give in that night, she said. “I gave the appearance of being very angry.… When he went to bed, he was very upset.” He left the next morning, taking the rifle he had stored, hidden in a blanket, in Ruth Paine’s garage.

Marina knew that her mother-in-law was scheduled to be the next witness to testify before the commissioners, and she expressed her condolences to Warren and the others for what they were about to endure. “I am sorry that you will devote your time to questioning her, because you will only be tired and very sick after talking to her,” Marina said. “When you get to know her, you will understand why.”

Her mother-in-law, she said, had seized on the assassination as an opportunity to make money. “She has a mania—only money, money, money.” Marina knew how angry her mother-in-law was over her conclusion that Lee had murdered the president. If given a chance, Marina said, she “would scratch my eyes out.”

At five fifty p.m. on Thursday, February 6, after four days and twenty hours of testimony, the commission ended its questioning of Oswald’s widow.

“Mrs. Oswald, you have been a very cooperative witness,” Warren said warmly. “You have helped this commission.”

“It is difficult to speak the truth,” she said. “I am very grateful to all of you, I didn’t think among Americans I would find so many friends.”

“You have friends here,” Warren assured her.

The chief justice told reporters after her testimony that Mrs. Oswald was “a very brave little woman.” Marina in turn told reporters that she had become fond of Warren. She said he reminded her of one of her grandfathers in Russia.

*   *   *

In Texas, Marguerite Oswald was outraged by the sympathetic coverage of her daughter-in-law’s trip to Washington and her testimony to the commission, and she decided to strike back.

On February 3, the first day of Marina’s testimony, Mrs. Oswald called Secret Service headquarters in Washington to offer to reveal what she said was damaging information about her daughter-in-law. The Secret Service did not return the call, but instead passed word to the Warren Commission that Mrs. Oswald was agitated.

Rankin, busy questioning Marina, had Norman Redlich call Mrs. Oswald in Texas the next day. Redlich had a secretary listen in on an extension and make a transcript.

“Hello Mrs. Oswald,” said Redlich, identifying himself as Rankin’s deputy. “I am calling you because of your call to the Secret Service.”

“Yes,” she replied.

“You indicated that you had some information which you would like to give about which we might question Marina. I am calling and would like to know if you would like to give this information to me.”

Mrs. Oswald began by saying how outraged she was to have to deal with a midlevel staffer like Redlich. “I will give the information only to Mr. Rankin or one of the officers on the commission. I am tired of being pushed around, no offense to you. I will talk directly to Mr. Rankin, Mr. Warren or the president of the United States.” She explained that after hearing nothing back from the Secret Service the day before, she had called a radio station that morning to report that she was being stonewalled in her effort to expose the truth about the assassination. “The only course I have is to make this public.”

She then claimed, as she often would, that “I think my life is in danger,” before launching into a mostly incoherent rant about the sacrifices she had made for her children and her country, and how no one would listen to her. “If you could know what a woman alone has had to take, I’ve been pushed around,” she said. “I want to have a voice in this, and the public and the foreign public wants me to have a voice in this.” She warned darkly that the truth about Marina was not being told and that only she knew it. “When my daughter-in-law says anything, I should be there. I am not accusing her of anything. I hope she is innocent, but I have no proof that anyone is innocent.”

Redlich listened for several more minutes before trying to end the conversation. “Do you have anything else you wish to say?”

“I think I have said everything at this particular moment,” she said. “This important information I am keeping in my heart. How long I can do it, I don’t know.”

Redlich hung up the phone and tracked down Rankin, warning him of what seemed to be Mrs. Oswald’s threat to go public with some devastating allegation against her daughter-in-law. Rankin and Warren quickly agreed to invite Mrs. Oswald to come to Washington immediately. Rankin called her the next day and asked her to testify the following Monday.

“Well, I will have to call Mr. Lane and discuss it with him,” she replied.

“You are welcome to come by yourself or with your attorney,” Rankin said.

With no additional prompting, Mrs. Oswald then launched into a seventeen-hundred-word stream-of-consciousness monologue about the mendacity of her daughter-in-law. She accused Marina of vanity and laziness, suggesting she might have deserved the battering she had taken from her husband. “I saw Marina with a black eye,” she said. “I certainly don’t approve of men beating their wives but there are some times when I believe a woman should be beaten.”

The venom kept pouring out, until finally Mrs. Oswald revealed the extraordinary allegation that she intended to make. She would accuse Marina and her friend Ruth Paine of involvement in the president’s assassination. “Marina and Mrs. Paine are in this together,” she said. “I believe in my heart that Marina and Mrs. Paine set Lee up. There is a high official involved in this, and I would say that there are two Secret Service men involved.”

Lane, she said, “has a lot of documents—affidavits—proof almost that my son is not guilty of killing President Kennedy.”

Rankin could only imagine the furor that would result if the allegation—Oswald’s mother accusing his widow of involvement in the assassination—made its way to reporters. “We want anything you have,” he said, trying to placate her. He urged her to call him, collect, when she decided to travel to Washington. The next day, he sent her a telegram, formally asking her to appear in Washington the following Monday, all expenses paid.

She told reporters in Fort Worth how excited she was to go to Washington and how much work she had to do to prepare herself. She began gathering up documents—the letters, the phone bills, the yellowing newspaper articles—that she insisted would demonstrate that her son was innocent.

*   *   *

On Monday morning, February 10, she arrived at the VFW building in Washington accompanied by Lane and by John F. Doyle, a Washington lawyer retained by the commission to represent her; Doyle had been recommended by the local bar association. To the relief of the commissioners, she asked to be represented in the hearing by Doyle, which meant that Lane had to remain outside.

Congressman Ford recalled that Mrs. Oswald made her “presence felt from the moment she entered” the conference room. He was impressed at first. “If I saw her walking down the street, I would have said, ‘Here is a strong, purposeful woman.’” He remembered she clutched an “oversized black handbag which proved to be her portable filing cabinet. It bulged with letters, documents and clippings.”

Her testimony began with a promise from Warren of fairness. “I am going to ask you if you would like first, in your own way, and in your own time, to tell us everything you have concerning this case,” he began.

“Yes, Chief Justice Warren,” she replied. “I would like to, very much.”

And with that, she began talking, almost nonstop, for three days, her answers usually unrelated to the question she was asked. Her monologue was often punctuated by the statement, “This is important.” She seemed to revel in this. She had been given what her sons knew she always wanted: a captive audience of powerful men, foremost among them that day the chief justice of the United States, who would be forced to listen to her every word. Ford said later that “our job was to sit patiently and listen,” even though her testimony was “confused bordering on incoherence.” He later concluded that she was, simply, “kooky.”

She launched into her life story, and that of her sons, before getting to her central allegation—that her daughter-in-law had a role in the assassination and that two of the Secret Service agents who protected Marina after the assassination were part of the plot.

The Secret Service was involved? Warren asked incredulously. “With who?”

Mrs. Oswald: “With Marina and Mrs. Paine—the two women. Lee was set up, and it is quite possible these two Secret Service men are involved.”

Rankin: “What kind of a conspiracy are you describing that these two men are engaged in?”

Mrs. Oswald: “The assassination of President Kennedy.”

Rankin: “You think that two Secret Service agents and Marina and Mrs. Paine were involved in that, in the conspiracy?”

Mrs. Oswald: “Yes, I do.” The proof, she said, would be found in the details of Marina’s financial arrangements to sell her life story, as if the young widow knew in advance that she would be rewarded with magazine covers and book contracts if her husband was blamed for killing the president. “Marina is going to be fixed—you know, she is fixed financially and otherwise.”

Her rambling again veered toward self-pity. “But I am nothing,” she said. “What is going to become of me? I have no income. I have no job. I lost my job. And nobody thought about me.”

Rankin pressed again, insisting that she explain what proof she had of a conspiracy.

“I do not have proof, sir,” she finally admitted. “I do not have proof of an agent. I do not have proof my son is innocent. I do not have proof.”

Rankin: “You don’t have any proof of a conspiracy?”

Mrs. Oswald: “Of anything.”

Rankin might have thought he was getting somewhere until, a few minutes later, Mrs. Oswald reversed herself and restated her allegations against Marina.

Ford said he left the sessions exhausted, even though there was value in what he had witnessed. “The commission now had a lucid understanding of the volatile relationships between members of the family” that might explain why Lee had been so troubled since childhood, Ford said. The Oswalds were “a family in fragments” whose ties to one another were “a relatively meaningless accident of birth.”

In a statement released to the press, Warren dismissed Mrs. Oswald’s testimony, saying it “produced nothing that would change the picture.” He made no mention of her allegations against her daughter-in-law.

When asked later what she had told the commission, Mrs. Oswald was coy with reporters. She still wanted to sell her story. “I have to have something left to write about, don’t I?” she said. She said she planned to meet with New York publishers about a book contract and was hoping for an advance of $25,000 to $50,000.* “I don’t even think I’ll have to have a ghostwriter,” she said. “No, I don’t want one. I believe I can write the book by just dictating.”

The next day, Mrs. Oswald and Lane flew from Washington to New York, and Lane revealed to reporters waiting at LaGuardia Airport that he had obtained copies of more than twenty documents from the files of the Dallas district attorney’s office that, he said, bolstered Mrs. Oswald’s campaign to prove her son’s innocence. He did not explain how he got the documents, except to say that “someone was kind enough to secure them for me” and “I like to think he secured them legally.” He made no suggestion that his source was Hugh Aynesworth, the Dallas reporter.

Lane and Mrs. Oswald had traveled to New York to hold a public rally at the Town Hall, the landmark theater on West Forty-Third Street in Manhattan, to raise support for the campaign. The New York Times reported that more than fifteen hundred people packed into the theater, paying a total of more than $5,000 for tickets, and that they cheered loudly for Mrs. Oswald as she demanded justice for her son. Dressed in black, she told the audience that hers was a lonely struggle. “All I have is humbleness and sincerity for our American way of life.”

Lane tantalized the crowd, claiming he would soon reveal the evidence to prove that Mrs. Oswald was right. He called for a government investigation of a “two-hour meeting” that he believed had occurred about a week before the assassination in Jack Ruby’s Carousel Club between J. D. Tippit, the slain Dallas police officer, and others who may have had a role in Kennedy’s murder.* Lane declared that he had found other witnesses who heard shots being fired toward Kennedy’s limousine from the front of the motorcade—from the so-called grassy knoll—and not from the Texas School Book Depository behind it.

*   *   *

Back in Washington, another woman was taking steps that same week to tell her story—Jacqueline Kennedy. She was at the center of early efforts to establish an untarnished legacy for her husband’s presidency. It had begun on Friday, November 29, a week after the assassination, when she gave an interview to the famed journalist Theodore H. White for Life magazine, in which she compared her husband’s White House years to the mythical Camelot. In December, she arranged for a plaque to be placed in the Lincoln Bedroom, engraved with the words: “In this room lived John Fitzgerald Kennedy, with his wife Jacqueline, during the two years, ten months and two days he was President of the United States.” (Years later, President Richard Nixon would have the plaque removed.)

Robert Kennedy had joined in her campaign to burnish the record of the Kennedy administration, and he had recruited Chief Justice Warren, then at the start of his work on the commission, to participate. On January 9, Kennedy sent a telegram to Warren, asking him “on behalf of the family” to serve as a trustee of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library, which would be built in Boston and “maintained as a permanent and active library and memorial to the late president.” Warren eagerly accepted the invitation, sending a reply the next day, saying he was “greatly honored.”

The next month, the Kennedy family took a more dramatic step to cement how history remembered John F. Kennedy. On February 5, the journalist and author William Manchester was in his office on the campus of Wesleyan University in Middletown, Connecticut, when the phone rang. The caller was Pierre Salinger, who had been Kennedy’s White House press secretary and had continued in the job under President Johnson, relaying a message from Mrs. Kennedy that she wanted Manchester to consider writing an authorized history of the assassination.

Manchester remembered turning to his secretary and asking, “Mrs. Kennedy wants me to write the story of the assassination. How can I say no to her?”

“You can’t,” she replied.

A former foreign correspondent for the Baltimore Sun, Manchester, forty-one, had written a highly respectful biography of President Kennedy, Portrait of a President, which had been published two years earlier. Kennedy had granted Manchester interviews for the book; after the biography’s publication, the president praised it. Manchester was flattered when he saw a photograph of the president and Mrs. Kennedy sailing aboard a Coast Guard yawl sometime in 1962, with Mrs. Kennedy seated and reading his book as she smoked a cigarette.

Manchester said later that he believed Mrs. Kennedy selected him “because she thought I would be manageable.” He had submitted galleys of Portrait of a President to the White House before publication, allowing the president to alter quotations attributed to him. “He requested no changes, but Jackie may well have concluded that the incident proved that I would be infinitely obliging,” said Manchester. “It was a natural mistake.”

Three weeks after Salinger’s call, Manchester met with Robert Kennedy in Washington. “I was shocked by his appearance,” Manchester said of the attorney general, who still seemed inconsolable over the death of his brother. “I have never seen a man with less resilience. Much of the time he seemed to be in a trance, staring off into space, his face a study in grief.”

Kennedy explained that he had been directed by his sister-in-law to work out the logistics of a deal with Harper & Row, the publisher that had brought out John Kennedy’s Pulitzer Prize–winning book Profiles in Courage in 1956. Ultimately, the agreement between the Kennedy family and Manchester provided him with an advance of $36,000; all other author’s earnings after the first printing would be donated to the Kennedy Memorial Library.* Manchester would also receive the proceeds from any magazine serialization of the book, which was likely to provide him with much more money than the advance.

Manchester requested an early meeting with Mrs. Kennedy, in preparation for the extensive interviews she would give him later. But Robert Kennedy said the preliminary meeting was not necessary. She would be ready to talk to him—in detail—within a few weeks.

Manchester also scheduled an early interview with the chief justice. The writer said he wanted to assure Warren that he did not want to interfere with the commission’s work, even though Manchester intended to pursue what was in many ways a parallel investigation. Knowing that Manchester was operating with the full endorsement of the Kennedy family, Warren was eager to help. He was so enthusiastic, in fact, that he initially agreed to Manchester’s request for access to the commission’s supposedly top-secret investigative reports. A few days later, Rankin quietly talked to Manchester and urged him to withdraw the request, saying it could complicate the commission’s work. Graciously, it appeared, Manchester did so.
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THE OFFICES OF SENATOR RICHARD RUSSELL

THE UNITED STATES SENATE

WASHINGTON, DC

FEBRUARY 1964

For weeks, Senator Richard Russell had gritted his teeth and tried to work with the chief justice, and it had not been easy. To his fiercely segregationist constituents back in Georgia, it was awkward to explain how he could serve on a commission led by Earl Warren. How could he even be in the same room with a man so many of Russell’s fellow white Georgians believed was determined to destroy their way of life?

Russell’s estimation of Warren as chief justice had not improved, he assured friends. Away from the commission, Russell continued to dismiss the court under Warren’s leadership as the “so-called Supreme Court.” He reminded his colleagues that he had not volunteered to serve on the commission; he had been ordered by President Johnson to join the investigation, a duty he could not shirk.

Russell was polite and deferential to Warren in the commission’s early meetings, and the other commissioners thought he offered wise advice to the chief justice, especially over the struggles with Hoover and the FBI. Russell had mostly kept his silence about some of the commission’s management decisions, including the hiring of what he considered radical young northern lawyers. “For some reason, Warren is stacking his staff with extreme liberals,” Russell wrote to himself in his diary in January. He also noted that he had not been consulted before the commission hired that “negro lawyer” from Philadelphia, William Coleman.

By midwinter, Russell was exhausted, and the commission was only part of the reason why. As he had predicted to President Johnson, he was overwhelmed by his Senate duties in 1964—mostly because of Johnson. Russell was leading the effort in Congress to block far-reaching civil rights legislation that Johnson, eager to establish an early legacy on civil rights, had championed from his first days in the White House as a fitting tribute to Kennedy. On February 10, the House passed the Civil Rights Act of 1964, a landmark bill that outlined most forms of discrimination based on race, religion, or gender. The bill then headed to the Senate, where Russell would try—and ultimately fail—to stop it. (It was a tribute to the intense personal ties between Johnson and Russell that the friendship survived mostly intact.)

Finally, in late February, it all became too much, and Russell decided he had to quit. He began to draft a letter of resignation. The final straw, he said, was the commission’s failure to keep him informed about the schedule for testimony from Robert Oswald, Lee Oswald’s brother. Russell had missed the first two days of Oswald’s testimony, on Thursday, February 20, and Friday, February 21. But he woke up on Saturday to read in the newspaper that the testimony would continue that morning in an unusual weekend session. His Senate staff had not been notified about the meeting, but Russell assumed reporters would not get such a basic fact wrong. He dressed himself and went to his Senate office, a few minutes’ walk from the commission’s offices, and had an aide call over to determine when the testimony would start. The puzzled staffer reported back to Russell that the commission’s offices were closed—no one was picking up the phone. Russell went home, annoyed that he had interrupted his weekend for no good reason.

He was furious, then, when he learned that Oswald’s testimony had in fact continued Saturday but that, because it was a weekend, no receptionist had been on duty to answer the phones.

In his resignation letter to the president, Russell cited the incident: “I do not think it reasonable to expect anyone to serve on any commission that does not notify all its members definitely as to the time of the meetings and as to the identity of the witness that will appear.” He continued: “Since I cannot possibly attend a majority of the sessions of the commission and discharge my legislative duties, I feel constrained to request you to accept my resignation and relieve me of the assignment. Please be assured of my desire to serve you, your administration and our country in every possible way.”

After finishing the letter, Russell let his temper cool, and he decided not to send it, at least not right away. He kept a draft in his files.

Word of his anger reached the chief justice, who had been worried for weeks about Russell and his increasing absence from the commission’s meetings. Russell had been absent for most of the testimony of Marina and Marguerite Oswald, and now he had missed all of Robert Oswald’s. “The only person who did not come regularly was Dick Russell,” Warren said later. “I was disturbed about it.” He was even more disturbed, however, about the possibility that Russell would try to find an excuse to leave the investigation entirely. If Russell stepped down, “it might appear there was disharmony on the commission.”

Warren dispatched Rankin to see Russell in his Senate office and convince him to stay, and Rankin listened to Russell’s long list of complaints. “He was completely frank,” Rankin recalled. Russell said he was so overtaxed in his Senate duties that he barely had time to read the transcripts of the commission’s hearings late at night before he went to bed, let alone attend the hearings.

He assured Rankin that he did not intend to embarrass the commission with his resignation. He planned to issue a statement in which he made it clear that he was not leaving because of any differences over Warren’s leadership or the direction of the investigation, but simply because he did not have the time.

Rankin reasoned with him: “I told him about the problem that if he should leave the commission, how it might be misunderstood by the country and by people regardless of what he said.” And he had come with an offer, approved by Warren, to hire a lawyer who would do little but help Russell keep up with the commission’s work.

Grudgingly, Russell gave in. “Well, then I will stay on if you do that,” he told Rankin.

Russell was invited to choose the lawyer, and he selected Alfredda Scobey, a fifty-one-year-old legal researcher on Georgia’s state court of appeals who had been recommended to him by his brother Robert, a justice on the Georgia court. Scobey was a lawyer with no law degree. She managed to pass the Georgia state bar examination without attending law school; she taught herself the law as she helped her husband study for his own bar exam. In March, Scobey moved to Washington and found herself the only woman lawyer on the commission’s staff. Her arrival meant that Russell would disappear almost entirely from the offices of the commission. She would be his eyes and ears.

*   *   *

Another proud southerner was fast becoming disgruntled with the commission that winter: Leon Hubert, the former New Orleans district attorney who was overseeing the investigation of Jack Ruby. He told his new colleagues that he could not understand why Warren and Rankin seemed so uninterested in the intriguing evidence that he and his junior colleague, Burt Griffin, kept turning up.

Ruby’s murder trial had begun in Dallas on February 17, and it had become the embarrassing spectacle that the city had feared. Dallas and its leaders were being alternately condemned and ridiculed in the reports of the hundreds of journalists who had flooded in from around the world. Columnist Murray Kempton of the magazine the New Republic found himself feeling sorry for Ruby—a “pathetic” figure who seemed to be another victim of this “shabby,” violent city. “Ruby turns out to be a pallid man with a bald spot down to the back of his neck, sitting in a courtroom whose chartreuse walls turn his flesh sickly green,” Kempton wrote. “We look at him and understand the ultimate failure of Dallas: It was not merely incapable of protecting John F. Kennedy from what was done to him and of protecting Lee Oswald from what was thereafter done to him, but was not even capable of protecting Jack Ruby from what he did. He sits there, trapped.”

The lowest moment for the city’s law-enforcement agencies came two weeks into the trial, when seven prisoners in the city jail used a dummy pistol made of soap and shoe polish to try to make their escape; at least two rushed past the courtroom where Ruby was on trial. Television cameras posted outside captured some of the scenes of the jailbreak and the panicky evacuation of the courthouse that followed. For the press corps, it was a fresh reminder of the incompetence that had permitted Ruby to saunter past dozens of police officers and kill Oswald.

Ruby was represented by Melvin Belli, a talented, publicity-hungry lawyer from San Francisco known nationally as the “King of Torts” because of the tens of millions of dollars he had won for clients in personal-injury cases. Belli had attempted to move Ruby’s trial out of Dallas; when that was denied, he tried to turn the proceedings into a trial of the city itself. He alleged that Dallas’s “oligarchy” of oilmen and bankers had dictated that Ruby would be convicted and then sentenced to death, to exact revenge on him for having embarrassed the city by murdering Oswald. According to Belli, rampant anti-Semitism in Dallas also explained the city’s desire to punish Ruby, who had changed his name from Jacob Rubenstein and was the fifth of eight children born to Polish-Jewish émigrés in Chicago.

Belli used an insanity defense, arguing that his client suffered from brain damage—he had a long history of violent outbursts that grew worse after he suffered a concussion in his thirties—and that the murder could not have been premeditated. The lawyer offered testimony from a clerk at the downtown office of Western Union who testified that his time stamp showed he sold Ruby a money order on Sunday, November 24, at exactly 11:17 a.m., four minutes before Oswald was murdered across the street at Dallas police headquarters. If the murder had been planned, Belli argued, Ruby would not have been in the Western Union office only moments earlier, wiring $25 to “Little Lynn,” one of his strippers, at her home in Fort Worth. And there was other evidence to suggest that Oswald’s murder was unplanned. Ruby had left his favorite dog, Sheba, in his unlocked car outside the Western Union office. His friends said it was unimaginable that Ruby would abandon the dachshund—he referred to the dog as his “wife”—to be found by strangers. Ruby’s bizarre relationship with Sheba and his other dogs would later be seen by Warren Commission investigators as evidence of serious mental illness.*

In his closing argument, Belli portrayed his client as a loud-mouthed, but generally well-intentioned, Damon Runyon character who got a thrill from spending time among police officers and reporters. “A village idiot, a village clown,” he said of Ruby. But the defense strategy failed, and Ruby was convicted on March 14 and sentenced to death in the electric chair. Belli stood and sneered at the jurors: “May I thank this jury for a verdict that is a victory for bigotry.” He described his client as the victim of a “kangaroo court, a railroad court—and everybody knows it.”

*   *   *

Back in Washington, news of Ruby’s conviction meant that the commission’s staff could finally get to work on the ground in Dallas; as Warren had insisted, they had stayed out of Texas until then to avoid prejudicing the trial. Hubert and Griffin were among the first to travel to Dallas, where they began to interview witnesses about Ruby.

From the FBI reports and witness statements they had been reading for weeks, the two lawyers thought that Belli was, in many ways, correct in his description of Ruby. The circumstances of Oswald’s murder suggested Ruby was anything but a cold-blooded assassin dispatched to silence Oswald—the description some conspiracy theorists had tried to apply to him. “The fact that he would go forward and shoot some guy in the basement with a whole crowd of reporters around?” Griffin said years later. “What does that say about Ruby?”

The tumultuous lives of Ruby and Oswald had similarities, beginning with their tortured relationships with their mothers. Ruby’s mother was institutionalized repeatedly in mental hospitals during his childhood, and she and Ruby’s father were so neglectful of their children that Ruby was never sure of his exact age because his parents never bothered to record his birth date. As adults, both Ruby and Oswald had troubled dealings with women. The FBI questioned many witnesses about the possibility that Ruby—who never married and had a middle-aged male roommate in Dallas—and Oswald might have had “homosexual compulsions,” in the FBI’s terminology of the era.

Still, Hubert and Griffin worried that there was some part of Ruby’s biography they did not fully understand—that he might in fact have been motivated by more than a sudden, uncontrollable impulse to kill Oswald. They wondered, in particular, if someone might have encouraged Ruby, possibly gangsters from his past who knew he was susceptible to impulsive acts and who wanted him to silence Oswald. Ever since his youth in rough Chicago neighborhoods, Ruby had counted criminals among his friends. As an adult, he befriended gamblers and low-level associates of Italian-American crime families, as well as the families’ corrupt allies in the labor movement, especially in Jimmy Hoffa’s Teamsters Union. Phone records obtained by the commission showed that Ruby had placed long-distance phone calls to a “known muscleman” for Hoffa in the weeks before Kennedy’s assassination.

Hubert and Griffin were also interested in Ruby’s connections to Cuba. During his trial, Ruby confirmed that he had tried to do business there after Castro’s victory in 1959. FBI reports showed that Ruby traveled to Cuba that year and met in Havana with an associate of the Gambino crime family in Chicago; Ruby said he had hoped to sell fertilizer and jeeps on the island but that the venture “never got to first base.”

In the opening weeks of their investigation, Hubert and Griffin put together a detailed time line of Ruby’s activities in the weeks before Kennedy’s assassination. The chart began with dates in mid-September 1963, when the White House made a final decision that Kennedy would travel to Texas. It was the logical place to start. “That’s the first moment that anybody in Dallas or anywhere else could have decided that they were going to assassinate Kennedy,” Griffin recalled. “That was the demarcation point.” The chart was divided into vertical rows, with days of the week down one side of the page, matched up against FBI documents and witness statements that had some reference to Ruby’s activities on each day.

Hubert and Griffin also began to flesh out the rest of Ruby’s odd, complicated life dating back to his childhood. It occurred to them that they might have a much larger workload than the staff lawyers focused on the biography of Oswald, a man less than half Ruby’s age who had few real friends or associates. “Hell, there are two of us doing what eight other guys are doing on Oswald,” Griffin protested later.

In mid-March, Hubert and Griffin put together a detailed memo that outlined all of Ruby’s ties to organized crime and to Cuba, and they analyzed how those ties might possibly be linked to the murders of Kennedy and Oswald. The memo noted how Ruby had appeared intentionally to misstate the number of times he visited Cuba. He claimed to have gone only once, in 1959, for about ten days. But immigration records showed that he had been in Havana at least one more time that same year. The FBI found evidence that he might have had contacts with Cuban exiles in the United States who, like some of Ruby’s friends in organized crime, were eager to see Castro ousted. The Communist victory in Cuba meant the end of lucrative gambling and liquor operations long controlled on the island by American mobsters.

Hubert and Griffin were also struck that, immediately after the assassination, Ruby had publicly demonstrated a more-than-routine knowledge of Cuban affairs. At a police news conference on the night of Kennedy’s murder, Ruby, sitting among reporters and pretending to be a reporter himself, had spoken up after Dallas district attorney Henry Wade misstated the name of the pro-Castro group that Oswald had claimed to join earlier that year. Wade described it as the “Free Cuba Committee.” Ruby corrected him, blurting out, “Henry, that’s the Fair Play for Cuba Committee.” Why, Hubert and Griffin wondered, had he known that?

They also questioned whether Ruby was telling the truth when he insisted that he had not known Oswald. There was at least one intriguing, if indirect, tie between the men. The housekeeper in the Dallas rooming house where Oswald lived at the time of the assassination, Earlene Roberts, had a sister who was close to Ruby. Roberts’s sister had been asked by Ruby in the 1950s to invest in one of his nightclubs. The sister told the FBI that she had met with Ruby as recently as November 18, four days before the assassination, to discuss a different investment.

Hubert and Griffin were excited by the idea that there might be much more to Ruby’s story—a possible connection, even, between Ruby and Oswald before the assassination. If there had been a conspiracy to murder Kennedy, it might be unraveled by understanding Ruby, not Oswald. And yet, from the first weeks of the investigation, the two lawyers felt ignored by the commission—especially by Rankin, who had so much control over what information gathered by the staff was shared with Warren and the other commissioners. “Hubert and I were totally on the periphery,” Griffin said.

Rankin did not invite conversation with Hubert and Griffin or praise their work. “Hubert was there every day, but Rankin ignored him,” Griffin said. “He didn’t think Rankin respected him.” While Rankin would regularly step into the offices of some of the other staff lawyers to ask for updates on their work, he “seldom came in to talk to us.” The situation was made worse by Hubert’s debilitating shyness. He seemed intimidated. He may have been a powerful figure in legal circles in Louisiana, but here in Washington he was working with young men drawn from the Ivy League and the nation’s finest law schools, and from powerful institutions like the Supreme Court and the Justice Department.

“He was a nervous guy,” Griffin said of his partner. “He was a chain-smoker who started the day with a cold Coca-Cola and drank Coke all day,” growing jittery from the caffeine. “He treated me with total respect,” Griffin said later. “I felt he put me on a pedestal, which is maybe why I thought he was naive.”

Hubert locked in a perception that he was not up to the job with a ponderous, awkwardly written memo to Rankin in February in which he asked that the commission compile a list of every person who crossed the border into the United States in the months before the assassination and everyone who had left the country in the weeks that followed—hundreds of thousands, if not millions, of names that would have to be checked, by hand, against lists of possible suspects. Hubert acknowledged that the move might be “totally impractical,” but “even if the job is not done, the final report must show that it was considered and must show why it was not done.” The memo dismayed Rankin and his deputies, who saw it as a needle-in-the-haystack request that would waste the commission’s time.

After the request was denied, Hubert wrote again to Rankin, urging that the full commission be made aware that the proposal for the massive name-check was suggested—and turned down. He defended the request again, arguing that the list might, in fact, turn up the name of an assassin. “A culprit would want to get out of the U.S.,” he said. He questioned whether “Americans not yet born” would accept the fact that the commission had not reviewed every bit of evidence that might point to a conspiracy, even if gathering the information was onerous.

In the case of Ruby, he warned, the available evidence did not allow for any firm conclusions about his motivations for killing Oswald, and the commission would be wrong to suggest otherwise. “The fact is that so far, the Ruby materials on hand are not sufficient either to exclude the possibility of a conspiracy or to warrant a conclusion that there was none.” In the weeks that followed, Hubert grew more bitter over the way he was being ignored, to the point where he began to consider resigning. “He was demoralized,” Griffin said.
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WASHINGTON, DC
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In late February, the commissioners decided it was time for a face-to-face confrontation with Mark Lane, the New York lawyer who had emerged—seemingly from nowhere—as their biggest public critic. Warren was furious about Lane. The investigation was “plagued” by him, the chief justice said later. He found it difficult to believe that a previously obscure civil rights attorney and one-term New York state legislator had managed to turn himself into a national celebrity in just a matter of weeks, with what Warren believed were absurd claims about the assassination. Lane was taking advantage of the commission’s decision to conduct its hearings in private and limit its public statements, allowing Lane to make outlandish claims that the commission had little ability to correct. “Pure fabrication,” Warren said of the conspiracy theories spread by Lane. “Absolutely nothing to do with it.”

This was personal for Warren, since Lane was trying to convince the public that the chief justice was complicit in a conspiracy to hide the truth about the president’s murder, even to blame the assassination on an innocent man. Warren told friends he could not understand why respectable journalists gave any credibility to either Lane or his client, Marguerite Oswald. And yet there Lane and Mrs. Oswald were, day after day, on the front page of major newspapers, spreading their “outrageous” theories about the assassination. Lane was also becoming a celebrity in Europe: he was embraced by a number of left-wing intellectuals, including the British philosopher Bertrand Russell, who established a London-based group to support Lane’s work. (Russell’s group called itself The British “Who-Killed-Kennedy?” Committee, and its other members included the writer J. B. Priestley and Oxford historian Hugh Trevor Roper.)

Secretly, the commission became so worried about Lane that it began to have his movements followed closely by the FBI. The bureau had already begun conducting limited surveillance of Lane’s appearances around the country when, on February 26, Howard Willens prepared a memo that outlined the commission’s options in having the FBI step up the monitoring of Lane. Within days, apparently at the commission’s urging, the bureau’s surveillance operation was expanded. Through the winter and spring, Lane was trailed by the FBI almost everywhere he went in the United States. The bureau reported back regularly, often daily, about Lane’s whereabouts and the details of his attacks on the investigation.

In a separate memo in late February, Willens proposed that the commission also call Lane to Washington to testify. It would be a way of blunting Lane’s ability to argue, as he did regularly, that the commission was ignoring evidence that could vindicate Oswald. If Lane had evidence, he could present it to the commission directly. If he had nothing, that would be evident, too. “We are aware that Mr. Lane is making numerous speeches to the effect that he has information indicating that Lee Harvey Oswald is not the assassin of President Kennedy, and that the commission has not requested that information,” Willens wrote. In calling him in to testify, “I think we should make an explicit request for all documents possessed by Mr. Lane regarding the assassination.” The commission agreed, and the invitation to Lane went out.

*   *   *

Lane’s unofficial investigation of the Kennedy assassination had become his full-time job. He looked everywhere for witnesses or evidence pointing away from Oswald as Kennedy’s assassin. He had a road map in locating the witnesses from Dealey Plaza and from the scene of Tippit’s murder thanks to the stack of police witness statements from Hugh Aynesworth in Dallas.

One early victim of his methods was Helen Markham, the forty-seven-year-old Dallas waitress who said she had watched Oswald gun down Tippit and then identified Oswald in a police lineup. She appeared to have been the witness closest to the murder scene—only about fifty feet away. Lane telephoned Markham and, without telling her, tape-recorded the interview. When he was promised immunity from prosecution later that year in exchange for the tape, the recording would be seen by the commission’s staff as proof of Lane’s efforts to bully unsophisticated witnesses into saying things they did not believe.

According to a transcript of the phone call, Lane briefly introduced himself before launching into questions.

“Could you just give me a moment?” he asked Markham, claiming that he had heard from Dallas reporters that she had described Tippit’s killer as “short, stocky and had bushy hair”—descriptions that did not match Oswald. Oswald’s autopsy report showed that he was of normal height (five feet, nine inches) and thin (about 150 pounds), with thinning hair.

“No, no, I didn’t say this,” Markham replied, sticking to her original description of Oswald.

Lane tried again. “Well, would say that he was stocky?”

Markham: “Uh, he was short.”

Lane: “And was he a little bit on the heavy side?”

Markham: “Uh, not too heavy.”

Lane saw an opening: “Not too heavy, but slightly heavy?”

Markham: “No, he wasn’t, he didn’t look too heavy, un-huh.”

Lane: “He wasn’t too heavy, and would you say that he had rather bushy hair?”

Markham: “Yeah, just a little bit bushy.” (She would later say that she was confused by Lane’s insistent questioning and meant to say that Oswald’s hair was unkempt, not bushy.)

After turning for a moment to another set of questions, Lane tried again: “Do you say that he was short and a little bit on the heavy side and had slightly bushy hair?”

Markham: “Uh, no, I did not. They didn’t ask me that.”

Despite Lane’s badgering, the unsophisticated Markham mostly stuck to the account she had given the police. She continued to believe that Lee Oswald had killed Tippit, she said.

That was not how Lane would portray the conversation, however. In public appearances in the weeks that followed the phone call, he announced that he had talked to Markham and that she was now backing away from her description of Tippit’s killer. “She gave to me a more detailed description of the man who she said shot Officer Tippit—she said he was short, a little on the heavy side, and his hair was somewhat bushy,” Lane said, twisting Markham’s words.*

The commission’s staff lawyers shared Warren’s contempt for Lane. David Belin thought that Lane used a “carefully cultivated mask of sincerity” to turn the Kennedy assassination into a “lifetime meal ticket.” Jim Liebeler compared Lane’s tactics to the “old legend about frogs jumping from the mouth of a perfidious man every time he speaks.” The frogs represented the man’s lies “and you have to run in all directions to grab them.”

*   *   *

Lane accepted the commission’s invitation to testify, and the hearing was scheduled for Wednesday, March 4. Lane was the only witness ever called before the commission to request a public hearing, which was granted; reporters were invited into the hearing room on the ground floor of the VFW building. “I think that there are matters here of grave concern to all the people of our country, and that it would, therefore, be fruitful and constructive for the sessions to be conducted in a public fashion,” Lane said. He clearly sensed how valuable it would be to have the Washington press corps witness this moment; by allowing him to face down the chief justice and the other gray-haired commissioners, Lane might win newfound credibility as the commission’s leading critic.

Rankin led the questioning: “Do you have some information concerning the matters being investigated by this commission that you would like to present to the commission?”

Lane launched into a long, detailed monologue intended to pick apart the evidence that the Dallas police and the FBI—and, it now seemed, the commission—were presenting to the public to suggest Oswald’s guilt. As it had been from the beginning, his method was to suggest a cover-up whenever he could identify even small discrepancies in the public record and in press reports.

He began by focusing on the many photographs that had appeared in the weeks since the assassination that purported to capture an image of Oswald holding the Italian-made Mannlicher-Carcano rifle that had been identified as the murder weapon. A photo that had been published on the cover of Life magazine—the photo that Marina Oswald said she had taken in the yard of their home in New Orleans in the spring of 1963—showed the rifle equipped with a telescopic sight. But a seemingly identical photograph distributed by the Associated Press and published in the New York Times and other newspapers showed the rifle without the scope. That, Lane said, suggested that the photos had been doctored, which in turn could well be evidence of a “crime” to hide a conspiracy. (The truth, the commission quickly determined, was nothing of the sort. In some cases, photo editors altered the photo to create the sharpest possible silhouette of the rifle—a technique that had long been widespread, if ethically questionable, among American newspapers and magazines.)

Lane then cited witness statements in the records of the FBI and the Dallas police—statements that the commission had in its own files—that contradicted the official story that three shots had been fired from the Texas School Book Depository, hitting Kennedy and Connally from the rear. Some witnesses, Lane pointed out, heard four or more shots, while others insisted that the gunfire had come from in front of the limousine—from the so-called grassy knoll on the west side of Dealey Plaza or from the freeway overpass ahead of the motorcade. Lane argued that the witness statements, along with the medical evidence, offered “irrefutable evidence that the president had been shot in the front of the throat.”

Rather than challenge Lane, the chief justice and Rankin mostly sat back and let him talk for almost three hours, just as they had permitted Lane’s client, Marguerite Oswald, to offer her confused testimony the month before, mostly unchallenged. Warren’s strategy, it seemed, was to rob Lane of the ability to argue that his evidence had gone unheard by the commission. “We asked you to come here today because we understand that you did have evidence,” Warren told Lane. “We are happy to receive it. We want every bit of evidence that you have.”

During his testimony, Lane repeated a request that he had been making publicly for weeks: He wanted to serve as Oswald’s defense attorney before the commission, and to see all the evidence gathered by the investigation. “The fact that Oswald is not going to have a real trial flows only from his death,” Lane said. “Every right belonging to an American citizen charged with a crime was taken from him, up to and including his life.” He said Oswald deserved “counsel who can function on his behalf in terms of cross-examining evidence and presenting witnesses.”

Warren listened patiently before turning him down. “Mr. Lane, I must advise you that the commission, as you already know, has considered your request and has denied it. It does not consider you as the attorney for Lee Oswald.” He noted that Marina Oswald, his closest survivor, had not requested a lawyer to, essentially, defend her husband’s ghost. “We are not going to argue it,” Warren said.*

*   *   *

On the commission’s staff, no one could poke as many holes in Lane’s claims about the evidence as Redlich’s deputy, Melvin Eisenberg. The young lawyer had become the commission’s in-house expert on the science of criminology, and he could see how ridiculous many of Lane’s claims were, especially about the scientific evidence; he assumed others could see through Lane, too. “It would be ridiculous to be obsessed with Mark Lane,” he told himself. He was less bothered than others on the staff by Lane’s implication that they were all part of a conspiracy to hide the truth about Kennedy’s murder. “I thought that as long as we offered honest answers, nothing could happen to us,” he said. “Our reputations were safe.”

With the diligence that had led him to graduate first at Harvard Law School five years earlier, Eisenberg had finished poring through the thousands of pages of criminology textbooks that had been sent over from the Library of Congress. The science, he believed, showed that Oswald was guilty beyond any reasonable doubt: the ballistics and fingerprint evidence conclusively demonstrated that he had fired the bullets that killed Kennedy and nearly killed Governor Connally. Eisenberg could not rule out the possibility that Oswald had accomplices, but he was certain that Oswald had pulled the trigger that day at Dealey Plaza. “There couldn’t be any rational doubt that Oswald had at least shot the bullets that entered the president’s body,” he argued.

Eisenberg had not found it difficult to understand the science, which he outlined to the commission in a series of memos that winter. It came down to some very basic physics, chemistry, and biology. “It was easy,” he said. “This wasn’t rocket science.” He thought the ballistics evidence was especially straightforward. It could be proved with almost 100 percent certainty that the bullets that passed through the bodies of Kennedy and Connally had been fired from Oswald’s mail-order rifle. As Eisenberg learned from his reading, a rifle would leave distinctive grooves and other markings on bullets that traveled through its barrel. By examining the spent bullets under a microscope, an investigator could identify Oswald’s rifle as the murder weapon “to the exclusion of every other rifle on earth,” Eisenberg said.

In arguing for Oswald’s innocence, Lane was relying on witness statements and other types of evidence that deserved little, if any, credibility, Eisenberg now knew. It was disturbing for Eisenberg, who had never practiced criminal law, to discover that serious criminologists placed little value in the testimony of so-called eyewitnesses. Hollywood and popular crime novels might want to suggest that the best possible proof of a crime came from the accounts of people who had seen it take place, but from what Eisenberg was reading, eyewitnesses routinely got their facts wrong. It was common for people who saw the same crime to offer completely different accounts of what had happened, sometimes resulting in the conviction—and even the execution—of the innocent.

Even less credible, Eisenberg learned, was testimony from witnesses about what they had heard at a crime scene—so-called ear-witness testimony. It was often flatly wrong, especially in a relatively closed-in space like Dealey Plaza, where the sound of gunfire had ricocheted wildly and where witnesses had panicked and paid little attention to what they were hearing because they were running for their lives. In one of his memos, Eisenberg wrote that it was not surprising that some witnesses had heard only two or three shots, while others heard four or five or more, and that some witnesses insisted that they had heard the shots fired from the grassy knoll and other locations in front of the president’s motorcade rather than from the Texas School Book Depository.

As part of his assignment, Eisenberg met with scientists from the FBI’s crime laboratory, and he was impressed with their technical expertise and their intelligence. Still, he felt the commission should not rely solely on the bureau for the scientific analysis, so he asked permission to hire outside experts to review the physical evidence. To review the fingerprints, he proposed that the commission seek experts from the crime laboratory of the New York City police department. For the firearms, he suggested that the evidence be reviewed by nationally renowned specialists at the Illinois state Bureau of Criminal Identification. The commissioners, already so skeptical of the FBI, readily agreed.

Burt Griffin took time away from his study of Ruby’s life to bolster Eisenberg’s findings. After searching through FBI and Dallas police files, Griffin wrote a memo on March 13 that identified four men in and around Dallas who closely resembled Oswald and who had been mistaken for him on the day of the assassination. A fifth look-alike, Billy Lovelady, who worked with Oswald at the book depository, was photographed on the steps of the book warehouse minutes after the shots rang out. The commission’s lawyers were not surprised that even after Lovelady publicly identified himself as the man in the photographs, Mark Lane continued to insist it was Oswald on the steps—proof, Lane suggested, that Oswald must have been innocent of the president’s murder because he did not flee the scene of the crime.
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Several weeks into the investigation, the commission’s staff lawyers continued to assume the best about the CIA. The officials they dealt with were smart and often charming, and they seemed sincere in their assurances that the agency would share whatever information it had about Oswald. That was in sharp contrast to the attitude of much of the staff, and certainly of the commissioners, toward Hoover and the FBI; the bureau was now widely viewed as obstructing the commission’s work, probably to hide the bungling in its surveillance of Oswald before the assassination.

Then, in February, came the first disturbing evidence that the CIA might be withholding something, too. That month the staff learned from the Secret Service that, in the hours immediately after the president’s assassination, it had been provided with CIA reports detailing what had been known about Oswald’s visit to Mexico City. The commission double-checked its files and determined that those reports had never been handed over to the commission; the CIA had never acknowledged that the reports even existed. The Secret Service declined to turn the reports over to the commission, saying that would be a decision for the spy agency since the reports were so highly classified.

Since joining the commission, Rankin had dealt with the CIA mostly through Deputy Director Richard Helms, a man he had come to like and respect. Rankin recalled years later that he had believed at the time that Helms and other top officials at the CIA were cooperating fully. But the discovery of the missing CIA reports about Mexico City alarmed Rankin, and in this case he thought that he needed to go over Helms’s head. In February, he wrote directly to Helms’s boss, Director of Central Intelligence John McCone, insisting that the agency turn over copies of the reports that it had given to the Secret Service about Oswald’s Mexico trip. And just so there was no confusion in the future, Rankin asked in the letter that the CIA be prepared to gather up and hand over its complete files on Oswald, including a copy of every communication it had with other government agencies about him before and after the assassination. After the mix-ups and ill will between the commission and the FBI, Rankin was—politely, he thought—putting the CIA on notice.

The commission received the CIA’s reply on Friday, March 6, when the agency turned over a thick file that, it said, contained all of the information the agency had ever gathered on Oswald, beginning with his attempted defection to Moscow in 1959. Willens, Rankin’s deputy, and others went through the file, and they could detect almost instantly how much was still missing. The file contained none of the paperwork or cable traffic about Oswald that the agency’s Mexico City station had sent to CIA headquarters that fall, for example.

Willens called Helms, who admitted that some material was still being withheld because of “certain unspecified problems.” Willens recalled in a memo to Rankin that Helms tried to offer an explanation. “He stated that some of the information referred to has already been passed on to the commission in a different form and other of the material included irrelevant matters or matters that had not checked out.” This was unacceptable, Willens said; the commission needed to see everything. Helms pushed back, seeming to suggest—cryptically—that the young lawyer did not fully understand the implications of forcing the CIA to share everything it had on Oswald. The agency “would prefer not to comply,” he said. Unlike Rankin, Willens felt he had no authority to insist that Helms do anything, and so he and Helms agreed to discuss the issue at a meeting tentatively scheduled for the following week, when Helms planned to visit the commission’s offices in Washington.

The following Thursday, at about eleven a.m., Helms sat down with Rankin and several of the other lawyers, including Willens, Coleman, and Slawson. Their questions for Helms were direct, including what was in many ways the central one for the spy agency: Was the CIA certain that Oswald had never worked for the agency as some sort of undercover agent, possibly during his years in the Soviet Union?

Helms assured the lawyers that Oswald had never worked for the CIA in any capacity and that he and other senior CIA officials, including McCone, were ready to sign sworn affidavits, under penalty of perjury, to confirm it. But he was pressed: If the CIA had nothing to hide, why was it continuing to withhold information about Oswald’s trip to Mexico? Helms acknowledged that the agency had held back some specific reports because they might reveal the agency’s spying methods in Mexico City, including the wiretapping operations and surveillance cameras targeting the Cuban and Soviet embassies.

Rankin still wanted to believe the CIA was telling the truth, and he and the other lawyers were impressed by the need to keep secret the CIA’s spycraft in Mexico. So he offered a compromise that Helms accepted. In the future, the agency would offer a sanitized summary of any report prepared for its files about Oswald, with the understanding that a commission staff member could go to CIA headquarters to review the full, original documents.

There was more discussion of Mexico, including the commission’s concern about the many holes in the CIA’s knowledge of exactly where Oswald had gone in Mexico City, and the people he had met there, especially at night. He was registered at a small hotel near the bus station, but he could have been almost anywhere in the city after dark, apparently unobserved. “The evenings of his entire trip were unaccounted for,” Slawson remembered telling Helms, who responded with a suggestion: the commission’s lawyers should go to Mexico City themselves in search of answers. They would be in “a good position to bypass ordinary government channels and get things done,” Helms said, vowing that the CIA’s Mexico City station would do all it could to help. Slawson was excited by the idea.

In the days following the meeting with Helms, the CIA did begin turning over more material, including the reports that the agency had provided to the Secret Service about the Mexico trip. Among them was a report, dispatched by the CIA at ten thirty a.m. the day after the assassination, that alerted the Secret Service to the fact that the CIA’s Mexico City station had a surveillance photograph of a man who might be Oswald. The photograph had still not been turned over to the commission, however, and, in a separate letter to Rankin, Helms explained why; the agency had felt no need to turn over the photo since the agency had quickly determined after the assassination that it was not of Oswald. The CIA, he suggested, had not wanted to burden the commission with unnecessary leads, since the photo apparently had no value. He invited Rankin to send a staff investigator over to the agency to see the photo, which captured the image of a full-faced man with Slavic features who appeared to be much taller and heavier than Oswald.

In what seemed to be a new spirit of openness, the CIA also gave permission to the State Department in March to turn over two cables that the then U.S. ambassador to Mexico, Thomas Mann, had sent to the department and the CIA in late November about his suspicions of a Cuban conspiracy in Kennedy’s assassination. Helms admitted to deputies that he “brooded” over whether to allow the cables to be given to the commission. Slawson read them and realized—to his dismay—how much more the commission still did not know about what had happened in Mexico. He was struck by Mann’s almost panicked tone, and the ambassador’s conviction that Castro was somehow behind the president’s murder. The cables also hinted at evidence that the commission had not seen, including detailed transcripts of CIA recordings of Oswald’s phone calls in Mexico. Slawson found the memo in which Mann referred to the embassy’s reports of an affair between the former Cuban ambassador to Mexico and Silvia Duran, the “promiscuous-type” Mexican woman who had dealt directly with Oswald. Slawson worried about what else might be in the embassy’s files.

In a memo to Rankin on April 2, Slawson said the commission needed to get copies of the transcripts of all intercepted phone calls in Mexico City that might be tied to Oswald. Beyond that, “we should see the entire Embassy file on the whole Kennedy assassination including copies of all correspondence to other government agencies.” And the commission, he said, needed to know much more about that young Mexican woman: “We would like more information on Silvia Duran—for example, the evidence that she was a ‘promiscuous type.’”

*   *   *

In late March, Samuel Stern drove to CIA headquarters in suburban Virginia to begin to review the full Oswald files. He later remembered being impressed by the CIA’s sophisticated filing rooms, as well as its new data-processing system known as Lincoln, which made use of some of the federal government’s first computers.

Stern was handed an inventory of all the Oswald documents, and he was then allowed to go—document by document—through the actual files to make sure they were complete. He found the cables prepared by the CIA’s Mexico City station about Oswald—the ones the commission had originally been denied. As best he could tell, nothing was missing from the Oswald “jacket,” as the collection of files was called. It was such a cynical, unsubstantiated thought that Stern did not repeat it in a memo he sent to Rankin about his visit, but he distinctly recalled thinking that day how easy it would have been for the CIA to have forged all this material or to have altered the inventory and removed documents from the “jacket” that it did not want to share. The CIA was in the business of keeping secrets, and if the agency chose to keep some secrets about Oswald and the assassination, the commission would not be able to detect it. “There was no way for us to get the ultimate, absolutely reliable certainty about anything,” Stern said.

*   *   *

It slowly dawned on David Slawson that winter that the CIA might be trying to recruit him. Later he became convinced of it. There was never a direct offer, but his conversations with Ray Rocca and other CIA officials would sometimes turn to Slawson’s plans after the commission went out of business, with the obvious suggestion that he might want to give up his legal career and join them. “They let it be known that if I was interested, they’d be interested.”

He was flattered by their approach, he said, and at the time he did not see it as an effort to influence his work on the commission. The CIA was then a much-admired institution, Slawson said later. He had actually considered the idea of joining the agency years earlier, after learning that some of his Amherst classmates had become CIA officers. “They had seemed to hire high-caliber people,” he said. Slawson had left his graduate studies in physics at Princeton because he believed the law would be a more exciting career; perhaps, he thought, the CIA might be an even bigger adventure. For now, though, he had little time to ponder his next career move. In just a matter of weeks, he had been expected to turn himself into the commission’s in-house expert on the daunting question of whether there had been a foreign conspiracy to kill the president, and he was doing much of this work alone. Coleman, his partner on the “conspiracy” team, continued to come into Washington from Philadelphia only one day a week, and there were weeks he said he could not come in at all.

Certainly Slawson felt he did not have time to focus obsessively on what else the CIA might be trying to keep him from knowing. Despite the flap over the Mexico City documents, he said, “I thought basically that the CIA was being honest.” He especially valued Rocca’s willingness to share with him the latest news about the debriefings of Yuri Nosenko, the former KGB agent. Years later, Slawson said he never had any sense of the turmoil that the case had created—that almost from the day of the defection, Nosenko’s case pitted some of the agency’s Soviet analysts, as well as the FBI, against James Angleton, Rocca’s boss. Angleton was convinced that Nosenko was a double agent who had been dispatched to the United States to try to exonerate the Soviet Union of any involvement in the Kennedy assassination.

Yuri Ivanovich Nosenko, thirty-six years old when he defected, had been in contact with the CIA since 1962, when, traveling undercover for the KGB in Switzerland, he said he was robbed of $200 by a prostitute. According to the CIA’s account, Nosenko approached an American diplomat he knew in Geneva and asked for a loan, saying he feared that if he did not account for the $200, his sexual indiscretions would be exposed to his KGB bosses. The incident became an opportunity to recruit Nosenko to spy for the United States.

In February 1964, three months after the Kennedy assassination, Nosenko contacted the CIA again and said he needed to defect immediately and that he had important information about Lee Harvey Oswald. Nosenko’s defection was worldwide news—it was a front-page story in the New York Times—before he vanished, for years, from public view. Nosenko told his CIA handlers that he had personally reviewed the KGB files on Oswald and that they proved Kennedy’s assassin had never been a Russian agent. The Soviet spy agency considered Oswald too mentally unstable—“a nut,” as the English-speaking Nosenko put it—to be considered for intelligence work. It had abandoned any thought of recruiting him, Nosenko said, when Oswald attempted suicide in October 1959, shortly after his arrival in Moscow.

The FBI believed Nosenko. J. Edgar Hoover and his counterintelligence deputies at the bureau, responsible for tracking down Communist spies on American soil, concluded that he was a bona fide defector. In earlier years, Hoover’s support might have provided the Russian with all the credibility he would need to be treated like a hero in Washington. But Nosenko had too powerful an adversary in Angleton, and it was Angleton who controlled the flow of information from the CIA to the commission—to Slawson, in particular. Angleton asked his staff to look for holes in Nosenko’s story that might prove he was a double agent. He worried, especially, that Nosenko had been sent from Moscow to discredit an earlier KGB defector then living in the United States, Anatoly Golitsin. For years, Golitsin had been feeding Angleton’s paranoia about KGB infiltration of the CIA; Golitsin insisted Nosenko was a double agent dispatched to the United States specifically to discredit him.

Who to believe? If Nosenko was telling the truth, it would seem to rule out any Soviet involvement in the assassination. If he was lying, it suggested that the KGB was trying to cover up its relationship with the man who had just killed the president.

Rocca insisted to Slawson that the best-informed people at the CIA believed Nosenko was a phony, and Slawson remembered seeing the logic of it. “The information that Nosenko brought over was just too convenient” in vindicating the Kremlin, Slawson said. Nosenko “had all the hallmarks of a plant.”

Within the commission, the case files on Nosenko were treated with such secrecy that some of the other lawyers never even heard his name. In the commission’s files, he was often referred to simply as “N.” Slawson knew the commission would have to make a decision about how much, if any, of Nosenko’s information could be made public in its final report. If the CIA was right that Nosenko was a double agent, the commission would only serve the interests of the Kremlin by promoting Nosenko’s claims. “It would be basically exonerating Moscow.” On all of this, Slawson would, again, have to trust the CIA, which refused to allow him or anyone else from the commission to meet with Nosenko to try to verify his claims. “I asked to see him, and the answer I got was ‘no way.’”

Slawson recalled that he was told little at the time about how Nosenko was being treated by his CIA interrogators. He did know that the Russian was being kept in solitary confinement, and Slawson remembered being troubled at the other harsh conditions that Nosenko might face; he had long assumed that solitary confinement, if it went on for long, could amount to “psychological torture.”

It was far worse than Slawson imagined. Congressional investigators and even some CIA officials would later agree that Nosenko was subjected, for years, to torture. He was held in solitary confinement for 1,277 days—more than three years. Much of that time, he was housed at a CIA training site near Williamsburg, Virginia, in a specially built, uninsulated cell, lit by a single bulb that remained on twenty-four hours a day. He had no one to talk to apart from his interrogators. He was given nothing to read and denied basic comforts, including a toothbrush and toothpaste, for months at a time. “I had no contact with anyone,” Nosenko said later. “I could not read, I could not smoke, I even could not have fresh air.”

The Justice Department was complicit in the decision to treat Nosenko harshly. In April 1964, the department secretly signed off on all elements of the Russian’s confinement when a delegation of CIA officials visited Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach at his offices at the department. Katzenbach would later insist under oath that he could not recall the meeting, but CIA records confirmed that it had taken place. The documents showed that Katzenbach approved the CIA’s plans to confine Nosenko indefinitely, without any legal process or appeal.

*   *   *

In other ways, the CIA had continued to be quietly helpful to Slawson. It helped him prepare a request to the Cuban government for copies of all documents in its embassy and consulate in Mexico City involving Oswald. The request would have to go through the government of Switzerland, which served as a diplomatic go-between for Washington and Castro’s government, and Slawson requested permission from the commission to begin drawing up the paperwork.

The request “went up through channels to Earl Warren, and his first response was no,” according to Slawson. “The reason he gave was that he did not want to rely upon any information from a government which was itself one of the principal suspects” in the assassination. Slawson was baffled. The commission, he thought, had the responsibility to gather evidence wherever it might be found, and then, when possible, to try to authenticate it. But the chief justice was apparently willing to block some important evidence from being gathered at all.

Warren had allowed the commission to approach the Russian government to ask for its records on Oswald’s two-and-a-half-year stay in the Soviet Union. But for the chief justice, Russia and Cuba were very different types of countries. He saw a distinction between the long-established, gray-haired Communist leaders in Moscow—he had met Khrushchev only the summer before, during his vacation with Drew Pearson—and the angry, bearded young revolutionaries led by Castro who had taken control in Havana in 1959.

Slawson did not see the difference, at least not when it came to collecting the evidence he needed to do his work, and so he did something that he admitted was totally out of character—he decided to ignore Warren. “Any information that we could get we ought to get,” he remembered thinking. He might be risking his job, but “I simply disobeyed orders and went ahead and made the request to the State Department.”

An approach to Castro’s government was considered so sensitive that the letter to the Swiss government had to be signed personally by Secretary of State Dean Rusk. Slawson could only hope that Warren, unaware of any of this, did not bump into Rusk on the Washington social circuit that spring and begin discussing the commission’s work. Slawson’s request got results: Havana produced the paperwork, including copies of what appeared to be Oswald’s visa application, as well as the passport-sized photographs that Oswald had submitted.

Weeks later, in one of his rare face-to-face encounters with the chief justice, Slawson was asked for an update on his efforts to gather evidence from foreign governments. Slawson noted, sheepishly, that a package of material about Oswald had arrived from Cuba—the material that Warren had specifically ordered him not to request.

Warren was outraged. “I thought I told you we didn’t want it,” he said.

Slawson had to lie. “I am sorry,” he told Warren. “I didn’t understand it that way.”

Once the Cuban files were in hand, Slawson was grateful that Warren did nothing to block their use. “He accepted the fact that we had it,” Slawson said. “He did not make any effort to suppress it.” With additional help from the CIA, much of the material, including Oswald’s signature on the visa form, was authenticated.
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True to his word to read every piece of paper that came into the commission’s offices, Norman Redlich spent much of February paging through the FBI files that had been flooding in, and he was the first to notice a crucial deletion.

It was sometime early that month when he came across an intriguing document: the FBI’s typewritten, word-for-word accounting of what Oswald had written down in an address book found by Dallas police among his belongings. The typewritten document was supposedly prepared by the bureau as a courtesy to the commission and other investigators, since Oswald’s handwriting could be difficult to read.

Redlich, characteristically, took the next time-consuming step, something he knew others on the staff might not bother with. He decided to compare—page by page—what was in the address book with what the FBI’s typewritten account showed. Redlich was not a trained prosecutor, but he lived by the conviction that a good lawyer reviewed every bit of raw evidence gathered for a case, no matter how tedious that might be. He wanted to be sure the FBI had not unintentionally misstated any of what Oswald had written down.

The handwritten and typewritten accounts matched up, at least for the first twenty-four pages of the FBI report. Then he came to page 25. He turned to what should have been the corresponding pages of Oswald’s address book and saw what was missing. On that page, Oswald had written “AGENT JAMES HASTY,” a misspelling of the name of James Hosty, the FBI agent in Dallas. Beneath the agent’s name, Oswald had noted Hosty’s office address and, it appeared, the license plate number of his FBI car. The entry was dated November 1, 1963—three weeks before the assassination.

Yet neither the agent’s misspelled name nor any of the other information about Hosty had been transferred to the FBI report. Redlich immediately suspected that this might be a crude attempt by the bureau to hide evidence about its ties to Oswald. He rushed to find Rankin, who was also alarmed. It was one thing for the commission weeks earlier to try to tamp down loosely sourced newspaper reports suggesting that Oswald might have been an FBI informant. Now, it seemed, the bureau might actually be doctoring evidence.

Rankin called a staff meeting on February 11, 1964, to announce what Redlich had discovered and to ask their advice. Several of the lawyers felt that the deletions were the final straw. At the very least, it seemed, the FBI was trying to obscure the fact that it had the president’s killer under such close surveillance just weeks before the assassination that Oswald had written down an FBI’s agent’s name, address, and license-plate number. “Of course we thought they were covering up,” Slawson recalled. Specter was also convinced this was no innocent oversight: “It was self-protection at its worst—it raised the obvious question of what else was withheld that the commission never found out.” Griffin saw it as the moment when the commission’s lawyers became convinced that they could not trust the FBI—ever.

This time, Rankin would not offer Hoover the courtesy of a face-to-face meeting. Instead, he wrote the director, demanding an explanation of how and why the deletion had occurred. “Needless to say, we would like a full explanation,” he told Hoover. The letter asked Hoover to identify, by name, all of the agents and supervisors who had prepared the report or “made any decision to omit information from the report.”

Hoover responded in kind: he, too, was outraged. He insisted in a letter to Rankin that the information about Hosty had not been included in the typewritten report simply because it did not offer an “investigative lead” of any value. In other FBI documents describing the contents of Oswald’s address book, he noted, there was a clear reference to the Hosty entry—just not in this particular document. “This bureau, from the beginning of this investigation, has developed and reported all relevant facts and it will continue to do so,” he declared.

Hosty himself knew that what Hoover had written was untrue. He was later told that the Dallas FBI agent who prepared the typewritten report—a friend named John Kesler—had intentionally left out the information about Hosty to try to protect him from even more harsh scrutiny from FBI headquarters. As Hosty described it, “Kesler had simply been trying to save me from Hoover’s wrath.”

*   *   *

It was too late for that, as Hosty already knew. In December, he had received his formal, possibly career-killing reprimand signed by Hoover. Without making any direct reference to the assassination or to Oswald, Hoover wrote that “your recent handling of a security-type case was grossly inadequate.” Hosty could only assume the letter was referring to his failure to interview Oswald that fall and his failure to alert the Secret Service about Oswald’s presence in the city. “It should have been apparent to you that he required a status which would have insured further investigative attention,” the letter continued.

Hosty had begun to think of himself as a victim. It was better for the FBI to criticize the supposed errors of a single field agent in Dallas than to question whether the FBI as a whole had made much larger mistakes before and after the assassination. “I was the classic scapegoat for J. Edgar Hoover,” Hosty said later. “Following the assassination, Oswald had whined to the press that he was just the patsy. Now, I knew who was the real patsy.” Several of his colleagues agreed. “You’re going to be the goat,” he was told by another Dallas agent, Vince Drain.

Hosty could not deny that he did have moments of doubt, asking himself: “Could I have prevented President Kennedy’s assassination?” Over time, though, he became convinced that he had done nothing wrong; nothing he had learned before the assassination suggested Oswald was violent. In fact, Hosty thought the record showed he had been diligent in his investigation. The national-security case file on Oswald, opened after he returned from Russia in 1962, had actually been closed by another FBI agent in Texas; that agent thought Oswald posed no obvious threat. It was Hosty who had reopened the file.

He sensed, almost from the start, that FBI headquarters was determined to end the investigation of the assassination quickly—with Oswald identified as the sole assassin—whatever the facts. There was no eagerness to search for a possible foreign conspiracy, which made Hosty suspect that something was being hidden from him. “I didn’t know what was going on back in Washington,” he said. “But something was afoot.” He recalled an astonishing order from Gordon Shanklin—the agent in charge of the FBI’s Dallas field office and “a man who wouldn’t blow his nose unless he cleared it first with someone”—on November 23, the day after the assassination. Shanklin told his agents that “Washington does not want any of you to ask questions about the Soviet aspect of this case. Washington does not want to upset the public.” And it was Shanklin who, the next day, ordered Hosty to destroy Oswald’s note—the note that Hosty had ripped up and flushed down a toilet. (Although Shanklin would deny years later that he had ordered the note’s destruction, other FBI employees in the Dallas field office distinctly remembered that the order had come from him.)

Despite Hoover’s reprimand, Hosty was assigned to work on the assassination investigation. Excluding him might have been seen as a public admission that the Dallas field office had done something wrong in its surveillance of Oswald before the president’s murder. But he said he was told to keep his name off any paperwork that would be forwarded to Washington and might end up on Hoover’s desk. “My name had brought public embarrassment to Hoover and the FBI.”

In the months after the president’s murder, Hosty’s central goal was to do what he could to hold on to his job. He had eight children, the youngest of them only three months old on the day of the assassination; his three-year-old son, Dick, had been born with cerebral palsy and required intensive, and expensive, physical therapy four times a week. The way to survive within the bureau, he knew, was to follow orders. “In 1942, when I joined the Army as an 18-year-old, one of the first lessons I learned was that in battle, a private had to blindly obey orders,” he wrote. “In many ways, the FBI was like the military.”

In mid-December, he was ordered to follow up on an urgent lead. He was asked to try to determine if there was any truth to a perplexing story being told by a seemingly credible young Cuban-American woman who lived in the Dallas area. The woman, Silvia Odio, claimed she had met Oswald weeks before the assassination in the company of two anti-Castro activists who came to her door late one night. Odio, the twenty-six-year-old daughter of two prominent anti-Castro activists then imprisoned in Cuba, had other witnesses to back her up, including a teenage sister who said she was in the apartment the night of Oswald’s visit.

Hosty interviewed Odio on December 18. She was, he recalled, “a strikingly beautiful woman who had fled Cuba when her father was imprisoned by Castro for disloyalty.” She appeared to be part of the Cuban elite that fled to the United States in the aftermath of Castro’s rise to power—“the pampered Cuban upper class,” as Hosty described it. She was clearly intelligent and well educated; her law school studies in Cuba were interrupted by Castro’s revolution, she said.

Her story, if true, indicated either that Oswald had aligned himself with anti-Castro Cubans shortly before the assassination or—more likely, in Hosty’s view—that he had tried to infiltrate the anti-Castro movement in a demonstration of his support for Castro’s revolution. Hosty knew that earlier that year, while living in New Orleans, Oswald had tried to infiltrate an anti-Castro group known as the DRE, possibly to gather information for the pro-Castro Fair Play for Cuba Committee.

As Odio described the encounter, she was at home in her apartment one night in late September when three strangers arrived at her door and introduced themselves as anti-Castro activists passing through Texas. Two of the men were Latinos, possibly Cubans, and spoke Spanish; one of the Latinos went by the “war name” of Leopoldo. She said the third man was clearly not Latino, spoke no Spanish, and was introduced as “Leon Oswald,” an American who was “very much interested in the Cuban cause.” Leopoldo said the three men had come to ask for Odio’s help in raising money and buying weapons for the anti-Castro movement—a request often made of Odio because of her father’s prominence among exile groups. “We are very good friends of your father,” Leopoldo said. He seemed to be telling the truth, she said, because he knew “so many details about where they saw my father and what activities he was in.” Leopoldo claimed that he and the other two men had just come from New Orleans—why New Orleans, he did not explain—and were about to leave on a trip. “I didn’t ask where they were going,” Odio said. The next day, she got a call from Leopoldo. She thought he was trying to flirt with her—another common experience for Odio, given her beauty—and he asked what she had thought of “the American.”

“I didn’t think anything,” Odio replied.

“You know our idea is to introduce him to the movement in Cuba, because he is great, he is kind of nuts,” he told her.

Leopoldo described the American as a former marine who was an expert rifleman and who thought President Kennedy deserved to be assassinated. “He told us you don’t have any guts, you Cubans, because President Kennedy should have been assassinated after the Bay of Pigs, and some Cubans should have done that.”

She heard nothing more about “Leon Oswald” until after the assassination, when she and her sister, Annie, saw television pictures of the man accused of killing President Kennedy—the same man who had appeared at her apartment a few weeks earlier.

Annie, a student at the University of Dallas, asked the question first, Odio remembered. “She said, ‘Silvia, you know that man?’ And I said, ‘Yes,’ and she said, ‘I know him. He was the one that came to our door.’”

The Odios had been too frightened to go to the FBI or to the Dallas police after the assassination because they worried that their father’s anti-Castro movement might be blamed for Kennedy’s murder, Silvia said. Instead, it was a friend of hers who contacted the FBI, without her knowledge.

During the interview with Hosty, Odio freely admitted something that, she knew, might affect the way the FBI evaluated her story. She was, as she put it, “emotionally disturbed” and suffered from fainting spells. Her mental troubles had begun after her husband abandoned her in Cuba, leaving her with four children to support; at the time of the assassination she had been under the care of a Dallas psychiatrist. But, as she reminded Hosty, someone else saw Oswald at the door: her sister. And there were others who would vouch for her credibility. She said she had, before the assassination, told her psychiatrist in detail about the odd visit from the three men, including the “Anglo.”

Hosty was intrigued by Odio’s story, although he understood the risk—given Hoover’s determination to prove that Oswald had acted alone—in pursuing evidence of a possible conspiracy. He contacted Odio’s psychiatrist, Dr. Burton Einspruch, who confirmed that she had told him about the late-night visit by the three men, shortly after it occurred. Einspruch told Hosty he thought she was being truthful.

Years later, Hosty said he never doubted Odio’s truthfulness; she seemed to believe what she was saying. “She’s not a phony,” he commented. “It made sense to her. I really believe she believes she saw Oswald.” But he had encountered this many times before—witnesses who became confused after a shocking crime and who believed they had seen something they could not have seen. Ultimately, Odio’s psychiatric problems led him to discount her story. Einspruch told Hosty that Odio suffered from “grand hysteria, a condition he found to be prevalent among Latin American women from the upper class.” And Hosty thought that might explain Silvia Odio’s confusion. He thought Annie might have confirmed her sister’s account in a demonstration of family solidarity, not because it was true.

In the weeks after the assassination, Hosty had too much other work to do, and he put Silvia Odio’s claims out of his mind. “I had a stack of other leads to pursue.” After filing her witness statement, “I more or less forgot about Odio.”
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The reports from the FBI’s Dallas field office about Silvia Odio were directed to the “conspiracy” team—David Slawson and William Coleman. The reports were not flagged by the bureau as especially important, but Slawson, in particular, seized on them. He recalled reading about the young woman in Dallas and being excited by the idea that a credible witness could place Oswald in the company of anti-Castro Cubans shortly before the assassination. It fit in with one of the conspiracy theories that Slawson treated most seriously.

If the commission determined that Castro had no hand in the assassination, he wondered, was it possible that Castro’s most passionate opponents—anti-Castro Cuban exiles in the United States—were involved, possibly as revenge against Kennedy for not having done more to oust the Communist government in Havana? He tried to imagine the web of conspiracy that might tie Castro’s opponents to Kennedy’s murder. His theory of that conspiracy was so complicated that Slawson, despite all of his years of training as a physicist and his ability to put the scientific mysteries of the universe into layman’s terms, found it difficult to explain to colleagues on the staff. It would involve layers of duplicity—double crosses and triple crosses both by Oswald and by the anti-Castro exiles he might have met.

One possibility: knowing that Oswald was in reality an outspoken champion of Castro’s revolution, anti-Castro exiles might have set him up to take the blame for the assassination by killing Kennedy themselves and then framing Oswald by planting his rifle at the Texas School Book Depository. Another, even more complex scenario: anti-Castro Cubans had lied to Oswald and convinced him that they, too, were Castro supporters, and that he could best support the Cuban government by killing Kennedy. After the assassination, some anti-Castro exile groups had tried to argue that Oswald was in fact an agent of Havana and that Kennedy’s murder needed to be answered with an immediate American invasion of Cuba. “That was my major suspicion—the anti-Castro community, largely centered in Florida, wanted to effectively frame Castro for the assassination, so they could trigger a war,” Slawson recalled. “That’s what made the Silvia Odio story so interesting to me.”

For the commission, there were now “The Two Silvias,” as they became known around the offices. There was Silvia Odio in Dallas, and there was Silvia Duran in Mexico City. The fact that both Silvias were exotic, strikingly attractive young Latin women was not lost on Slawson and his male colleagues.

At first, Slawson could do little to pursue Silvia Odio’s allegations on his own; he could only hope that the FBI would continue to press the investigation in Dallas, especially by establishing the identity of the two Latino men who were reported to be traveling with Oswald. Slawson said years later that he never focused on Hosty’s continued involvement in the investigation and how that might have been a conflict of interest. He said he did not recall ever noticing Hosty’s name on the paperwork about Odio. Slawson and the rest of the commission’s staff were ignorant of Hoover’s move to discipline Hosty and several other FBI employees over their failures before the assassination.

There was more that Slawson could do to follow up on Silvia Duran. He had seen her early on as a key witness in his part of the investigation—“perhaps the essential witness”—given her repeated interactions with Oswald in Mexico. As Helms had recommended, Slawson and Coleman planned to go to Mexico that spring; during the visit, they could press for an interview with Duran. Slawson read the full CIA reports about her, and he was aware of the rumors that she was an intelligence operative—possibly for the Mexican government, possibly even for the United States.

Slawson said he was never told directly why CIA and FBI officials in Mexico City made no request to interrogate Duran themselves, leaving her to be questioned instead by the Dirección Federal de Seguridad, or DFS, the brutal Mexican spy agency. It complicated his investigation, since the Mexicans had not provided the United States any sort of transcript of Duran’s interrogation. Instead, the Mexicans offered only a summary of what they said she had told them. For Slawson, the summary raised as many questions as it answered.

*   *   *

When it came to imagining conspiracy theories about the assassination, Slawson knew he was “an amateur,” he joked later. Spinning those theories was becoming a business, in fact, and a lucrative one. Marguerite Oswald and Mark Lane were in the midst of their national speaking tour that spring, raising money as they went, and Lane planned to travel across Europe to spread his message of Oswald’s innocence. Like his colleagues, Slawson said he never troubled himself with Lane. “He was lying so blatantly, I couldn’t imagine anyone taking him seriously.”

In Europe, Lane would find a rapt audience for conspiracy theories, even more so than in the United States. The popular French newsmagazine L’Express had begun running a series of articles by an American expatriate journalist, Thomas Buchanan, who suggested—on the basis of what was later found to be confused, scant evidence—that Kennedy had been murdered in a conspiracy by right-wing Texas industrialists and oilmen. Over time, Buchanan would claim that Oswald and Ruby had known each other and that Ruby had loaned Oswald the money he needed to pay back the State Department for his travel costs to return to the United States in 1962. By late winter, Buchanan was writing a book titled Who Killed Kennedy? and he had lined up publishers on both sides of the Atlantic.

In the United States, a more serious writer, Harold Feldman of the Nation, continued to suggest that Oswald might have been an FBI informant. In February, Redlich prepared a detailed memo suggesting that Feldman’s reporting was “sufficiently accurate to warrant consideration.” Redlich, who had written for the Nation himself, felt the magazine raised valid questions about the seeming ease with which Oswald had received a new passport when he returned to the United States after his failed defection to the Soviet Union, a fact that might suggest some secret, long-standing tie between Oswald and the State Department or the CIA. “In general, it is wise to study articles such as this one rather than dismiss them because of their inevitable factual inaccuracies,” Redlich wrote. “They may contain the germ of an idea which we might otherwise overlook.”

*   *   *

Redlich would soon find himself the target of conspiracy theories. On February 12, Tocsin, a small, right-wing newsletter based in Oakland, California (“The West’s Leading Anti-Communist Weekly”), published a front-page article about Redlich’s work on the commission. The headline: “Red-Fronter on Death Probe.” The article began: “A prominent member of a Communist front is a member of the staff of the Warren Commission investigating the slaying of President Kennedy. He is Norman Redlich, a professor at New York University Law School.” The article suggested that Redlich was a leftist plant, noting his past membership in the Emergency Civil Liberties Committee, a New York–based lawyers’ group that had been labeled a Communist front by the FBI. The committee was organized in the early 1950s to defend people targeted as Communists by the House Un-American Activities Committee.

Within days, Congressman John F. Baldwin, a Northern California Republican, forwarded a copy of the Tocsin article to Gerald Ford, his GOP colleague in the House. “I am quite concerned about this article about a man who has been employed as assistant counsel to the Warren Commission, of which you are a member,” Baldwin wrote in a scolding letter on February 12. “You may possibly want to do something about this.”

The next day, an agitated Ford replied to Baldwin: “I share your concern about the allegations.… We are having this matter investigated.” He noted to his colleague that when the commission was formed, “I insisted, among other things, that no member of the staff have any past association with extremist groups of any kind.” If Ford was angry, he felt he had good reason to be; despite his insistence that the commission’s staff members have no extreme political ties, left or right, Redlich had been hired anyway. Now, Ford could see, he risked being embarrassed over this among his own conservative colleagues in Congress.

Ford decided to do some digging of his own. He contacted the House Un-American Activities Committee, then led by Congressman Edwin Willis, a staunchly conservative Louisiana Democrat, and asked for a full report on Redlich. Ford was sent a two-page memo that listed Redlich’s ties to civil liberties and civil rights groups that the committee considered subversive. It was no surprise that Redlich had earned the wrath of the Un-American Activities Committee since he had appeared at several rallies in New York to denounce the committee and its work.

*   *   *

The discoveries about Redlich were the latest frustration for Ford in dealing with the chief justice and the commission. Just days earlier, he had been forced to respond to a furor sparked by Warren’s baffling public comments on the first day of Marina Oswald’s testimony. Asked by reporters gathered at the VFW building if the commission would make public the information she and other witnesses revealed, the chief justice replied: “Yes, there will come a time.… but it might not be in your lifetime. I am not referring to anything especially, but there may be some things that would involve security. This would be preserved but not made public.” He was quoted separately by the Associated Press as saying that if Mrs. Oswald’s testimony revealed national-security secrets, they might have to be suppressed for decades—“and I say that seriously.”

His remarks produced an uproar, since they seemed to support the arguments of conspiracy theorists that the commission intended to hold back the full truth about the assassination. The alarm spread to the commission’s staff, with several of the young lawyers wondering what the chief justice was talking about. Arlen Specter said he knew, the minute he heard about Warren’s comments, that the chief justice had “seriously damaged the commission’s reputation” and threatened “to cast a pall on everything the commission did.” From what he now knew about Warren, Specter thought he understood what had happened: the chief justice had become flummoxed by the reporters’ questions and blurted out something he did not mean, to stop the journalists from pressing him further. This was Warren’s “spontaneous way of avoiding the questions,” Specter recalled. The chief justice was not “a man who could think quickly on his feet.”

The blunder resulted in angry editorials in conservative newspapers that had been hostile to Warren for years. The Columbus Enquirer of Columbus, Georgia, said the chief justice had “injected a new sinister note” into the investigation. “Warren’s remarks could undermine public confidence,” the paper said in an editorial, calling on the commission to “issue an immediate statement on what he meant.” The chief justice was denounced on the House floor by Representative August Johansen, a Michigan Republican whose congressional district was near Ford’s. He charged that Warren’s comments “struck at the very heart of the all-important factor of public confidence” in the investigation.

In a letter sent to angered constituents, Ford wrote that he, too, was startled by what Warren had said—and that the chief justice was simply wrong. “I can assure you as one member of the commission that all information relative to the solemn responsibility of the commission will be made public at the time the report is published.”

Friends of Warren’s began to worry that he had done serious damage to the investigation. A senior editor at Newsweek magazine, Lester Bernstein, was so alarmed by the gaff that he asked Katherine Graham, the president of the Washington Post Company, the magazine’s owner, to forward a letter to him at the Supreme Court. He knew she was a good friend of the chief justice’s. In a tone that might be read as condescending, Bernstein urged Warren to stop talking to reporters entirely. “It seems to me that you are courting an undesirable—and unnecessary—impression by publicly discussing the investigation, however guardedly, while it is in progress,” he wrote. “To deal casually on a day-to-day basis with reporters invites risks of misquotation, misunderstanding and sensational exploitation, all of which, I believe, played a part in the recent clamor of whether or not you said that some evidence in the case would be withheld ‘in our lifetimes.’” He urged Warren to hire an experienced public spokesman.

In a separate letter to Warren that began “Dear Chief,” Mrs. Graham did not disagree with her editor’s judgments. “I think him very intelligent and he was worried,” she wrote of Bernstein. “I apologize, as he does, for burdening you further. This was something he felt he must say.”

Warren wrote back to Graham, telling her Bernstein’s suggestions were “quite appropriate.” To Bernstein, he admitted in a letter that “you were as right as anyone could be” and that he had decided to change “my relationship with the press, which has been a delicate one at best. The commission was really between the devil and the deep blue sea. We desired no publicity whatsoever, but for a time, the pressure was almost hysterical.” He said that his words had been misunderstood, although he was not specific how. “I was quoted as saying that some of the testimony would not be released in our lifetime. I assure you that nothing is further from our desires or intentions.”

*   *   *

There were, in fact, secrets that Warren intended to keep—possibly forever, certainly while the commission’s investigation was under way. Many of them involved the private life of Marina Oswald.

On Monday, February 17, Hoover sent a classified letter to Rankin with a bizarre—and, it was quickly determined, incorrect—report that the young widow might have been raped while she was in Washington to testify to the commission. The FBI had learned from a “confidential informant” that she might have been “subjected to sexual intercourse by force” by her business manager, James Martin, in her room at the Willard Hotel, Hoover wrote. The story had apparently originated with her brother-in-law, Robert, who had heard it from Marina herself after she returned to Dallas.

Rankin reacted instantly, calling a meeting that day with Secret Service inspector Thomas Kelley, who was serving as the agency’s liaison to the commission. The implications for the Secret Service were dire, since Mrs. Oswald had been under its protection in Washington. How could she have been sexually assaulted with its agents outside her hotel room door?

Rankin told Kelley that the Secret Service needed to determine immediately whether there was any hint of truth in this. Kelley was shocked, too, and “stated categorically that he had no knowledge” of anything like it, Rankin recalled. As Rankin watched, Kelley picked up the phone and called the Secret Service’s field office in Dallas and ordered that an agent drive out to Martin’s home that instant to see if Marina Oswald was still there.

The answer from Dallas came back quickly: Marina had left the Martin house and moved in with Robert Oswald. Two days later, FBI agents in Dallas interviewed her, and she insisted there had been no rape. Instead, she said, she had consummated, once and only once, a weeks-long romance with Martin. It occurred on Friday, February 7, in her hotel room, after she dismissed her Secret Service detail for the night. Martin, she said, had then slipped into her room. “I took a bath and was partly dressed when I reentered the bedroom. Jim finished undressing me, and thereafter we had sexual intercourse. It was with my consent, and I did not resist.” She said she had told Martin in Washington that while she would continue to refuse his proposal of marriage, she would be his mistress, even as she continued to live with Martin and his wife in their family home.

Marina and Martin returned to Dallas—and to Martin’s home—that weekend. On Sunday, during a visit to her husband’s grave, Marina told Robert about her sexual encounter with Martin. Appalled, her brother-in-law insisted that she break off her business relationship with Martin immediately and move in with him, and she agreed. She then went a step further and insisted that Martin’s wife be informed of everything that had happened. “His wife should know the whole truth,” she decided. She telephoned Mrs. Martin that night; with Martin listening in on an extension, Marina told Martin that she was “ending his services as my business manager and my lover.”

Her account to the FBI was relayed back to the Warren Commission, where Rankin was alarmed that the young widow—whose credibility seemed so essential to the case the commission was making against her husband—might now be the subject of scandal. He knew the story, if it ever became public, could easily demolish the commission’s portrayal of her as the guileless, shattered woman who had bravely identified her husband as the president’s killer. Now she might be portrayed instead as a conniving home-wrecker.

Marina’s morals, and her truthfulness, were about to come under even closer, more substantive scrutiny. Robert Oswald was the next witness scheduled to testify before the commission in Washington and, in advance of his appearance, he had provided the panel with a copy of a handwritten diary he had kept since the assassination. The diary contained an alarming entry from a month earlier—Sunday, January 12. On that day, Robert wrote, he and Marina planned to visit Lee’s gravesite, and he went to James Martin’s home to pick her up. Before the drive, he said, Martin pulled Robert aside to reveal something Marina had just told him—that her husband had plotted to kill former vice president Richard Nixon when Nixon visited Texas sometime in 1963. In the car, Robert asked Marina about the Nixon story and she confirmed it.

To several of the commissioners, the disclosure was a shocking new blow to Marina’s credibility. She had told no one else about a plot to kill Nixon; certainly she had not mentioned it in her appearance before them in early February.

*   *   *

Ford was dumbfounded when he heard about the Nixon plot. “Could it be possible that Marina had simply forgotten this incident?” he asked himself. Or could she have some sinister reason to keep this secret? “The many-sided Marina now had another side,” he said.

During his testimony to the commission, Robert Oswald was composed and to the point. He impressed the commissioners with his intelligence. “Here was a young man, conservatively dressed, soft-spoken, conscientiously trying to recall incidents of his family’s history of many years ago,” Ford recalled. “I wondered whether I could have been as precise if asked similar questions concerning my own family.”

Robert testified that he had reluctantly come to the conclusion that his brother had killed the president and that he had done it alone. He believed Lee had the skills with a rifle to kill Kennedy, especially since the president’s motorcade passed slowly in front of the Texas School Book Depository. Like his brother, Robert had served in the Marine Corps, and he knew that Lee had been rated as a competent marksman by his military trainers. Both brothers liked to hunt, and Robert said that Lee had told him about bird-hunting trips he had taken while living in Russia.

He was asked in detail about the Nixon threat, and repeated what he had written in his diary. He recalled how Marina had told him on the day of the graveyard visit that “Lee was going to shoot Mr. Richard M. Nixon” when Nixon was in Dallas one day in 1963 and that she had “locked him in the bathroom all day” to stop him. Robert had no explanation for why she had failed to share the story with the commission.

*   *   *

Despite the weeks of tension between Rankin and Hoover, the two men now shared a common concern—about Marina Oswald and her secrets.

On February 24, Rankin called Hoover to discuss the new revelations about Oswald’s widow. Rankin said he was worried both about the disclosure of her illicit relationship with Martin and about whether her continued dishonesty—he was apparently referring to the belated discovery of the Nixon plot—meant she might still try to flee the country. He said he wanted the FBI to place her under aggressive, round-the-clock surveillance.

Hoover provided his deputies with a detailed memo about the phone conversation: “Mr. Rankin said he would hate to have her run out on us, which is always a possibility, particularly down in Dallas, and he was wondering about a stakeout on her in which we would watch her and see who is visiting her for a while.” Rankin, Hoover said, asked for the FBI director’s opinion of Marina’s character and “if I didn’t think it was odd that Marina considered being willing to be Martin’s mistress.… I said that I did. It shows certainly the complete lack of character.” Marina before and after the assassination “were like two different people,” Hoover said. Before the president’s murder, she was “sloppy and unattractive, but somebody got a hold of her and got her fixed up and all that probably put ideas into her head.” The two men agreed on the danger of a leak to news organizations about her dalliance with Martin, and how that would undermine her credibility. “People are talking down there in Dallas,” Hoover warned.

Rankin and the director had a common contempt for Martin and for Marina’s former lawyer, James Thorne. The two Texas men had refused to accept her decision to dismiss them; they continued to insist on their cut of the rights to her story. Rankin told Hoover he understood that she already had signed contracts with publishers and news organizations that guaranteed her “an excess of $150,000, so it can be seen how much money is involved.”

“This is just a nasty shakedown,” Hoover replied. “These two individuals are doing everything in their power to make as much money out of her.”

Rankin told Hoover to use his own judgment in determining how long to maintain surveillance of Marina. The commission, he said, wanted to determine “what kind of people are visiting her when she does not know she is under surveillance.” Hoover recommended her phones be tapped. The wiretaps would carry little legal or public-relations risk since there would never be a trial in which their existence would be revealed, he said. Within days, eight FBI agents were assigned to the surveillance operation, which would monitor Marina at her home and as she moved around Dallas. Her phone was tapped. The FBI also secretly entered her new rented home and placed microphones in light fixtures that looked down on her living room, her kitchen, and her bedroom.

The next witness before the commission was Martin, her spurned lover and former business manager. He used his testimony to describe the young Russian widow as craven and greedy. He admitted that he had been part of a sham publicity campaign on Marina’s behalf “to create in the public mind an image of a bereaved widow and a simple lost girl. The image is not true.”

Warren had made the decision in advance that Martin would not be asked about his romance with Mrs. Oswald or about their sexual encounter in Washington. Even so, the chief justice allowed Martin to offer a full, damning indictment of her character. “She is too cold,” he said, telling the commissioners that Marina showed little grief over her husband’s death. The grief she did express “didn’t ring true,” he said. “The closest I ever saw her to really showing any emotion, at all, was when—it was about a week after she had been there—she saw a picture of Jackie Kennedy.” At the sight of the president’s widow, Marina teared up.

Martin recalled how Marina tried to portray herself in interviews as a devout Christian and that, as a result, gifts of Russian-language bibles began to arrive in the mail. “To my knowledge she has never read the first page of one of them,” he said. “She never cracked a bible.” More offensive, he suggested, was the way she mocked well-meaning donors who sent in small amounts of money to help her and her children: “Someone would send a dollar—I don’t know, maybe it was their last dollar—and she would look at it and throw it aside and say, ‘Oh, it’s just a dollar.’” She was lazy around the Martin household, often leaving his wife to care for Marina’s children, he said. “She got up between 10 and 11 o’clock every day.… The only household chores she did was wash the evening dinner dishes, and occasionally she would vacuum.”

Martin admitted that he had known about the Nixon threat and that he had advised her to stay silent. “‘Don’t go around telling people something like that,’” he said he told her. He worried that her credibility might be damaged further if investigators learned—after all of her other lies—that she had withheld information about yet another of her husband’s plots to assassinate a prominent public figure.

Norman Redlich sat in on the questioning of Martin. Whatever contempt he felt for the witness, Redlich suspected he might be telling the truth—that Marina Oswald was not who she appeared to be. “As Martin’s testimony indicates, there is a strong possibility that Marina Oswald is in fact a very different person—cold, calculating, avaricious, scornful of generosity, and capable of an extreme lack of sympathy in personal relationships,” he wrote in a February 28 memo to Rankin. He said that might help the commission understand why Oswald killed Kennedy. “If Lee Oswald was the assassin, the character and personality of his wife must be considered relevant in our determination of motive. There are many possible explanations for the assassination—a foreign or domestic plot, Oswald’s insanity or Oswald’s political motivations.” Another possibility, he wrote, was that “Oswald was a mentally disturbed person with delusions of grandeur who was driven to commit this act by a wife who married him for selfish motives, degraded him in public, taunted him about his inadequacies and drove him to prove to her that he was the ‘big man’ he aspired to be.”

“Neither you nor I have any desire to smear the reputation of any individual,” he told Rankin. “We cannot ignore, however, that Marina Oswald has repeatedly lied to the Secret Service, the FBI, and this commission on matters which are of vital concern to the people of this country and the world.”

*   *   *

The FBI was also continuing its surveillance operation against Mark Lane, at the commission’s request. Through his FBI sources, Ford gathered his own information on Lane. On February 12, he had another meeting with Cartha DeLoach, Hoover’s deputy, to discuss the commission’s work. Two days later, DeLoach wrote back to Ford enclosing an “attached memorandum, which you specifically indicated an interest in.” The three-page memo, typed on plain paper, not on FBI stationery, was a summary of what the FBI knew about Lane, including his ties to left-wing groups that the bureau labeled as Communist fronts. There were details on his marital history and sex life. “It was reportedly general knowledge in local New York political circles that Mark Lane and a young single girl had maintained an intimate sexual relationship during 1960 and 1961 and had lived together,” the memo said. In Hoover’s FBI in 1964, an unmarried man’s affair with an unmarried woman was a fact worth recording.*
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As the commission’s chief investigator on the Secret Service, Sam Stern did not need much time to figure out that President Kennedy had been a “sitting duck” in Texas and that the Secret Service had not done nearly enough to protect him in a city where violence might have been expected. Stern went back and read the newspaper clippings about UN ambassador Adlai Stevenson’s trip to Dallas that October, when Stevenson was hit over the head with a placard by a woman in a mob of anti-UN protesters. He read about the 1960 incident in which Lyndon Johnson and Lady Bird Johnson were jeered and spat on in the lobby of the Adolphus Hotel. And yet in this same city, the Secret Service had organized a motorcade in which President Kennedy and the First Lady were driven slowly past crowds in an open-air limousine. The route took them past several tall buildings from which an assassin could easily position himself for a clear shot at the president; at least one assassin had apparently done just that.

Unlike some of the other young lawyers on the commission’s staff, Stern was able to master his part of the investigation in only a few weeks. What he discovered in his research on the Secret Service was discouraging, but it was not difficult to understand. The agency was, as he put it, “old-school, not up-to-date,” with agents protecting the president who had a “cop mentality” that was unsuited to outwitting even an unsophisticated assassin.

It didn’t help that Kennedy had always courted danger in his public appearances. He insisted on remaining accessible to crowds, often alarming his Secret Service detail by walking outside security perimeters to shake the hands of well-wishers. When traveling in a slow motorcade, he preferred that Secret Service agents walk alongside his presidential limousine rather than stand on special foot rails on the sides of the vehicle. He did not want them so close that it gave the appearance he had something to fear.

It was darkly fitting that the legislation creating the United States Secret Service arrived on President Lincoln’s desk at the White House on April 14, 1865—the day of his assassination. The Secret Service was established initially as the anticounterfeiting arm of the Treasury Department, which was then battling a flood of counterfeit currency after the Civil War. In 1901, a self-proclaimed anarchist gunned down President William McKinley, and the responsibilities of the Secret Service were quickly broadened to include presidential protection. At the turn of the century, no other federal law-enforcement agency was capable of carrying out the assignment; it would be another seven years before the federal government established the agency that would eventually become the FBI.

Stern was startled by much of what he discovered about the inadequacy of Secret Service procedures for out-of-town trips, beginning with its routine use of open-top limousines. The limousine used in Dallas—a 1961 Lincoln Continental four-door convertible that bore the Secret Service codename “X100”—offered its passengers no protection whatsoever from a gunman shooting from above. A plastic bubbletop roof could be attached to the limousine to allow crowds to see the president in bad weather, but the roof offered protection from precipitation and extreme temperatures—not from gunfire. “It was not designed to be and is not bulletproof,” Stern wrote to Rankin. For at least three years before the assassination, the Secret Service had been trying, without success, to find a manufacturer to make a bulletproof plastic roof. (The proposed specifications called for “reasonably good protection against a .45 calibre sidearm fired at a distance of 10 feet.”) The bubbletop plastic roof was transported to Dallas on November 22 but was not used. The forecast that day was for unseasonably warm, sunny weather.

Stern found it hard to know where to begin in listing the other failings of the Secret Service. The agency, he discovered, had no policy of inspecting buildings along motorcade routes, with one exception: buildings were inspected every four years along the route of the presidential inaugural parade in Washington, DC. Asked by Stern why building inspections were not done routinely everywhere, the Secret Service said it lacked the manpower to carry out inspections in each of the dozens of cities a president might visit each year. “Surveys of hundreds of buildings and thousands of windows is not practical,” it told the commission.

But why, Stern asked, couldn’t the Secret Service at least inspect the buildings on a motorcade route that “present the most favorable vantage points to an assassin”? And why couldn’t a few agents conduct a “spot check of a random sample of buildings immediately preceding the motorcade”? A spot check at the Texas School Book Depository might have found Lee Harvey Oswald sitting with a rifle at the window on the sixth floor.

There were other simple precautions the Secret Service could have taken but didn’t. Stern wondered why the agency did not station agents with binoculars along a route to keep watch on the buildings the president was about to pass. Why didn’t the Secret Service ask the managers of buildings along a motorcade route to stay alert to the possibility of strangers or to seal windows temporarily?

He was appalled, he said, when he saw some of the television footage from the day of the assassination. Like the crowds lining the streets, Dallas police officers were caught up in the excitement of catching a glimpse of the president and First Lady; they were not looking up to see if there were threats, especially from the buildings above. “It was horrible,” Stern said. “If you look at the newsreels, the Dallas cops along the way are looking at Kennedy. There’s nobody checking the rooftops. Nobody is looking at the buildings. And yet there was Oswald, sitting in an open window.”

*   *   *

Back in Washington, the methods used by the Secret Service to identify potential assassins were almost laughably inadequate. Within the agency, a special unit, the Protective Research Section, or PRS, was supposed to maintain an elaborate, nationwide checklist of people who might pose a danger to the president when he traveled. Stern discovered that the list, which at the time included fifty thousand names, was made up almost entirely of the people who had sent threatening letters or packages to the White House or who had made threatening phone calls to the White House switchboard. The PRS maintained a separate “trip file” of about one hundred people who were considered especially dangerous, but a search of the file before Kennedy’s trip to Texas found no Dallas-area resident on the list—a surprise, Stern thought, given the attack on Stevenson the month before. It was absurd, he thought. “If some illiterate in Dallas didn’t bother writing a hate letter to the White House—but was out there beating Adlai Stevenson over the head—he wouldn’t make the list.”

The Secret Service did make contact with the FBI when the president traveled. Local FBI field offices were routinely asked to alert the Secret Service if they were aware of threats in cities the president planned to visit, and that happened ahead of Kennedy’s visit to Dallas. The FBI’s Dallas field office provided the Secret Service with the names of local residents who met the bureau’s criteria for a potential risk; Oswald’s name was not among them.

On the commission’s staff, it would be left to Stern to make the initial judgment as to whether the FBI’s Dallas office—and more specifically, Special Agent James Hosty—had violated the bureau’s guidelines in withholding Oswald’s name from the Secret Service. Not surprisingly, the Secret Service seemed eager to blame the FBI for what had happened. On March 20, Stern interviewed Robert Bouck, the director of the Protective Research Service; Bouck said that the FBI should have known to alert the Secret Service about Oswald, especially given his aborted defection to Russia and his weapons training in the marines. Stern was not so convinced. Whatever his radical politics, Oswald had no history of violence, and there was no record of him making any sort of threat against Kennedy or any other political figures. Hosty had known before the assassination that Oswald worked at the Texas School Book Depository, but Stern thought it understandable that the FBI agent had not made an instant connection between the book depository and the motorcade route that Kennedy followed on November 22. The route had been made public on the evening of November 18.

Stern felt sorry for Hosty, whose career in the FBI was obviously in tatters. “I didn’t think Hosty should be condemned over this,” he said later. “I could understand how a busy local FBI agent would not see Oswald as an immediate threat.” Stern also didn’t believe that the Secret Service agents in Texas who had gone out drinking the night before the assassination should be subjected to harsh, career-ending discipline. Drew Pearson, Warren’s friend, and other muckraking journalists in Washington were trying to make a scandal of it. “But I don’t remember being shocked or thinking it was so awful, or that Kennedy would have minded if he had known about it,” Stern said. He certainly did not think the drinking incident deserved special attention in the commission’s final report. “I think the story tells itself, it doesn’t need hyperbole,” he said.

Chief Justice Warren would come to a different conclusion.

*   *   *

As a former clerk to the chief justice, the thirty-five-year-old, Philadelphia-born Stern had a special perspective on Warren, and he was often quizzed by the commission’s other lawyers about what it was like to work for him at the Supreme Court. After getting his law degree at Harvard in 1952, Stern had been a clerk to a federal appeals court judge in Washington and then was hired by Warren in 1955. Stern and another of Warren’s clerks were put in an office that adjoined the conference room, which meant they could hear the justices deliberating cases next door. After the initial thrill of being hired at the court, Stern was disappointed that he did not have more opportunity to interact with Warren. Unlike other justices, the chief justice tended not to form lifelong bonds with his clerks. “He was very warm, but it was a kind of political warmth,” Stern said. “I never felt close to him personally.” Warren came closest to opening up to his clerks when they all came into the office on weekends to catch up on paperwork. “Warren would sometimes wander in Saturday afternoon and sit down and tell us war stories about California politics in the old days.” During these conversations, Stern remembered, Warren made clear his loathing for Richard Nixon, who in Warren’s view had cost him any chance at the White House.

Stern had a sense of how strongly Warren felt about Kennedy. Early in the Kennedy administration, Stern attended a reunion of Warren and his former clerks. The party was held at the Metropolitan Club, an elite men’s club close to the White House, and the president had turned up as a surprise guest. “Kennedy came and shook hands with everybody and told the chief justice how much he respected his work, and Warren just beamed,” Stern recalled. “He basked in it.”

Warren, Stern came to think, “would have made a fabulous president” himself. Whatever his legacy on the court, it was “sort of a waste” that Warren had finished up there, instead of at the White House. He was not a great legal thinker or scholar, but he was an extraordinary politician—a true leader, Stern believed. Warren had magnetism, and a sense of purpose and dignity, that made people eager to compromise and to sacrifice to help him. “He had the ability to bring antithetical groups together.”

As he had expected, Stern had little contact with the chief justice at the commission. From a distance, though, he became concerned about Warren’s health. He would catch a glimpse of the chief justice in the commission’s offices at the VFW building and “he was sick, rheumy,” Stern remembered. “I was worried.” He could see how Warren’s dual roles at the court and on the commission had begun to take a physical toll, even as the chief justice continued to appear in the commission’s offices each morning like clockwork, before walking down the street and pulling on his black robes to begin a full day at the court.
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Gerald Ford wanted to get tough on Marina Oswald. Certainly Ford was being encouraged by his political advisers and by some hawkish anti-Communists on his staff not to rule out a conspiracy involving the Soviet Union or Cuba, and the many lies of Oswald’s widow raised new concerns that she was hiding evidence of a plot. He knew that some of the commission’s investigators suspected that Marina might, in fact, be a sleeper agent for Moscow. Perhaps she didn’t actually know about her husband’s plans to kill Kennedy, but she might have been sent to the United States to provide cover and support for Oswald while he carried out whatever secret plan the Kremlin had devised for him. That would explain why they had married so quickly after meeting and why they had been allowed to leave Russia.

In March, Ford wrote to Rankin to recommend that Oswald’s widow be questioned again, this time connected to a polygraph machine in hopes that she would be intimidated into finally telling the full truth. “A polygraph test for her on a voluntary basis would go a long way in satisfying the public’s interest in the whole matter,” Ford wrote. “We already know that she did not ‘volunteer’ a number of matters which have since come up.… Perhaps she is not ‘volunteering’ all she knows about Lee Oswald’s schools, activities and relationships with the Soviets.” Like several of the staff lawyers, he was worried that the commission did not know the truth about the reasons for Oswald’s visit to Mexico City—but that Marina did. “She appears to know something more about the Mexico visit than she told us.” He recommended that other witnesses be polygraphed “where there appears from the record certain inconsistencies or a failure to be completely frank.”

Ford continued to chafe under Warren’s leadership of the commission. The chief justice was never impolite with Ford and the other commissioners, but he was “brusque,” never treating them as equals, Ford said. “He made a number of decisions that, at least in the original few months, were unilateral.” Warren “delegated too much power to himself” and “there was no deviation from his schedule and his scenario.” A star football player at the University of Michigan in the 1930s, Ford used a football analogy to describe the chief justice: “He treated us as though we were on the team, but he was the captain and the quarterback.”

Whatever their differences, the chief justice had to admit that Ford was among the most diligent members of the commission, perhaps the most hardworking apart from Warren himself. Senator Russell had essentially disappeared from the investigation, and the other two lawmakers—Senator Cooper and Representative Boggs—had spotty attendance records. Ford, however, made a point of being present to hear the testimony of almost all important witnesses. His questions were consistently well thought-out and reflected his close reading of the evidence.

He had assembled a team of outside advisers to help him prepare those questions, a fact that Ford’s records suggest he never shared with the commission. The chief justice and the other commissioners might well have been disturbed to learn that Ford allowed a group of friends and advisers—some without security clearances—to read sensitive documents from the commission’s files.

Ford asked three men, in particular, to back him up. John Stiles, one of his oldest friends from Grand Rapids, Michigan, and his campaign manager in his first race for the House in 1948, tracked the commission’s work on a day-to-day basis, preparing long lists of questions for Ford to ask witnesses. Ford also asked for help from former Republican congressman John Ray of New York, a Harvard-trained lawyer who had chosen to step down from his House seat the year before. Later, he recruited a young constituent from Grand Rapids who was then a student at Harvard Law School, Francis Fallon, to review the evidence.

Ford shared commission documents with his three advisers almost as soon as the material landed on his desk in his House office. When the commission’s lawyers traveled to Dallas after Ruby’s trial and started taking witness depositions there, Ford asked that copies of all the transcripts be shipped to his office “in order for me to keep fully abreast of the developments.” He then shared the depositions with his trio of advisers.

The memos to Ford from his advisers were often not signed or initialed, suggesting how close he was to them. He took their advice seriously, often converting their memos wholesale into letters that he sent under his own name on congressional stationery to Rankin, with long lists of tasks for the commission’s staff. In March, Ford passed to Rankin a list of scores of detailed questions that he wanted asked of witnesses who were at Dealey Plaza and at the scene of Officer Tippit’s murder.

Ford’s advisers also prepared lists of follow-up questions for the staff, prompted by witness testimony. After Mark Lane appeared before the commission in March, Ford was provided with a three-page list of all of Lane’s cover-up allegations, taken page by page from a transcript of Lane’s testimony. Next to each allegation was a box for Ford and his staff to check if Lane’s facts could be verified. (A copy of the checklist maintained in Ford’s files showed that not a single box had been checked.)

Ford also sought expert advice from House colleagues who were doctors or had other medical training, and who could give him some perspective on the hospital records from Dallas and on the autopsy report. Representative James D. Weaver of Pennsylvania, a retired air force surgeon who had begun a second career in Republican politics, reviewed the medical evidence at Ford’s request and wrote back to say that given Kennedy’s massive head wounds, “there was nothing that could have been done in any way that would have saved the life of the late president.” He also shared with Ford, politician to politician, why he thought there had been so much confusion about the medical evidence—why the Parkland doctors, for example, had initially suggested that an exit wound in Kennedy’s throat might have been an entrance wound. The doctors had faced “harassment” by irresponsible reporters—“press or alleged press,” as Weaver put it—to say things they did not intend to say.

The memos from Stiles and Ford’s other advisers reflected their consistent worry that the commission was overlooking evidence of a conspiracy. A memo to Ford dated March 17 warned that Chief Justice Warren might “arbitrarily rule out the possibility of the assassination involving a conspiracy—and particularly one which has international implications or involves a foreign power.” Stiles reminded Ford of the disturbing news reports from Cuba in the weeks before the assassination, including the wire service interview with Castro in September in which Castro seemed to threaten Kennedy’s life. The memo noted the continuing mysteries over Mexico: “Has the commission been able to account for all of the time spent by Oswald in Mexico City?”

*   *   *

All winter, Ford continued to be swamped with letters from House Republican colleagues, and from conservative constituents, demanding that Norman Redlich be fired from the commission’s staff. “How did it happen that this goat was sent to guard the cabbage patch?” Representative Richard Poff, a Virginia Republican, asked Ford in a letter. A Texas doctor wrote in with a threat to make political trouble for Ford among voters back home in Michigan: “As a member of Congress, don’t tell me you can’t do anything about Pro Commies in the Warren Commission like Redlich. If you don’t expose them and remove them, we will let the Michigan press know.”

On April 3, Rankin wrote to Ford to bring his attention to a provocative article that Redlich had written eleven years earlier for the Nation. The article, an attack on Senator Joseph McCarthy, argued in support of the right of witnesses appearing before McCarthy to cite their Fifth Amendment rights to silence. Rankin’s belated discovery of the article, headlined “Does Silence Mean Guilt?,” was just more evidence for Ford of why Redlich should never have been hired. McCarthy might have died in disgrace in 1957, but there were still members of Congress, including friends of Ford’s, who quietly cheered at the mention of his name.

It had not been announced publicly, but Ford and the other commissioners knew the FBI was quietly conducting a new, intensive background investigation on Redlich in response to the public attacks. Ford wrote Rankin in April to say that the belated discovery of the Nation article was proof of why the FBI investigation “should be expedited to the maximum” and “I believe the full commission should meet to discuss the situation and take whatever action appears appropriate.” In a separate letter to Rankin on April 24, Ford passed along a copy of an editorial from the Richmond Times Herald, the influential, archconservative Virginia newspaper, with the headline, “Who Hired Redlich?” The editorial said that the “apparent close affinity of Communist front-ers with a key member of the investigation does not inspire confidence in the Warren Commission.”

Ray, the former congressman advising Ford, speculated that Redlich might somehow be connected to Mark Lane and other left-wing conspiracy theorists. He prepared a handwritten chart to see if he could determine if Redlich and Lane had been members of the same “Communist Fronts,” as Ray labeled them—left-wing civil rights and civil liberties groups that the FBI listed as subversive. Down the left-hand column, he listed groups that both Redlich and Lane had been affiliated with, including the New York–based Emergency Civil Liberties Committee. Next to each group, he put the years of Redlich’s and Lane’s affiliations, as best as Ray could determine it. Ray wrote Ford to say that he dropped the inquiry after determining “there is less overlapping than I had expected to find.” Under “Communist Party Membership,” Ray wrote—for both Redlich and Lane—“No evidence.”

An unsigned staff memo to Ford in April outlined ways that the commission could force out Redlich. The author admitted that Redlich’s position on the commission was not actually “dangerous” to its work. “He is not in a position to be that important, nor is there any reason in his work thus far to find fault,” the memo said. “However, the fact that he remains on the commission will be—and has been—criticized.” The memo urged that Redlich not be fired outright, since that might create public confusion and lead some people to assume there was “even more basis for ‘plot’ theories” about the assassination. Instead, Redlich could be kept on the payroll “but simply excluded in the future from the important work of the commission.” He should be moved to a “harmless job” and, to limit his grounds to protest, allowed to keep his salary.

Prominent conservatives around the country saw Ford as their voice on the commission, and they considered him their best defender against the persistent rumors, especially in Europe, that right-wing groups had a role in the assassination. Articles in left-wing newspapers and magazines in Europe often mentioned H. L. Hunt, the ultraconservative Dallas oil magnate, as a potential paymaster for the murder plot. One of Hunt’s sons had helped pay for the black-bordered ad published in the Dallas Morning News on the morning of the assassination that accused Kennedy of abandoning anti-Castro guerrillas in Cuba. Kennedy, the ad said, had adopted the “Spirit of Moscow.” Radio scripts prepared by a far-right Hunt-backed group, Life Line, were found in Jack Ruby’s car on the day of the assassination.*

In January, Ford’s Washington office received a cryptic letter from Hunt in which the oilman questioned whether Ford and Senator Russell had become unwitting tools of a larger left-wing conspiracy to hide the truth about Kennedy’s murder. “I know of many favorable things about you, but do not know the extent of your awareness of the conspiracy,” Hunt wrote, without explaining what the conspiracy was. “It may be that you and Senator Russell are only being used on the commission to investigate the assassination to lend prestige and respectability to others in public life who are considered by many astute anti-Communists to be pro-Socialist or pro-Communist.” Hunt enclosed several copies of recent Life Line newsletters that he said might be helpful to Ford in pursuing “the cause of Freedom.”

Word of Ford’s behind-the-scenes attacks on Redlich began to circulate among the other young lawyers on the staff, and they worried that Ford might actually try to oust Redlich from the investigation. “When I heard about this, I thought it was absurd,” said Alfred Goldberg, the air force historian. “I thought it was a pure political ploy by Ford.” The attacks had begun to poison Ford’s reputation among Redlich’s friends on the staff. Many said later that they had assumed the Michigan congressman was trying to use the commission as a stepping-stone to greater power in the House; they feared that Redlich was about to become a victim of Ford’s ambition.

*   *   *

In his hard work on the commission, Ford may have been motivated by something other than pure public service. He and his old friend Stiles had quietly decided to write a book about the investigation—the “inside story” of the commission—and they thought it had the potential to be a bestseller. They intended to publish the book as quickly as possible after the commission issued its final report, possibly within weeks of the report’s release. That spring, they went in search of a book agent in New York, and a publisher. Warren and several other commissioners said later that they had known nothing about the book project until the final weeks of the investigation. The chief justice told friends he considered Ford’s book an appalling betrayal, creating the appearance that Ford was going to profit from a national tragedy. “Warren was still angry about it many, many years later,” recalled Alfred Goldberg, who became close to the chief justice after the investigation. “It certainly added to his distaste for Ford.” Goldberg said the chief justice felt that Ford was “simply untrustworthy—he had contempt for Ford.”
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David Belin could not help himself. It was a clear violation of the commission’s rules, which barred the staff from discussing the details of the investigation with outsiders, but he felt he had to tell friends back in Iowa about his great, history-making adventure in Washington. He sent home regular updates about the commission’s work in a series of open letters to his partners at the Des Moines law firm of Herrick, Langdon, Sandblom & Belin.

Belin, thirty-five years old and a proud native of the Cornbelt, liked to refer to himself as a “country lawyer,” albeit one who had graduated Phi Beta Kappa from the law school at the University of Michigan. He could have had his pick of jobs at prestigious law firms in Chicago or at one of the big car companies in Detroit, but Iowa was his home and he returned there to begin his law career.

In January 1964, though, the “country lawyer” found himself transplanted to the nation’s capital—a city he thought had been made so glamorous by John Kennedy—and called upon to work with Chief Justice Earl Warren, one of Belin’s heroes, to resolve the mysteries surrounding Kennedy’s death. Despite the horrible event that had prompted the investigation, he was exhilarated. It was one thing to be celebrated back in Iowa for one’s accomplishments; it was another to achieve that sort of recognition in Washington.

His first letter to the firm went out in late January, just days after he arrived in Washington. “First, a big ‘hello’ to everyone at HLS&B!” he began. While he might be known back at the firm in Des Moines for a desk covered with stacks of clients’ paperwork, “I have had to somewhat alter my habits here in Washington, because the material which we are going over has been labeled ‘Top Secret’ and we have a safe in each office where we have to lock everything up at night.” His senior partner on the commission’s staff, Joe Ball, was surprised by how little of what they were reading deserved to be classified at all, Belin wrote. “He cannot understand why this material is labeled ‘Top Secret,’ and as to most of it, I tend to agree.” Both men were getting an education in the tendency of self-important federal bureaucrats, especially at the FBI and CIA, to pretend that routine information was somehow secret.

It was a thrill to work for Warren, Belin said. The chief justice has been “extremely personable,” and Belin was excited when Warren recognized him on the street and “immediately smiled at me and said ‘Hello.’” At the first staff meeting in January, Belin wrote, Warren spoke darkly of the “rampant rumors in countries around the world” about whether there had been a conspiracy to kill Kennedy. “According to Warren, President Johnson said the situation could become such a tinderbox that it could conceivably lead to war with all of the ramifications of atomic destruction.” Belin knew how tantalizing this would be to his colleagues back home—how excited they would be to hear what was happening behind the closed doors of the assassination commission in faraway Washington. And his letters were the talk of the firm for days after they arrived.

Belin had always known how to satisfy an audience. Raised in a music-loving home in Sioux City, he was a violin prodigy who was so talented that he won admission to New York’s Juilliard School of Music. His family had little money, however, and he bypassed Juilliard to join the army; he planned to take advantage of the GI Bill to pay for college later. He brought his violin with him and performed at military hospitals in the Far East and on armed forces radio; for the radio performances, he always preferred compositions by Dvořák, which he thought he played particularly well.

Another letter to Des Moines followed on February 11. As an Iowan, he mocked the inability of the city government in Washington to plow the streets after what was, by the standards of the Hawkeye State, a mild dusting: “Washington is completely disorganized today, for overnight there has been three inches of snow.” He then went on to share details of the recent closed-door testimony by Oswald’s mother. “One of the more cynical of the lawyers here has suggested that Marguerite be nominated for ‘Mother of the Year’ in light of her great protestations in defense of her offspring,” he wrote, adding that Warren had demonstrated remarkable patience in sitting and listening to her babble. “If some of us had gambling instincts, which of course I do not, we would start a pool in an effort to determine how long the Chief Justice will sit back and listen to all of the irrelevancies that are coming forth.”

*   *   *

By late winter, Belin had read through most of the hundreds of witness statements gathered in Dallas by the FBI, the Secret Service, and the Dallas police. He had never worked in law enforcement, but he had plenty of experience in cross-examining witnesses, and he insisted to colleagues on the commission’s staff that he was not worried about the many discrepancies he noted in the witness accounts of what had happened at Dealey Plaza and at the scene of the murder of Officer J. D. Tippit. Discrepancies among important, well-meaning witnesses were common in the civil cases he handled back in Des Moines, and so it was here. “When there are two or more witnesses to a sudden event, you will always get at least two different stories about what happened.”

Some of the discrepancies from Dallas were almost funny. For instance, Oswald’s fellow workers at the book depository—although clearly trying to testify honestly—could not agree on even the most basic details about his appearance. Asked how Oswald dressed, one coworker, James Jarman Jr., swore that he always wore a T-shirt. Another, Eugene West, said exactly the opposite: “I don’t believe I ever seen him working in just a T-shirt.” Belin thought both men were telling what they believed was the truth, even if one of them had to be wrong. There were far more jarring discrepancies elsewhere, especially in the witness statements of the two Secret Service agents who were in the president’s limousine in Dallas. Agent Roy Kellerman, who was riding in the front passenger seat, insisted that after the first shot, he heard Kennedy yell out, “My God, I am shot!” Kellerman was asked how he could be so certain it was Kennedy, not Connally, who shouted. “It was his voice,” Kellerman said. “There is only one man in that backseat that was from Boston, and his accent carried very clearly.”

Yet the agent who was driving the limousine, William Greer, insisted that Kennedy said nothing after the first shot. Connally and his wife, Nellie, also in the limousine, agreed with Greer: the president remained silent. (The commission’s staff determined that Greer and the Connallys were almost certainly right, since the first bullet passed through Kennedy’s voice box, making it impossible for him to say anything.) Yet while their accounts were completely contradictory, Belin asked, would anyone suggest that either Kellerman or Greer was lying?

Belin’s letters to his colleagues became more somber in March, when he and Ball made their first trip to Dallas. They saw Dealey Plaza for themselves and drove the length of the route of Kennedy’s motorcade. “I really was not prepared for the emotional experience of actually seeing the building for the first time,” Belin wrote, adding:

With a Secret Service man at the wheel, we drove the presidential parade route down Main Street in Dallas and followed it directly to Houston Street where the car turned to the right and there, one block ahead, standing in stark reality, was the TSBD Building, about which I had read so much over the past sixty days. In a matter of seconds, I put myself in the actual parade procession with the colored moving pictures that we actually have that were taken on the day of the assassination. The car drove slowly north on Houston Street one block to its intersection with Elm, and my eyes froze on the window at the southeast corner of the sixth floor. We turned to the left—a reflex angle of about 270 degrees, and we started down the diagonal entrance into the Expressway. This is where the shots struck the president.

It was at that moment, Belin wrote, that his mind was overcome with a “flash” of memories of the grisly evidence he had reviewed back in Washington—the autopsy report, the Zapruder film, the photographs of the bullet fragments and of bits of the president’s skull found in Dealey Plaza.

While in Dallas, Belin retraced what the FBI believed was Oswald’s journey, by taxi and then by foot, after the assassination—first, to his rooming house in the Oak Cliff neighborhood, and then to the scene of the murder of Officer J. D. Tippit. Belin thought it was cruel that Tippit’s name and his murder were often forgotten in discussions of the assassination, as if the policeman’s death had been an insignificant footnote to the events of that day. Friends on the police force described the thirty-nine-year-old Tippit—he told friends his initials, “J.D.,” stood for nothing in particular—as a fine man. An army paratrooper in World War II, he had participated in the Allied crossing of the Rhine in 1945 and earned a Bronze Star. In 1952, he was hired by the Dallas police as a $250-a-month apprentice. He left behind a wife and three children, the youngest of them five years old.

[image: image]

Belin thought the evidence that Oswald had killed Tippit was incontrovertible. Driving in his patrol car, the officer had noticed Oswald walking on the side of the road; Tippit tried to stop and question him, thinking he matched the description of the president’s assassin that had just been broadcast on the police radio. As he stepped from his car, Tippit was hit by four bullets—three in his chest, one in his head—and cartridge cases found at the scene were a precise match for Oswald’s Smith & Wesson pistol, purchased from the same Chicago mail-order house that sold him the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle.

As part of his tour, Belin also visited the Texas Theatre (its owners preferred the European spelling of “theatre”) on West Jefferson Boulevard, a few blocks away from the scene of Tippit’s murder. Oswald had been arrested in the movie house—initially for Tippit’s murder, not the president’s—after he ducked past the ticket booth without paying and tried to hide in the darkened audience. Belin told his colleagues back in Iowa that he made a special point of plopping himself down “in the seat where Oswald was apprehended.”

Belin and Ball set aside hours to inspect the book depository and interview Oswald’s coworkers, including three men who said they had been on the fifth floor of the building, watching out the window as Kennedy’s motorcade passed by, when the shots rang out. The coworkers agreed in earlier police interviews that they had heard the bolt of a rifle moving back and forth just above them; they also said they had heard the sound of empty cartridge cases hitting the floor. Belin wanted to test out whether that could be true. The warehouse had cement floors that were thick enough to bear the weight of tons of school textbooks, and Belin wondered if it would really be possible for someone a floor below to make out the relatively subtle sound of a rifle bolt and of cartridges striking the floor above. Perhaps, he thought, Oswald’s coworkers had imagined what they said they heard.

For the test, Belin and Ball placed a Secret Service agent with a bolt-action rifle on the sixth floor, at the southeast corner window where Oswald had been seen. Ball stayed with the agent while Belin went downstairs to the fifth floor with Harold Norman, one of the depository employees. “I then yelled for the test to begin,” Belin wrote later. “I really did not expect to hear anything. Then, with remarkable clarity, I could hear the thump as a cartridge case hit the floor. There were two more thumps as the two other cartridge cases hit the floor above me.” He said he could also hear the Secret Service agent move “the bolt of the rifle back and forth—and this too could be heard with clarity.”

“Joe, if I had not heard it myself, I would never have believed it,” Belin told Ball.

Belin conducted another test designed to see how quickly Oswald could have gotten from the sixth floor to the second floor, where Oswald had encountered his supervisor, Roy Truly, and Dallas police officer Marrion Baker within seconds of the shots. Baker said he had stopped his motorcycle and run into the building when he heard the gunfire because he believed it had come from the book depository. Belin ran behind Baker with a stopwatch as Baker re-created his movements, jumping again from his motorcycle outside the depository and then rushing in and climbing to the second floor. The test left Belin panting for breath. (In joining the commission, “no one told me that there would be physical exertion involved,” he joked to his friends in Iowa.) The test proved to Belin that Oswald had the time to descend to the second floor before the police officer arrived there.

Belin was surprised that he was the first investigator to conduct these tests. For all their claims of an exhaustive investigation in Dallas, the FBI, the Secret Service, and Texas authorities had left gaping holes in the record. He was astonished to come across an important witness who had been all but ignored by other investigators: Domingo Benavides, an auto repairman who stopped his 1958 Chevy pickup when he saw Tippit gunned down near the corner of Tenth and Patton Streets. “I could hardly believe what the man was telling me,” Belin said. Benavides said he had not only witnessed the policeman’s murder, he had then gone to Tippit’s car and tried desperately “to use the police radio to tell the department that an officer had been shot.” He found two empty cartridge shells that the man he identified as Oswald had thrown into the bushes, and he turned them over to police.

Yet while Belin had managed to track down Benavides easily enough, his name did not appear in any of the witness statements prepared by the FBI and the Dallas police on the day of the assassination. The police had not bothered to take Benavides to police headquarters on the afternoon of Tippit’s murder to identify Oswald, as they did with other witnesses. Why, Belin asked, was it being left to the commission to discover such a critical witness?

*   *   *

After the Dallas trip, Belin returned to Washington to begin taking formal, sworn testimony from some of the same witnesses he had met in Texas. Among them was the man he considered to be “the single most important witness” at Dealey Plaza—Howard Brennan, the forty-four-year-old steamfitter who had been sitting on a wall at the corner of Houston and Elm Street, directly across the street from the book depository, when the shots rang out. Brennan’s spot on the wall was only about 110 feet from the sixth-floor window. Other, highly credible witnesses said they saw a rifle pointing out of one of the upper windows, including a photographer for the Dallas Times-Herald who was riding in the motorcade and who, after hearing the first shot, pointed up and yelled out to his colleagues, “There is the gun!” Brennan, however, provided by far the most detailed account, including a clear physical description of the shooter. In the minutes before the shots, he said, he had looked up at the windows of the book depository and “observed quite a few people in different windows” who seemed to be eagerly awaiting the chance to see the president. “In particular, I saw this one man on the sixth floor.”

A moment after the president’s limousine passed by, Brennan said, “I heard this crack that I positively thought was a backfire”—from a motorcycle engine, he thought. Then, Brennan said, he heard a second noise that sounded like a firecracker being thrown from the book depository. “I glanced up. And this man—that I saw previously—was aiming for his last shot.” The man held “some type of a high-powered rifle” and was “resting against the left window sill, with the gun to his right shoulder, holding the gun with his left hand and taking positive aim and fired his last shot.” That was the third shot, the one that hit the president in the head, Brennan said. The assassin, Brennan said, was white, about 160 to 170 pounds and wearing light-colored clothes—a reasonably accurate description of Oswald. In the chaos after the shots, Brennan approached police officers and told them what he had seen. Minutes later, police radios across town crackled with the department’s description of the gunman, apparently based on Brennan’s account.

That afternoon, a shaken Brennan was taken to police headquarters and shown a lineup that included Oswald. At that instant, Brennan admitted later, he made a decision to lie. Although he later said he knew the president’s assassin was standing right in front of him, he looked over the lineup and claimed he could not pick out the gunman. He lied, he said later, because he feared that Kennedy had been killed as part of a foreign conspiracy—“a Communist activity”—and that he might be next to die. “If it got to be a known fact that I was an eyewitness, my family or I, either one, might not be safe.”

Belin found it disappointing, but sadly understandable, that Brennan had not told the truth. At about the time of his testimony in Washington, newspapers around the country were reporting an appalling story about the murder that month of a New York City woman, Kitty Genovese, who was stabbed to death in her home in the borough of Queens—an attack supposedly overheard by thirty-eight people, none of whom did anything to respond to her pleas for help.* “In an age in which people in New York offer no help as a woman is murdered … perhaps it is to be expected that a person, fearing some sort of communist conspiracy, would not come forth and immediately identify the man who killed the President of the United States,” Belin wrote later.

*   *   *

Belin needed to make sense of the confusing testimony from other, seemingly credible witnesses who believed the rifle shots did not come from the book depository but instead from the so-called grassy knoll in front of the president’s limousine. The most compelling testimony about a possible grassy-knoll assassin came from Sterling M. Holland, a supervisor for the Union Terminal Railroad, who was inspecting signals on the highway overpass ahead of the motorcade. He said he had been watching the motorcade, trying to catch a glimpse of Kennedy, when he heard gunfire and saw the president slump over. Turning his head to the left toward the grassy knoll, Holland saw a “puff of smoke” that “came out about 6 or 8 feet above the ground” under a group of trees. He said he then ran toward the area and saw twelve to fifteen policemen and plainclothes there who were looking “for empty shells,” suggesting the gunman had been there.

Holland’s statement was taken in Dallas in early April by Sam Stern, who had traveled to Texas to assist with witness interviews. Stern was so excited by what Holland was telling him—and the clear suggestion of a second gunman—that the young lawyer excused himself from the interview room for a moment to track down Belin, who was also in Dallas.

Holland’s testimony was “gripping,” Stern said later. “The puff of smoke? What did it mean?” Belin, however, was unimpressed. “Oh yeah,” he said dismissively. “We know all about that.”

Stern was annoyed that this seemingly important witness might be ignored, but he bowed to what was, by then, Belin’s much more detailed knowledge of what had happened in Dealey Plaza. Long afterward, Stern said that Holland’s testimony still nagged at him, and he wondered if it should have been given more attention. “Nobody was taking it seriously,” he said. In the years after the assassination, Holland’s testimony would be seized upon by conspiracy theorists as proof that the commission had ignored a key witness.

Belin said later that he had always understood the potential significance of Holland’s account but that, in the end, the railroad supervisor fell into the category of honest, but mistaken, witnesses. As Belin knew, no physical evidence—spent cartridges or anything else—was ever found in the grassy knoll. And it seemed impossible to imagine that a gunman could have fired off rifle shots from there without anyone seeing him clearly; several spectators had been standing in the grassy knoll as the motorcade passed.

*   *   *

Belin and Ball were also trying to sort out problems involving another potentially key witness—Helen Markham, the waitress at the Eatwell restaurant who had witnessed Tippit’s murder. Unlike Domingo Benavides, Markham had been taken to a police lineup within hours of the policeman’s death, and she identified Oswald as his killer.

If Howard Brennan was the commission’s most important witness in demonstrating Oswald’s guilt, Markham would be remembered as “the most controversial,” Belin said. Questions about her credibility would dog the investigation for months. When Markham arrived in Washington to give testimony, she was in a state of near panic at her sudden celebrity. Mark Lane had stepped up his public attacks on her credibility, claiming that he had interviewed her and that she had backed away from identifying Oswald as Tippit’s killer. The commission needed to determine what, if anything, she had actually told Lane and why she might have changed her story.

The chief justice tried to put Markham at ease as she arrived in the commission’s offices and took a seat in the conference room. Warren “seemed almost like a scholarly minister as he looked and smiled” toward Markham, Belin remembered. Warren passed a handwritten note to Congressman Ford: “This witness is likely to be hysterical.”

Markham admitted that she was rattled: “I am very shook up.”

Ball, who led the questioning, tried to calm her down. “Take it easy,” he said. “This is a very informal little conference here.” He led her through the events of a hardscrabble life—she was divorced, with five children to support—before asking her to describe what she had seen on the afternoon of November 22. She described Tippit’s death as cold-blooded murder, with Oswald pulling the trigger of his pistol seconds after the officer stepped from his police car. After pumping the shots into the officer’s head and chest, Oswald stared straight toward her, Markham recalled. “He looked wild,” she said. “I put my hands over my face and closed my eyes, because I knew he was going to kill me. I couldn’t scream, I couldn’t holler. I froze.” But instead of turning his gun on Markham and other witnesses who would be able to identify him, Oswald simply “trotted” away.

Markham said she ran to Tippit’s side and listened as he tried—and failed—to utter some final words as blood pooled around him on the street. Later that afternoon, she identified Oswald in the lineup. “I would know that man anywhere,” she said later. “I know I would.”

Ball turned to the question of Lane, asking whether she had talked to him and why she would back away from any of her account. She denied that she had ever talked to anyone she knew as Mark Lane or that she had claimed to anyone that Tippit’s shooter was “short, heavy and with bushy hair,” as Lane had insisted. Since November, she said, she had been interviewed by a reporter from Life magazine, which published some of her comments, and by a man who represented himself as a French journalist and who spoke with an accent. She could not recall the Frenchman’s name, but she said he had a “dark” complexion and a medium build and wore “horn-rimmed glasses”—a physical description that might match Lane’s.

Could Lane have impersonated a French reporter? Norman Redlich, who was watching the testimony, left the room and found two newspaper photographs of Lane, which were then shown to Markham. “I have never seen this man in my life,” she insisted. Ball and Belin were baffled, since Lane had given sworn testimony that he had talked to Markham. Lane might be duplicitous, Belin said, but he found it difficult to imagine that Lane would lie outright to the commission and risk a perjury charge.* The conflicts between Markham’s account and Lane’s would not be resolved for several more weeks, with the credibility of both of them damaged in the process.

It gnawed at Belin then and for years to come, he said. At least six credible eyewitnesses, other than Markham, had identified Oswald as Tippit’s killer. That included Benavides, the witness Belin had tracked down himself. Increasingly, Belin thought of Tippit’s murder as the “Rosetta Stone” of the Kennedy assassination—the event that explained everything else, since it proved that Oswald was capable of murder, and since he had no reason to kill Tippit other than to flee from police searching for the president’s assassin. And yet Lane and his growing army of conspiracy theorists were able to convince gullible audiences that the entire case against Oswald was a sham because a single “flighty” witness like Helen Markham might have confused her words in a telephone conversation she said she could not remember.

*   *   *

Understanding the crime scene in Dealey Plaza would never be so easy. Although Belin was certain that Oswald had acted alone in killing Tippit, he continued to suspect that Oswald might not have acted alone in gunning down the president. Belin was convinced that the bullets aimed at Kennedy’s limousine had all come from behind, ruling out a shot from the grassy knoll or some other location in front of the motorcade; but given the confusion about the ballistics and the conflicting witness testimony, he asked how the commission could rule out the possibility that Oswald had been joined in the book depository by an accomplice. Could another gunman have been positioned somewhere else behind the motorcade? Belin had joined the commission believing there had been a conspiracy to kill Kennedy, and he was still eager to expose one. Beginning in January, Mel Eisenberg, Redlich’s deputy, organized staff viewings of the Zapruder film. Eisenberg and several others, including Belin and Specter, watched the same sickening images hour after hour, analyzing the film frame by frame.

In late February, Life magazine finally, and reluctantly, agreed to provide the commission with the original film it had purchased from Abraham Zapruder. Up until then, the staff had depended on copies of the film made by the Secret Service and the FBI. The original film was far clearer and had “considerably more detail than any of the copies we had,” Belin recalled. Life also agreed to provide the commission with 35mm color slides of each frame. Belin was excited by the opportunity to see the original film; it was his best hope of demonstrating a conspiracy, possibly by showing that Oswald did not have enough time to fire all the shots that hit Kennedy and Connally.

Zapruder’s Bell & Howell home-movie camera was in the custody of the FBI, and the bureau’s technicians determined that it operated at a speed of 18.3 frames per second. That calculation enabled the bureau to determine the average speed of Kennedy’s limousine through Dealey Plaza—11.2 miles per hour. The FBI then matched the limousine’s speed against the results of tests to determine how quickly a gunman could fire off shots from Oswald’s Mannlicher-Carcano rifle. The tests showed that the minimum time needed to fire “two successive well-timed shots” from the rifle would be 2.3 seconds—equivalent to 42 frames of the Zapruder film. The FBI insisted that its evidence proved that Kennedy and Connally had been hit by separate bullets. So if Belin and his colleagues could prove from the Zapruder film that shots had been fired at the motorcade less than two and a quarter seconds apart, they would have proof of two gunmen at Dealey Plaza.

For several days over the course of the late winter and early spring, the staff lawyers sat in a conference room with Lyndal Shaneyfelt, a former newspaper photographer who was now the FBI’s principal photography analyst. Together they watched the Zapruder film hundreds of times. The images haunted Belin for the rest of his life, he said. “I would wake up in the middle of the night seeing the president waving to the crowds and then, within a few seconds, seeing the fatal shot and the head of the president jerk and then slump over.”

Shaneyfelt numbered every frame of the film. The most disturbing image, marked as frame No. 313, captured the moment when the president was shot in the head and the bloody mist rose over the limousine. Two identifiable fragments of that bullet, which appeared to be Oswald’s third and final shot, were found inside the limousine. The other shots seemed to pose the bigger mystery. From the film, it was possible to determine that the first shot to strike Kennedy—the bullet that hit him in the upper back or lower neck—landed sometime between frames 210 and 224; it was not possible to be more precise, since Zapruder’s view was obstructed by a freeway sign during that period. (Beginning at frame 225, when Kennedy became visible again, he was clearly hit, because his hands were moving toward his throat.)

Shaneyfelt and the staff lawyers agreed that Connally was almost certainly hit sometime between frames 207 and 225, given the location of his wounds and his position in the limousine. An analysis of the medical evidence about Connally, matched up against the location of his body at other moments, showed that the very latest he could have been struck by a bullet was frame 240.

The remaining math was not so complicated, Belin realized. Assuming the FBI and Secret Service were right, the first and third bullets hit Kennedy and the second hit Connally. So if the president was hit for the first time no earlier than frame 210 and Connally was hit no later than frame 240, there were a maximum of 30 frames of film between the two shots, or less than two seconds. That would not have been enough time for Oswald to fire both shots. And that, Belin thought, meant that he might have the answer he had been searching for—there was at least one more gunman in Dealey Plaza.


 

27

 

THE OFFICES OF THE COMMISSION

WASHINGTON, DC

MARCH 1964

Arlen Specter faced an extraordinary workload. He had as much to do as any of the young lawyers on the staff and—after the abrupt disappearance of his senior partner, Frank Adams—probably more. “When will I get to see my family again?” he asked his colleagues, only half in jest. Of the ninety-three witnesses who gave formal testimony to the commission in Washington, twenty-eight were Specter’s responsibility. He took the testimony of most of the government officials and others who rode in the motorcade in Dallas, and of virtually all the doctors and medical personnel from Parkland Hospital and from the autopsy room at Bethesda. Specter was responsible for understanding the smallest details of what his witnesses described, and the transcripts of the witness testimony show that he was consistently well prepared.

He also continued to impress his colleagues with his willingness to stand up to the chief justice and Rankin. Not that he always got his way: he had recommended that when commissioners began to take witness testimony in Washington, they start with the people who were physically closest to the president in the motorcade. The logical leadoff witness, Specter argued, was the president’s widow: “Jacqueline Kennedy would have made an appropriate beginning,” since no one had been closer to the president, physically or otherwise, at the moment of his death.

In the first weeks of the investigation, Specter had prepared a list of ninety questions he wanted to ask the former First Lady. He divided them into seven categories, beginning with “Events of November 22, 1963, Preceding the Assassination.” He thought she should be asked about every element of her husband’s murder, including what she remembered of his facial expressions after the first bullet pierced his throat. Question 31: “What reaction, if any, did President Kennedy have after the first shot?” He also wanted to resolve a lingering mystery about why Mrs. Kennedy had tried to climb onto the trunk of the limousine after the shots rang out. “That question is of historical interest and has caused some speculation,” Specter wrote to Rankin, offering several possible explanations for what she did, including the possibility that she was simply trying to escape “the tragedy and danger in the car.”

In March, Specter said he was disappointed but not surprised when told that Mrs. Kennedy would not testify early in the investigation and that she might not be called to testify at all because of Warren’s reluctance to question her. “The Chief Justice had taken a protective stance toward Mrs. Kennedy,” Specter said later. It set a terrible double standard, he thought. If this had been a homicide case back at the Philadelphia district attorney’s office, police officers and detectives would have interviewed the victim’s spouse—especially one who had been at the murder scene—within hours of the crime. “In a first-degree murder case, the Commonwealth is obliged to call all eyewitnesses,” he said. “That’s because they’re that important to finding out the truth.” In the investigation of the assassination of the president, however, his widow might be asked no questions at all. “My view is that no witness is above the reach of the law to provide evidence,” Specter said. “I don’t think that Mrs. Kennedy was above that one iota.” He felt just as strongly that the commission needed to take testimony from President Johnson. The case for questioning the president was made stronger by the many conspiracy theories that he was somehow involved in the assassination. Specter insisted that he was ready to ask Johnson—“point blank”—if he had been part of a conspiracy. “Under other circumstances, he would have been considered a prime suspect,” Specter said later. “I don’t think President Johnson had anything to do with the assassination of President Kennedy, but I do not think that would have been an inappropriate question to ask.”

*   *   *

When Specter finally began taking testimony in Washington, his leadoff witnesses were the two Secret Service agents who had been in Kennedy’s limousine—first, Roy Kellerman, who had been riding in the right front seat, and then William Greer, the driver. Both were called to testify on Monday, March 9.

Kellerman struck Specter as “the casting model for the role” of a Secret Service agent. A former autoworker and Michigan state trooper, the soft-spoken Kellerman—so quiet that colleagues had jokingly given him the nickname “Gabby”—was “six feet four, weighed well over 200 pounds and was muscular and handsome.” While Kellerman might look the part, however, Specter was not convinced that the agent did his job well on the day of the assassination. He struck Specter as surprisingly unemotional, even blasé, when discussing the final moments of the life of the president he had been sworn to protect. Specter questioned why Kellerman did not jump to the back of the limousine, where Kennedy and Connally were grievously wounded, after hearing the gunfire in Dealey Plaza, at least to shield their bodies from the possibility of additional shots on the drive to Parkland Hospital. Kellerman insisted there was nothing he could have done; he felt he was more valuable to the victims by remaining in the front seat, where he could pass radio messages to Greer. Specter concluded that Kellerman “was the wrong man for the job—he was 48 years old, big, and his reflexes were not quick.”

Greer was a far more sympathetic witness. A fifty-four-year-old Irish-American immigrant who had arrived in the United States as a teenager, he still spoke with a slight brogue. He had joined the Secret Service after serving in the navy in World War II and then working for nearly a decade as a chauffeur for wealthy families in the Boston area. He made clear to Specter that he had been shattered by Kennedy’s murder. “He clearly felt deep affection for Kennedy, which I sensed had been reciprocal,” in part because of their shared Irish ancestry, Specter said. Greer was tormented by his actions in the motorcade, including his failure to hit the accelerator immediately after hearing the first shot. Photos and television film from the scene suggested he had actually hit the brakes after the first shot, turning around to see what was happening, possibly making Kennedy an easier target. When Jacqueline Kennedy learned those details later, friends said, she was furious, complaining that the Secret Service agents were no more capable of protecting the president than her children’s nanny would have been. Later, when William Manchester published his history of the assassination, he would report that Greer wept as he apologized to Mrs. Kennedy at Parkland Hospital, saying he should have swerved the car to try to save the president.

The chief justice, who sat through most of the witness testimony conducted by Specter, thought the young lawyer’s interrogation methods were methodical to the point of wasting time. Certainly, Warren thought, they were wasting his time. In the questioning of Kellerman and Greer, for instance, Specter asked the agents to give their best estimate of the time that passed between each of the shots, where each shot seemed to come from, and from how far away. He also asked them to mark on a map where they believed the motorcade had been when each of the shots was fired. Specter thought it was his obligation to ask about the most “minute details of the assassination,” no matter how much time it took. Warren disagreed, and he signaled his annoyance to Specter by tapping his fingers, loudly. During Kellerman’s testimony, Specter recalled, “the Chief Justice’s finger-tapping reached a crescendo,” and “he took me aside and asked me to speed it up.”

Warren told Specter that it was “unrealistic to expect meaningful answers to questions about the elapsed time” between the shots, especially when the agents had no clear memory of hearing the individual shots. But Specter refused the chief justice’s order to hurry up. “No, sir,” he recalled telling Warren. “These questions are essential.” Specter reminded Warren that people would “read and reread this record for years, if not decades, and perhaps over centuries.” He had plenty of experience with appeals courts back home in Pennsylvania and he knew how appeals judges scrutinized trial transcripts, looking for a prosecutor’s smallest error or inconsistency. The commission’s transcripts would be more closely reviewed than any transcript of any case he would ever prosecute. Specter thought that Warren, who had spent so much of his law-enforcement career managing prosecutors instead of prosecuting cases himself, did not understand that. “I don’t know if Warren had any comprehension of what a transcript would look like,” Specter remembered. “This was my work, and I was going to do it right.”

Warren was not pleased with Specter’s defiance, “but he didn’t order me to change my approach,” Specter said. “Aside from drumming his fingers, Warren did not interfere with this examination.”

The next Secret Service agent to testify, Clint Hill, was the true hero of the day of the assassination, Specter thought. He believed that anyone who closely reviewed the Zapruder film could see that Hill, a thirty-one-year-old North Dakotan who had been with the Secret Service for nine years, had saved Jacqueline Kennedy’s life. Hill had been in the follow-up car directly behind the presidential limousine; when he heard the first shot, he jumped into the street and ran toward the Kennedys, climbing onto the trunk of the presidential limousine. “I was amazed every time I watched the Zapruder film and saw Hill dash to the limousine, barely grasp the handle of the left rear fender and leap on the small running board at the left rear just as the car accelerated,” Specter said. The young agent pushed Mrs. Kennedy back in the limousine as she began to climb onto the trunk. Without his actions, Specter said, “Mrs. Kennedy would have tumbled into the street when the Lincoln accelerated, into the path of the speeding backup car.”

Specter was forgiving of Hill’s acknowledgment that he had broken Secret Service rules by going out drinking the night before the assassination; the agent admitted he had a Scotch and soda at the Press Club in Fort Worth and then went to another club, where he remained until he returned to his hotel at two forty-five a.m. Whatever the aftereffects of the alcohol, Specter believed that “Clinton Hill’s reflexes could hardly have been quicker when they were needed to save Mrs. Kennedy’s life.”

Hill offered Specter a convincing, if horrifying, explanation, for why Mrs. Kennedy had attempted to climb onto the trunk. “She had jumped up from the seat and was, it appeared to me, reaching for something coming off the right rear bumper of the car,” Hill said.

Specter: “Was there anything back there that you observed, that she may have been reaching for?”

Hill thought she had been reaching for bits of her husband’s skull that had been blown off by the second bullet to hit him. The blast “removed a portion of the president’s head and he had slumped noticeably to his left,” Hill said, remembering the bloody mist and particles of flesh in the backseat of the limousine. “I do know that the next day we found the portion of the president’s head” on the street in Dallas. He recalled that his only impulse was to get the First Lady back into the passenger compartment. “I grabbed her and put her back in the back seat, crawled up on the top of the back seat and lay there.”

*   *   *

Specter was also responsible for reviewing the medical evidence, and much of it was a mess, he quickly discovered. The record created by the emergency-room doctors at Parkland Hospital and later by the autopsy-room pathologists at Bethesda Naval Hospital, was full of contradictory, inaccurate information. Specter sensed early on how the confusion might give birth to conspiracy theories. The problems began within hours of the assassination, when doctors at Parkland held an ill-advised news conference. Facing a crowd of frantic reporters, Dr. Malcolm Perry, who had attended the president in the emergency room, seemed to say that one of the bullets that hit the president had come from the front of the motorcade instead of from the Texas School Book Depository or some other point behind Kennedy’s limousine. “Yes, it is conceivable,” said Perry, a comment suggesting at least two gunmen. An alarmed reporter from Time magazine, Hugh Sidey, warned Perry, “Doctor, do you realize what you’re doing? You’re confusing us.”

Perry later admitted he had not inspected the wounds closely enough to make any judgment about where the bullets had come from, but many news reports that afternoon treated his speculation as fact. No news organization may have created more confusion that day than the Associated Press, the nation’s largest wire service, which stated in one of its early reports that Kennedy had been shot “in the front of the head.” (The AP also had to correct reports that afternoon that Johnson had been slightly wounded in the gunfire and that a Secret Service agent in the motorcade had been killed.)

The autopsy report was also full of gaps, reflecting the Bethesda pathologists’ rush to complete their work. The doctors did not have time even to trace the path of the bullets through the president’s body, which would normally be routine in the autopsy of a gunfire victim. Two FBI agents who had observed the autopsy took down—and stated as fact—what the pathologists later described as their ill-informed speculation that the first bullet to hit the president had not penetrated deeply into his body but had instead fallen out of the hole in his back.

Before taking the formal testimony of the Bethesda pathologists, Specter went to the naval hospital outside Washington to interview the doctors on Friday, March 13. He asked Ball, perhaps the most experienced trial lawyer on the commission’s staff, to join him. At the hospital, they tracked down Commander James Humes, the pathologist who had overseen the autopsy. An agitated Humes demanded that Specter and Ball show him identification. “He was very suspicious,” Specter said, recalling that he dug out “the only credentials Ball and I could produce”—the building passes they used to enter the commission’s offices in Washington. “My pass didn’t look very official to begin with, even less so because the typeface used for my name didn’t match the print on the card.”

Humes was still not satisfied, and it took an order from a senior hospital administrator, a navy admiral, to make him cooperate. “He was scared to death,” Ball remembered. “He didn’t want to talk to us.”

Specter and Ball pressed Humes first to explain why there had been so much confusion about the path of the first bullet. Humes told the two lawyers the path had not been obvious, since the doctors at Parkland Hospital had performed a tracheotomy to allow the president to breathe, masking the exit wound in the throat. Early in the autopsy, Humes said, word came from Dallas that the Parkland doctors had performed heart massage on the president and that a bullet had been found on a hospital stretcher. That led Humes and his colleagues to speculate out loud, over the autopsy table, about the possibility that the bullet might have been pushed out of Kennedy’s body when his heart was massaged. But it was just speculation, and it was wrong, Humes said. As the autopsy continued, the pathologists could see that the muscles in the front of the president’s neck had been badly bruised—proof, they thought, that the bullet had passed through his neck and then exited out the front.

Humes said he and his colleagues at Bethesda were startled when they learned weeks later that the FBI agents in the autopsy room had continued to promote the heart-massage theory in their formal reports. An FBI report issued in December stated flatly—and incorrectly—that “there was no point of exit” for the bullet that entered the president’s back. A separate FBI report in January stated flatly—and incorrectly—that the bullet “penetrated to a distance of less than a finger’s length.”

Specter had brought a copy of the autopsy report with him, and he asked Humes to go through it, line by line, and to explain how the navy pathologists had reached their conclusions. He asked Humes to provide a chronology of the drafting and editing of the report. Where were the early drafts?

It was then, Specter said, that Humes admitted that he had destroyed all of his notes, as well as the original copy of the autopsy report, to prevent them from ever becoming public. He had burned them in the fireplace of his home in suburban Maryland, he said, because they were stained with the president’s blood from the autopsy room and he was worried that they might become some sort of nightmarish museum exhibit. Specter was astonished at the disclosure, he said. He recalled thinking—at that moment, as he sat there in front of Humes—that this had the makings of a scandal if it became known outside the commission. In Philadelphia, Specter had spent enough time with trial judges and juries, not to mention cynical courthouse reporters, to know what the reaction would be to the discovery that such essential documents had been incinerated. It would “give people an opening to say there was a cover-up.”

He said later he tended to believe that Humes had not tried to hide something significant by destroying the paperwork. “I concluded he was inexperienced and naive, not realizing how many people would be looking over his shoulder, but not malicious.” Still, he feared that conspiracy theorists would assume that Humes had been “trying to hide his mistakes, or worse.”

Humes had another revelation that afternoon, although this one was welcome. It involved the first bullet to strike Kennedy. Although Humes had not mentioned it in the autopsy report, he volunteered that the bullet would have exited the president’s throat at high speed and remained largely intact; it hit nothing solid—no bones or thick tendons—as it passed through his neck. The bullet had certainly not fallen backward out of the president’s body, as the FBI report had suggested.

So where was it? If it had been traveling at high speed when it left Kennedy’s body and could not be found in the limousine, what did it hit next? The slug found on Connally’s stretcher at Parkland Hospital had presumably been the one that struck Connally—and, according to the FBI and Secret Service, only Connally. Specter pondered the questions over the weekend, thinking he would pursue the issue again on Monday, when Humes was scheduled to give his formal testimony in Washington. Specter would have the chance to show Humes some of the physical evidence from Dallas that the pathologist had never seen, including frames from the Zapruder film.

*   *   *

Specter later remembered Humes’s testimony in Washington as historic, certainly a turning point in the commission’s investigation, because it was the first time anyone outlined the hypothesis that would become known as the single-bullet theory.

It came after Humes was sworn in and was shown the blown-up image of the frame of the Zapruder film that showed Kennedy’s hands rising to his neck, apparently after he was struck by the first bullet. Humes stared at the photo for a moment, noting the location of the president in the backseat and how Connally was sitting in a jump seat just ahead of him.

“I see that Governor Connally is sitting directly in front of the late president,” Humes said: “I suggest the possibility that this missile, having traversed the low neck of the late president, in fact traversed the chest of Governor Connally.” In layman’s terms, then, he was speculating that the first bullet to hit Kennedy also hit Connally.

Suddenly, Specter said, it all made sense. The FBI and Secret Service had been wrong in concluding that Kennedy and Connally were hit by separate bullets. They were hit by the same bullet, one that first passed through the president’s neck, then struck Connally in the back. Humes’s theory might resolve the commission’s confusion over whether Oswald had enough time to fire the shots. The assassin might not have had time to pull the trigger three times in the period in which the Zapruder film showed both Kennedy and Connally were hit, but there would have been time to pull the trigger twice—one bullet hitting both men, another hitting Kennedy in the head. Many witnesses in the motorcade and in the crowd at Dealey Plaza were convinced they heard three shots, so the commission would still have to sort out what happened to the third bullet; Specter thought that shot might somehow have missed.

Humes was shown what would be remembered by Specter as the most important piece of physical evidence the commission recovered from Dallas—the flattened, but nearly intact, copper-jacketed lead-core 6.5-millimeter rifle bullet that had reportedly been found on Connally’s stretcher at Parkland. As evidence was introduced during the commission’s hearings, it was labeled with exhibit numbers, and Specter now affixed a small commission exhibit tag—“CE #399”—to the transparent plastic tube that held the bullet.

If Humes was correct, CE #399 had to be the bullet that had hit both Kennedy and Connally. Specter asked Humes to look at the bullet in the tube. Assuming it only hit soft tissue in Kennedy’s neck, could this bullet have also caused all of Connally’s wounds? Humes was skeptical at first. “I think that extremely unlikely,” he said. He knew from Connally’s medical records that metal fragments had been found in the governor’s chest, thigh, and wrist. This bullet seemed too pristine to have left behind so many bits of metal.

Specter was not discouraged by the pathologist’s response—that Humes was distancing himself almost instantly from the valuable theory he had just offered the commission. As Specter looked back at the blowup from the Zapruder film, he thought the single-bullet theory simply sounded right. Humes, he knew, had only limited ballistics experience—little experience in performing homicide autopsies, for that matter—and might not know how to judge the weight of the metal flakes in Connally’s body. Specter suspected the flakes were so tiny that they might well have come from the same bullet—the one he was holding in his hands.

*   *   *

Specter was angry that he was being forced to take Humes’s testimony without showing him the autopsy photos or X-rays from Bethesda—the ones that Humes himself had ordered taken.

Three months into the investigation, Specter had still not been permitted to see the photos or X-rays, reflecting what he understood was Warren’s indulgence of the Kennedy family. Specter had pressed Rankin repeatedly about the issue, and Rankin kept putting him off, saying the commission first needed to reach a decision on how, and whether, the photos and X-rays would be presented in the panel’s final report. For the time being, he was told, he should rely on the expert testimony of Humes and the other pathologists. For his testimony, Humes had tried to be helpful by bringing along diagrams of the president’s wounds prepared by a navy sketch artist at Bethesda, but both he and Specter knew the drawings were based on Humes’s imperfect memory.

Now, with Warren and other commissioners present in the witness room, Specter decided to put his alarm about the situation on the record—to remind the chief justice of the absurdity of discussing the president’s autopsy report without access to all of the medical evidence.

Specter turned to Humes and asked how he could be certain that the sketches by the navy artist were accurate, since the artist had not seen the autopsy photos or witnessed the autopsy himself.

“If it were necessary to have them absolutely true to scale, I think it would be virtually impossible for him to do this without the photographs,” Humes admitted, offering Specter the response he wanted. Humes explained that he had not seen the photos himself since the night of the autopsy, when the Secret Service took them away for safekeeping; they would be helpful in getting his own testimony right, he acknowledged. “The pictures would show more accurately and in more detail the character of the wounds,” he said. They offered “a more graphic picture of the massive defect” to the president’s head.

Specter said later he remembered Warren scowling as he listened.

And the chief justice interrupted, turning the tables on Specter with his own question for Humes: “May I ask you this, Commander? If we had the pictures here and you could look them over again and restate your opinion, would it cause you to change any of the testimony you have given here?”

Humes was understandably reluctant to suggest he was getting his facts wrong in front of Warren and the other commissioners: “To the best of my recollection, Mr. Chief Justice, it would not,” he replied.

It was the answer that Warren had been looking for.

*   *   *

Specter shared his frustration with Belin and some of the other young lawyers. They were united in thinking how wrong it was for the commission to block their access to any evidence, and especially the most basic medical evidence of how the president had died. “It was dangerous,” Belin believed. “It violated basic, elementary rules of evidence familiar to every law student in America.” He said he was also offended by the commission’s decision—or at least Warren’s decision—to allow the Kennedy family to dictate what evidence could be seen. “It was special treatment to a favored few,” Belin said. There was no similar restriction on the staff in reviewing the autopsy photos of Officer J. D. Tippit, some of which were nearly as horrifying as those of President Kennedy. “If Officer Tippit’s widow wanted to keep photos and x-rays of her husband private, she would not” get her way, Belin declared. “So why should President Kennedy’s family be treated differently?”

Specter eventually got a fuller explanation. The photos and X-rays, he was told, were in Robert Kennedy’s custody at the Justice Department, and the late president’s brother did not want to release them to the commission for fear that they might become public—a judgment Warren came to share. The Kennedy family worried that “those ghastly images might reach the public,” Specter said. “They feared that the American people would then remember John F. Kennedy as a mutilated corpse with half his head blown away, rather than as the dashing young president.” He also saw a political calculation by the Kennedy family. “It seemed that the family wanted to preserve the late president’s image in part for the future political benefit of family members. Younger brothers Robert and Edward both closely resembled the late president. Any damage to John Kennedy’s image could harm them.”
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Warren did not want Specter to wait before leaving for Texas. “The Chief Justice did not let grass grow under anyone’s feet,” Specter said. So on Monday, March 16, the same day the commission took the testimony of Humes and the other pathologists from Bethesda Naval Hospital, Warren asked Specter to leave for Dallas immediately to take testimony from the doctors and medical staff at Parkland Hospital.

“Well, Mr. Chief Justice, Passover is midweek, and I kind of have to do some preparation for these witnesses,” said Specter, who wanted to be with his family for the Jewish holidays. “I think I can leave a week from today.”

“I was hoping you’d leave this afternoon,” Warren replied.

The two men compromised, with Specter agreeing to leave Thursday. He arranged for his wife and children to go to Kansas to spend the holidays with his family.*

Specter hoped his trip to Texas would clear up several mysteries about the medical evidence. Why, for instance, did the Parkland doctors initially suggest to reporters that the wound in the president’s throat was an entry wound, not an exit wound, which would rule out a shot from the book depository? And what was the chain of evidence for the mostly intact bullet found in the hospital’s first-floor hallway—the bullet, Specter now believed, that had passed through the bodies of both Kennedy and Connally? Ballistics tests proved that the bullet had been fired by Oswald’s rifle.

Specter was curious to see Parkland for himself and to meet the emergency-room doctors who had been confronted on November 22 with the challenge of trying to save the life of the president of the United States. The hospital proved to be nothing like the luxurious, well-equipped military clinics back in Washington where a president and his family would normally receive their medical care. Parkland was a big, noisy, dingy medical center on the outskirts of a large city—“a rambling, dun-colored, 13-story teaching hospital,” Specter remembered. He was given a small meeting room for his interviews, and he set to work immediately, asking the hospital to arrange appointments with “every staff member even tangentially involved” with the treatment of Kennedy and Connally. “I intended to take the sworn testimony of every doctor, nurse, orderly and bystander who had been involved.” On Wednesday, March 25, he interviewed thirteen witnesses back to back.

Specter would say later that, under the circumstances, the performance of the Parkland staff on the day of the assassination was “superb.” Dr. Charles Carrico, the surgery resident who was the first to treat Kennedy, told Specter that the president’s heart was still beating when he arrived in the emergency room. “From a medical standpoint, I suppose he was still alive,” Carrico said. But as Specter now knew, so much of Kennedy’s brain had been blown away that the doctors’ efforts were futile despite “every conceivable, desperate effort to save him.”

The Parkland doctors had a logical explanation for the confusion about the president’s throat wound and why they initially suggested the wound might have been an entry point. (The error had been memorialized in the hospital’s paperwork, with one of the emergency-room doctors describing the hole in the president’s throat as “thought to be a bullet entrance wound.”) As the doctors explained it, they had simply never turned the president’s body over, so they had not seen the entry wound in the back. After the president was declared dead, the doctors said, they left the emergency room without any further examination. “No one, at that time, I believe, had the heart to examine him,” Carrico said. In other cases, he and his colleagues might inspect a corpse “for our own education and curiosity.” In this case, Carrico said, “I make no apologies. I just saw the president die.” Specter suspected that if the doctors had any thought of turning the president’s body over to inspect it, they abandoned it when they noticed Mrs. Kennedy standing nearby. “They didn’t want to prod the body with the widow watching.”

[image: image]

Specter took a tour through the hospital and examined the medical equipment that had been used on the president. He was shown the metal stretcher that had been used to move Connally. If the single-bullet theory was correct, the bullet would have fallen from this stretcher after Connally was transported to an operating table in the second-floor surgical wing. From other testimony, Specter knew that the stretcher used to move Kennedy was nowhere near the area where the bullet was found.

An orderly testified that after Connally was transferred to the operating table, the stretcher was placed in an elevator to be returned to the ground floor, where it would be wiped down and used again. The key testimony on the issue came from a hospital engineer, Darrell Tomlinson, who recalled that he had found the stretcher in the elevator on the ground floor and pushed it out into the hallway, setting it along the wall near another stretcher. He said he then heard the sound of a bullet hitting the floor; it had apparently been hidden under a rubber mat on one of the stretchers. Specter was frustrated by Tomlinson’s testimony; the engineer was confused about several details and could not say for certain which of the two stretchers produced the bullet. Even so, Specter said that under the circumstances there could be only one conclusion about the source of the bullet: it had to have fallen from Connally’s stretcher.

When he returned to Washington, Specter sat down with David Belin to talk through the single-bullet theory. In a sense, Specter knew that his friend from Iowa might be disappointed by the theory; it was Belin’s detailed analysis that winter of the Zapruder film and the timing of the shots that suggested the presence of a second gunman—and therefore a conspiracy. But as Belin listened to Specter, he could not deny the logic of the single-bullet theory, and he said later that he quickly accepted that it was the truth. Oswald had not fired three bullets into the limousine; he had fired only two, one hitting both Kennedy and Connally. In the decades that followed, scientific studies, using methods unavailable to the Warren Commission in 1964, would validate the single-bullet theory, although it would become perhaps the most controversial of the investigation’s findings. On the staff, it was never so controversial; in fact, several of the lawyers would recall that they readily embraced the theory when they first heard it that spring; “It just seemed sensible,” said Sam Stern.

That still left open the question of what had happened to the other shot that most of the witnesses in Dealey Plaza thought they had heard. If one hit the president in the head and another hit both Kennedy and Connally, where had the third one gone? The staff debated the question for weeks but could not come up with a final, conclusive answer, apart from deciding that the bullet had obviously missed the limousine. One strong possibility, cited in the commission’s final report, was that the first shot missed. Oswald may have fired for the first time—and missed—just as Kennedy’s limousine turned the corner onto Elm Street and approached a large oak tree that would have obstructed Oswald’s view for a moment. That could have prompted him to fire too quickly in the knowledge that his target was about to be hidden by the tree branches. If Oswald missed the first shot, the explanation might also be nerves, some of the lawyers thought. In pulling the trigger that first time, Oswald might have been struck by the monstrous significance of what he was about to do.

*   *   *

John and Nellie Connally agreed to testify before the commission in April. Specter assumed he would handle the questioning, since he had taken the testimony of all of the other witnesses who had been in the Dallas motorcade; no one knew the medical evidence better. The Connallys’ testimony had become all the more important with the discovery—astonishing to Specter—that the governor’s mangled clothes from the day of the assassination had been dry-cleaned and pressed. The clothes were “totally ruined for evidentiary value,” Specter said. The decision to clean them, it was later discovered, had been made by Mrs. Connally. “I couldn’t bear to look at the blood,” she said, insisting that “I told the cleaner to remove the stains as best he could but do nothing to alter the holes or other damage.”

Specter was startled when he was told, a few days before the Connallys’ testimony, that he would not conduct the questioning. Instead, at Warren’s request, Rankin would do it. It was a decision, Specter assumed, that reflected Warren’s annoyance at the detailed way he had questioned earlier witnesses. Rankin delivered the news to Specter, who tried to convince himself that he did not care. “It didn’t make a good goddamn to me whether I questioned them or not,” Specter said. “That’s not my call.”

Rankin asked for Specter’s help, though. “Arlen,” he said, “get me prepared.”

Specter took the opportunity to remind Rankin—really, to warn him—how much detail he would have to understand before questioning such important witnesses. Specter was not going to “dress this up,” as he put it, and he inundated Rankin with facts and figures, as well as the medical and ballistics terminology, that he would need to master quickly. “I pointed out to Rankin that the bullet had a muzzle velocity of approximately 2,200 feet per second; that by the time it reached the president, the bullet speed was about 2,000 feet per second and that the bullet would have had an exit velocity of about 1,900 feet per second.” Rankin listened as Specter explained how the army had just completed ballistics tests to try to replicate the victims’ wounds “with a gelatin solution and compressed goat meat” and that the bullet had slowed as it “entered slightly to the left of the governor’s right armpit, exited beneath his right nipple, leaving a large exit wound, and entered the dorsal aspect of his wrist and exited the volar aspect, finally lodging in his thigh.”

Years later, Specter chuckled while remembering the look on Rankin’s face. “By the time I had finished, Rankin, knowing he had little time to immerse himself in such detail, shook his head in despair.”

Rankin gave up on the spot. “You’ll have to question Connally,” he told Specter, who admitted that he took a little pleasure in effectively overturning the decision of the chief justice. “Warren wanted Rankin but he was stuck with me.”

The Connallys’ testimony was scheduled for the afternoon of Tuesday, April 21. That morning, the Texas governor and his wife were invited to the commission’s offices to see, for the first time, the full Zapruder film. Specter, who had already viewed it hundreds of times, remembered being fascinated as he sat there, “watching Governor Connally watch himself get shot.” Nellie Connally found it a “sickening experience, but strangely surreal” to see the film, “as if it all were happening to someone else at some other time and place.” She was particularly disturbed, she said, by the image of the shot to the president’s head, and of Jacqueline Kennedy’s attempt to climb out of the passenger compartment. “I watched the grainy film in disbelief as it showed Jackie crawling onto the trunk. What on earth was she doing?”

Mrs. Connally’s testimony was, in many ways, just as important as her husband’s, since she had not been hit by the gunfire and had memories unhindered by the physical pain and shock her husband had suffered. And that was part of Specter’s problem. The strong-willed, articulate First Lady of Texas was convinced that her husband and Kennedy had been hit by separate shots. She believed the first bullet had hit Kennedy in the throat—she knew this, she said, because she turned around after the first shot and saw the president reaching for his neck—and that a second bullet fired moments later hit her husband in the back. It was the third bullet, she said, that shattered the president’s skull, by which time her husband was hunched down in her lap.

As the Connallys watched the film, Specter had a sense of the power that Nellie Connally could exert on her husband. The couple began to argue about whether she had pulled her injured husband into her lap or whether he fallen there. She insisted she had pulled him down.

“No, Nellie, you didn’t pull me down,” the governor said. “I fell into your lap.”

“No, John,” she answered. “You didn’t fall—I pulled you.”

Specter recalled that the argument lasted some time—they “shot back and forth, several times.” David Belin, who was also watching this exchange, remembered that the Connallys ended the debate only when they realized that others were in the room listening to them argue. Mrs. Connally had the film stopped, and the couple left the room, Belin said. “When they returned, Nellie Connally and the governor were in agreement—on Mrs. Connally’s version.”

Specter was disturbed that Mrs. Connally had convinced her husband to alter his account, especially since the couple’s seemingly consistent testimony might forever be seen as a credible attack on the single-bullet theory. She wrote later about her conviction that her husband could not have been hit by a bullet that also hit the president. She insisted that her husband had time to turn back and forth in the car after the first shot was heard and before he was hit. “Even ‘magic’ bullets don’t hang in the air that long,” she said.

After lunch, the Connallys returned to the VFW building for their formal testimony. The entire commission had gathered to hear from them. Specter said it was the first time he had ever seen Senator Russell in the commission’s offices for witness testimony; he was there out of respect for a fellow southern governor, Specter assumed. (Russell had been Democratic governor of Georgia before his election to the Senate in 1932.) Specter was struck by what a lonely figure Russell seemed to be, a man with almost no life outside of the chambers of the Senate; he would never marry. “Russell was immaculately dressed in a blue suit and white starched shirt and tan socks that barely covered his ankles,” said Specter. “He was a bachelor. Nobody took care of his socks.”

Governor Connally testified first, and his testimony was stomach-churning in its description of what had taken place inside the president’s limousine as the motorcade rounded the corner onto Elm Street and approached the book depository. “I heard a noise which I immediately took to be a rifle shot,” he told Specter. “I instinctively turned to my right because the sound appeared to come from over my right shoulder.… The only thought that crossed my mind was this was an assassination attempt.”

He said he had no memory of hearing the second shot—the one he believed hit him—but “I was in either a state of shock or the impact was such that the sound didn’t even register on me.” But he felt it: “I felt like someone had hit me in the back.” Blood started to pour from his chest, he said, and he assumed he was moments from death. “I knew I had been hit, and I immediately assumed, because of the amount of blood … that I had probably been fatally hit.”

“So I merely doubled up,” he said. “And Mrs. Connally pulled me over to her lap. So I reclined with my head in her lap, conscious all the time, and with my eyes open.”

Then he heard another shot, which he was later told was the third shot. He said he assumed it was aimed at Kennedy. “I heard the shot very clear. I heard it hit him,” he said. “It never entered my mind that it ever hit anybody but the president.”

Suddenly, he said, the passenger compartment was covered with blood and bits of human tissue. The tissue was “pale blue—brain tissue, which I immediately recognized, and I recall very well.” On his trousers, Connally said, there was “one chunk of brain tissue as big as almost my thumb.” He remembered yelling out: “Oh, no, no, no.… My God, they are going to kill us all.”*

Connally agreed with his wife that separate bullets hit him and Kennedy. “The man fired three shots, and he hit each of the three times he fired,” he said. “He obviously was a pretty good marksman.” He said the president was silent after the first shot. After the last shot, he heard Mrs. Kennedy cry out: “They have killed my husband.… I have got his brains in my hand.”

Asked by Specter to describe his wounds, Connally suggested it would be easier for the commissioners to see for themselves. “If the committee would be interested, I would just as soon you look at it. Is there any objection?”

There was none, and Connally took off his shirt, pointing first to the entry wound just below his right shoulder blade, then turning around to show where the bullet had exited from his chest. Specter recalled “a large, ugly, four-inch-diameter scar under his right nipple.” The scene produced the only moment of humor in the otherwise grim day of testimony. Specter remembered that he had to suppress a laugh when Rankin’s secretary, Julia Eide, walked into the room and was shocked to see the bare-chested governor. “She walked in in the middle of the hearing and saw Connally with his shirt off and gasped and walked out.”

Connally’s testimony was useful to Warren and others who believed that Oswald acted alone—because the governor said he was convinced of it, too. “You had an individual here with a completely warped, demented mind who, for whatever reason, wanted … a niche in the history books of this country.” He was also convinced that all of the shots came from the rear—from the direction of the Texas School Book Depository.

In his testimony, Connally speculated that Oswald might have been targeting him, as well as Kennedy. Before his election as governor in 1962, Connally had been the Kennedy administration’s navy secretary, which gave him responsibility for the Marine Corps. While still in Russia, Oswald had written a letter to Connally, asking him to overturn the less-than-honorable discharge that Oswald had received from the marines after his attempted defection. (He had been given an “undesirable” discharge, one level less punitive than a dishonorable discharge.) The request was rejected. Perhaps the sting of the discharge was still on his mind in Dealey Plaza. It was possible, Connally said, that “I was as much a target as anyone else.”

When Connally finished his testimony after nearly three hours and began to leave the room, Specter could see how upset Warren was—agitated again at the detailed, time-consuming questioning. When Mrs. Connally then entered the room and was sworn in, Warren took charge: “Mrs. Connally, would you mind telling us the story of the affair as you heard it, and we will be brief.” Warren’s promise—“we will be brief”—was directed at him, Specter knew.

Her testimony was equally chilling. In the moments after the shooting, she, like her husband, assumed he had been fatally wounded. “Then there was some imperceptible movement, just some little something that let me know that there was still some life, and that is when I started saying to him, ‘It’s all right. Be still.’” Then she heard the third shot. “It felt like spent buckshot falling all over us,” she recalled. But it was not buckshot. “I could see the matter, brain tissue or whatever, just human matter, all over the car and both of us.” She agreed with her husband that the shots had come from the rear—from the direction of the book depository. “From the back of us … to the right.”

*   *   *

Warren tried to puzzle out the single-bullet theory in his own mind. Back in the district attorney’s office in Oakland in the 1920s and 1930s, he had been involved in plenty of homicide cases in which bullets flew every which way into a body—and through one body into another—and so it made sense to him that the bullet that flew out of Kennedy’s throat might then have hit Connally. He was convinced by the argument that the bullet that hit Kennedy in the neck “just went through flesh” and had more than enough velocity to hit the man sitting directly in front of him in the limousine.

Connally, Warren decided, was mistaken in believing that he was hit by a separate bullet—understandable, given the shock that his wounds had caused. “I didn’t put much faith in Connally’s testimony at all,” the chief justice said later. He was bolstered in his view by another of the commissioners, John McCloy, a fellow army veteran from World War I. McCloy had fought in Europe and knew how confused soldiers could become on the battlefield after they were hit by bullets or shrapnel, often not realizing for several minutes that they had been grievously, and sometimes fatally, wounded. McCloy recalled to Warren that he knew of two soldiers struck by bullets who did not realize it “for a considerable time” and “then a few seconds later dropped dead.”
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Again and again, Stuart Pollak, a twenty-six-year-old Justice Department lawyer, watched a startled Lee Harvey Oswald grimace in pain, clutch his stomach, and begin to die. In March, Pollak, on loan to the assassination commission, was given the assignment of reviewing the films that captured the scene at Dallas police headquarters on Sunday, November 24, as Jack Ruby emerged from a crowd of reporters and cameramen and killed Oswald. “I must have watched that 1,000 times,” Pollak said later. “I went over to the Pentagon, and they had a room there, a projection room, where they would play it for me, over and over and over again. All the footage taken from different television cameras of that shooting.”

Pollak was asked to determine if the film offered any hint that Ruby had accomplices in the crowd—maybe a police officer who tried to make way for Ruby to reach Oswald. The young lawyer was told to determine if there was eye contact, or any other sign of recognition, between Oswald and Ruby, given the rumors in Dallas that they had known each other. “I was looking for other people moving, other sights. Is there eye movement? Is Ruby acting alone? Is he getting any help from the cops?” Pollak asked himself.

After watching the film so many times, he was able to pick out nearly the full cast of characters in each of the frames—the individual reporters and police officers who were in the crush around Oswald. But he could not see anything that suggested a conspiracy or that suggested that Ruby and Oswald recognized each other. “We learned that there was not much to learn.”

Pollak was impressed by how much scrutiny was being given to every part of Oswald’s life, including its final moments, as a result of his murder by Ruby. If Oswald had lived and gone to trial, Pollak believed, the public might have accepted that the most important facts of the assassin’s life were revealed in the courtroom. Now, because he was murdered on live television and denied a trial, even the tiniest details of Oswald’s life and his death—frame by frame, millisecond by millisecond—were being analyzed. “I was impressed we were doing one hell of a job,” he said later.

Others had more success in picking out something significant in the newsreels from Dallas. Alfred Goldberg, the air force historian, was responsible for reviewing film of Oswald’s appearance at a late-night news conference at Dallas police headquarters on November 22, several hours after the assassination. The police wanted Oswald to make a public appearance before reporters to prove that he was not being mistreated in custody. After watching different versions of the film repeatedly, Goldberg noticed someone in the crowd of reporters and photographers who did not belong there—Jack Ruby, pretending to be a journalist. “There he was,” Goldberg remembered. “Ruby was standing right there, just a few feet from Oswald.” It was a valuable discovery, suggesting that Ruby had a chance to kill Oswald Friday night instead of waiting until Sunday; that argued against a conspiracy to silence Oswald, since the conspirators would seemingly want Oswald dead as quickly as possible, before he could spill any secrets.

Goldberg had taken on the larger assignment of gathering all of the television film from Dallas that captured images of the assassination—from the national television networks, as well as footage from their local affiliates in Texas and from independent channels. He eventually tracked down seventeen hundred pounds of film and, through his air force contacts, arranged to have it all flown to Washington aboard military planes.

*   *   *

Pollak was one of several young lawyers who passed in and out of the commission’s office on temporary assignment. It was his second chance to work under the chief justice. After graduating from Stanford and then earning a law degree, magna cum laude, from Harvard in 1962, Pollak was immediately hired on as one of Warren’s clerks. He shared a view that was similar to that of Sam Stern, the other former Warren clerk on the commission staff. “The Chief Justice was not an intellectual heavyweight, but he had uncanny common sense and decency,” Pollak said. Warren was eager to have the court issue rulings that reflected what was best for the country, sometimes without worrying over legal technicalities or precedent. “He’d say, ‘cut through the law.’”

Pollak joined the Justice Department’s Criminal Division in the summer of 1963. On the day of the assassination, he was in the waiting room outside the office of Assistant Attorney General Herbert “Jack” Miller, the head of the division, when the first word arrived from Dallas. Miller, he remembered, emerged from his office, shaken. “He came out the door to tell me the terrible news, ‘The President has been shot,’” Pollak recalled. “It wasn’t clear if he was dead or alive.”

Miller asked him to rush to the department’s library “to find out what federal jurisdiction we have” to prosecute a presidential assassin. Pollak was gone for about an hour—Kennedy’s death was announced while he was in the library—and he returned with what he thought was a startling discovery. “We had no jurisdiction,” Pollak remembered. “Shooting the president was not a federal crime.”

Pollak’s immediate supervisor was Deputy Assistant Attorney General Howard Willens. After Willens joined the commission’s staff, he invited Pollak to join him, an offer that Pollak turned down. Early in 1964, Willens tried again, this time offering Pollak the chance to help write the final report. This time Pollak agreed, and he shared an office with Alfred Goldberg. The next several months were, Pollak said, the most intense working experience of his life. “In my whole career, I never put in more hours—every night, every weekend.”

There were days when Californians, beginning with the chief justice, Pollak, and Joseph Ball, seemed everywhere in the commission’s offices. Richard Mosk, a Los Angeles native, had followed a year behind Pollak at both Stanford and Harvard Law School. The twenty-four-year-old Mosk knew Warren through his father, Stanley Mosk, then California’s state attorney general. The younger Mosk wrote to the chief justice to ask for a job on the commission, and he was hired in February and given the title of associate.

Richard Mosk’s first assignment was far from glamorous: he was asked to study the history of congressional subpoenas and create a subpoena form that the commission could use. The work quickly got more interesting, though, if somewhat quirkily so. In March, he was asked to determine who was behind a series of mysterious classified ads that appeared in the two major Dallas daily newspapers in the weeks before the assassination. The first, on October 15, appeared in the personal-ads section of the Morning News: “Running Man—Please call me. Please! Please! Lee.” The second was published the next day. “I want Running Man. Please call me. Lee.” Had Lee Oswald used the classifieds to make contact with a coconspirator in the assassination who had used the code name “Running Man”? After a few phone calls, Mosk was disappointed to discover that the ads were simply part of a publicity campaign for a new movie, The Running Man, starring Lee Remick. (The film also starred the British actor Laurence Harvey, and it became Hollywood legend that the film was a commercial failure because it opened at about the time of the assassination and starred someone named Lee and someone named Harvey.)

Mosk was also asked to list all of the books that Oswald had checked out of public libraries in Texas and New Orleans, to see if his reading offered any clues about a possible motive for the assassination. “He was pretty well read for an uneducated guy,” Mosk said. “I don’t think he had a high IQ, but at least he was trying to read this stuff.” The list included several biographies of world leaders, including Mao and Khrushchev, as well as Kennedy. Oswald also liked spy novels, including Ian Fleming’s James Bond thrillers.

One book on the list was worth special scrutiny—The Shark and the Sardines by former Guatemalan president Juan José Arévalo, an allegorical tract about the domination of Latin American nations (“the sardines”) by the United States (“the shark”). In late April, Mosk wrote a memo to David Slawson to highlight a passage of the book in which Arévalo wrote that foreign “statesmen” involved in the suppression of Latin America should be “purged, possibly by armed rebellion.” Mosk noted ties between the book’s publisher and the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, the pro-Castro group that Oswald had claimed to support, and that the book’s author and translator were “all intimately connected with the Castro government.” The translator, June Cobb, an American woman then living in Mexico City, was later revealed to be a paid CIA informant, and she would later figure prominently in the investigation of Oswald’s mysterious trip to Mexico.

Mosk shared an office with another young lawyer on temporary assignment to the commission: John Hart Ely, twenty-five, who had graduated from Yale Law School the year before and had just been hired as one of Warren’s clerks on the court. Ely had agreed to work at the commission until his clerkship began. Two years earlier, he had worked as a summer associate at the elite Washington law firm of Arnold, Fortas & Porter. The firm asked him to write the first draft of a Supreme Court brief on behalf of a pro bono client, Clarence Gideon, the Florida prison inmate whose name would be memorialized in Gideon v. Wainwright, the landmark case in which the Warren court ruled that indigent criminal defendants were entitled to a free lawyer. Ely was justifiably proud of his part in the case, and he showed Mosk a copy of an issue of Time magazine that spring that noted his role in Gideon’s brief. “He flips the magazine to me, and I put my feet up on my desk” to read the story, Mosk said. That produced a mortifying moment for Mosk, since just then Lee Rankin walked through the door of their office. “It was the first time Rankin had ever walked into our office, and there I was, with my feet upon the desk, reading Time magazine.” Mosk would make a far better impression as the weeks went on.

Ely was about to have his own awkwardness with Rankin—over the discovery of a distasteful fact about Oswald’s health. Ely had been assigned to do a thorough review of Oswald’s service in the marines; he summarized what he found in a memo on April 22. He went through Oswald’s personnel files, including his medical records, and he came across information that he thought should be brought to the attention of the other lawyers, including the fact that Oswald had a Japanese girlfriend while stationed in Japan in 1958 who was “possibly a prostitute” and that he was diagnosed that same year with gonorrhea.

Rankin, the commission’s paperwork suggests, was appalled that Ely was willing to put on paper something so vulgar—even if it was true. The seemingly prudish Rankin spoke with Ely on May 5 to make his displeasure clear; later that day, Ely offered an abject apology, insisting in a memo that he had been misunderstood and that he was not recommending any further investigation of the matters. “I mentioned Oswald’s venereal disease, just as I mentioned every other fact I had encountered,” Ely wrote. “I tried to treat it like any other event in Oswald’s life, and intended neither to suggest that it is probative of whether or not Oswald killed President Kennedy, nor to ‘smear’ Oswald.” As Rankin had insisted, the commission’s final report made no mention of Oswald’s bout with a sexually transmitted disease or of his possible romance with a prostitute.
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THE OFFICES OF THE UNITED STATES ATTORNEY

DALLAS, TEXAS

TUESDAY, MARCH 24, 1964

With each passing week, the commission’s contempt for the Dallas police department grew stronger. It was not just the department’s incompetence, especially when it came to the chaos that had allowed Oswald to be killed in police custody. Often it was the inability of Dallas police officers to tell the truth, even under oath.

Commission lawyer Burt Griffin was convinced, for example, that Dallas police sergeant Patrick Dean had lied repeatedly about the circumstances of Oswald’s murder. An eleven-year veteran of the force, Dean had been responsible for security in the basement of police headquarters on the morning that Ruby slipped in and gunned down Oswald. The fact that Ruby had managed to get into the supposedly secure basement was proof either that Dean and his colleagues had not done their jobs or, more alarmingly, that someone on the force had helped Ruby, maybe in the knowledge that he would kill Oswald. Griffin thought it was possible that the delusional Ruby had been encouraged to act by policemen who wanted vengeance for the damage that Oswald had done to the city’s reputation.

Dean had told a number of seemingly contradictory stories about what happened in the basement and what he heard Ruby say immediately after his arrest. By the time Dean testified as a star prosecution witness in Ruby’s murder trial in March, however, he had settled on his account, one that would help put Ruby on death row.

According to Dean’s testimony, Ruby claimed in his initial police interrogation, minutes after shooting Oswald, that he had slipped into the basement by walking down a ramp off Main Street, past an unsuspecting police guard. During the same interrogation, Dean said, Ruby made a statement that the murder was premeditated. Specifically, Dean said, Ruby blurted out that he had originally thought of killing Oswald two days earlier, when he attended the Friday night news conference at police headquarters. Prosecutors cited Dean’s testimony in convincing a jury that Oswald’s murder was two days in the planning—not the result of temporary insanity, as defense lawyers claimed—and that Ruby should die in the electric chair.

Griffin was not the only person in Dallas who believed Dean was lying. Ruby’s defense lawyers said they were convinced of it, especially since no one else could back up the policeman’s testimony. Griffin thought Dean was motivated to lie both to cover up his own “dereliction of duty” and to try to grab publicity for himself. Dean had proved himself remarkably publicity hungry. On the day of Oswald’s murder—without permission from his superiors—he had granted several interviews about what he had seen in the basement and what he knew of Ruby. Also without permission, he drove across town that afternoon to Parkland Hospital, where he managed to attach himself to Oswald’s family, even joining Oswald’s widow and mother in viewing the corpse.

Griffin thought it was possible that Dean had actually seen Ruby walk down the ramp and had done nothing to stop him. The police officer had been friendly with Ruby for years and was an occasional patron at the Carousel Club; Dean might have assumed that Ruby simply wanted the thrill of being a witness to a moment of history when Oswald appeared in front of the cameras again. Griffin could understand why Dean would lie if he had let Ruby into the basement; he would want to save his job. “If somebody in the police department had either let him come in or was aware that he would come in, that guy is out of a job, and the Police Department is totally discredited,” Griffin said later.

As for Dean’s claim that Ruby had acknowledged that the murder was premeditated, Griffin believed it was probably motivated by the policeman’s desire to help local prosecutors win an all-important conviction. That lie, Griffin said, would have been even more “reprehensible” since it was the reason Ruby faced execution.

*   *   *

When Griffin took Dean’s testimony in Dallas in late March, he wanted to confront him with what he thought were his lies. At the end of about two hours of questioning, he announced to Dean that he would like to continue the conversation “off the record” with the court reporter out of the room. The unsuspecting Dean agreed.

“I told Dean that he was not telling the truth,” Griffin recalled. “I told him the two particular points in his testimony that I believed to be untrustworthy: that Ruby told him on November 24 that he had entered the basement through the Main Street Ramp and that he thought of killing Oswald on the night of Nov. 22.”

Dean said he was shocked at the accusation of perjury. “I can’t imagine what you’re getting at,” he said. “I quoted Ruby just about verbatim.… These were the facts and I couldn’t change them.”

Griffin tried to ease the blow, he said. “I took considerable pains to explain to Dean that I felt that I understood why he was coloring his testimony and that I believed him to be a basically honest and truthful person. I don’t recall ever using the word perjury.… I most certainly did not tell him that he was going to be prosecuted for anything.” He advised Dean to consider hiring a lawyer if he needed to make a “substantial amendment” to his testimony.

Dean insisted again he was telling the truth, and Griffin went back on the record without getting the confession he had hoped for. He tried to end Dean’s testimony on a friendly note. The court reporter returned to the room and Griffin, speaking for the record, said: “I appreciate very much the assistance that Sergeant Dean has given us here this evening, and I hope, and I am sure, that if anything further comes to light which he thinks would be of value to the commission, that he will come forward with it voluntarily.”

The confrontation with Dean quickly “blew up in my face,” Griffin acknowledged later. The police sergeant walked out of the witness room and contacted Dallas district attorney Henry Wade, the prosecutor who had won Ruby’s conviction. Dean warned that the Warren Commission seemed to be out to undermine his testimony and therefore reverse the conviction. Wade immediately contacted Rankin in Washington to protest.

Dean said later he understood that Wade also telephoned President Johnson, an old Texas friend of the district attorney’s, to complain about the commission’s tactics, and specifically about Griffin. The story leaked to the Dallas newspapers, which reported that Griffin was being “recalled” to Washington.

Griffin might have predicted what would happen next, given his belief that the Ruby investigation had always been treated as a stepchild of the commission’s work. When he learned of the flap in Dallas, Chief Justice Warren sided with Sergeant Dean, not with Griffin. Whatever Warren’s view of Dean’s truthfulness, he did not want the commission caught up in a nasty public fight with officials in Dallas. In early June, Dean was invited to Washington to testify, and he received an apology directly from the chief justice. “No member of our staff has a right to tell any witness that he is lying or that he is testifying falsely,” Warren said. “That is not his business.”

*   *   *

The confrontation over Dean came at an already difficult moment for Griffin and Hubert, who were beginning to wonder if they could ever finish their part of the investigation. From the evidence they had gathered, it was impossible to rule out the possibility that—somehow, someway—Ruby had in fact been part of a conspiracy to kill Kennedy or Oswald, or both. Ruby had undeniable, if indirect, ties to mobsters who might have had reason to want to see the president dead because of the Justice Department’s war on organized crime. “There were lots and lots of associations that he had with underworld types,” Griffin said. And there was a Cuba connection. Over the years, Ruby had wanted to be part of those seemingly shady business deals in Cuba that might have put him in touch with Cubans—both supporters and opponents of Fidel Castro—who might be implicated in the president’s assassination.

By late winter, Warren had abandoned any hope of meeting his original deadline of June 1 to finish the investigation. The commission’s lawyers were then facing a new deadline of June 15 to prepare drafts of their contributions to the final report. But for Griffin and Hubert, that deadline was still wildly optimistic. In March, they sent a memo to Rankin to remind him how much of their basic detective work was not finished. There had still been no effort to check out all of the names, telephone numbers, and addresses found in Ruby’s belongings, nor had anyone conducted a thorough analysis of the records of phone calls that Ruby and some of his associates had made in the days before Oswald’s murder.

Immediately after a staff meeting on Friday, April 3, the two lawyers met with Rankin and asked for help. They estimated they would need three extra investigators, working with them for at least a month, to get their work done. The response they got was, in their view, insulting. Rankin told them that Warren’s bodyguard might be able to help them; no one else was available.

The next day, Griffin and Hubert mounted something close to an insurrection. They sent a memo to Rankin and Willens, recommending that the commission leave questions about Ruby and about Oswald’s murder out of the commission’s final report entirely. “We do not think the Ruby aspects of the case should be included,” they wrote. “There is no possibility that this work can be properly done so as to be useful in the final report.”

They said the commission could offer the public a sensible explanation for why questions about Ruby were not addressed, given his continuing appeal of his murder conviction. “If Ruby’s conviction is reopened and our report is in any way hostile to Ruby, the commission could be justly criticized for issuing a report which impaired his right to a fair trial,” the two lawyers wrote. Including material about Ruby in the report could create a serious conflict of interest for the chief justice. “Is it proper,” they asked, “for a commission of the high rank and prestige of this commission to comment extensively about a person whose case is on appeal and will surely get to the United States Supreme Court?”

Willens’s response was blunt. He told them to finish the job as best they could and not to expect more help. It was not up to them to decide what information got into the commission’s report. “We should proceed as though we were definitely going to publish something on this subject,” he wrote.

Griffin and Hubert stepped up their protest, this time with an eleven-page memo to Rankin that listed all of their unanswered questions about Ruby. They cited the many gaps in the commission’s evidence about Ruby’s activities in the months before Kennedy’s assassination. They also outlined an explosive theory about ties between Ruby and Oswald: “We believe that the possibility exists, based on evidence already available, that Ruby was involved in illegal dealings with Cuban elements who might have had contact with Oswald. We suggest that these matters cannot be left ‘hanging in the air.’ They must either be explored further or a firm decision must be made not to do so, supported by stated reasons for the decision.”

The memo essentially called the bluff of their superiors, and it produced what Willens later called “substantial discussion” about what could be done to satisfy Griffin and Hubert. In a memo dated June 1, Willens told Griffin to “submit to me in writing in the next few business days every investigative request” that “was necessary to complete the investigation.” That same day, Hubert announced to Rankin that he would leave the investigation by the end of the week. Bitter over how the commission had ignored his work, Hubert had been planning for weeks to scale back his work on the commission and return to New Orleans. Now, he wanted to leave entirely. He told Rankin he needed two days “to clean out my desk and also to vacate my apartment.” He said he would be available to return to Washington on weekends, if needed, for special projects and that he would travel to Dallas if the commission finally took Ruby’s testimony.

That, it was decided, would not be necessary. Days later, when the commission finally scheduled a trip to Texas to question Ruby, Hubert and Griffin were not invited, and Arlen Specter went in their place. Their colleagues felt badly for Hubert and Griffin. According to David Belin, they were “brilliant lawyers who were crushed that they were not allowed to be present at the interrogation of the man they had been investigating for so many months.” Later, however, Griffin insisted he understood and accepted the decision to exclude him. After his confrontation with Sergeant Dean, “I had become an embarrassment,” he said. His reappearance in Dallas might stir up local officials in protest.

*   *   *

The man who was at the center of so much turmoil inside the Warren Commission, Jack Ruby, had spent most of the winter and spring in a jail cell in Dallas—occasionally trying to hurt, if not kill, himself.

As defense lawyers prepared to appeal his conviction for Oswald’s murder, Ruby was being held at the Dallas county jail. On April 26, just after midnight, he tricked guards into getting him a glass of water so he could try again to injure himself. When the guards stepped away, Ruby charged into the concrete wall of his cell, headfirst. He was found, bleeding and unconscious, and taken to a hospital for X-rays, which revealed no serious injury. In searching his cell, guards discovered that he had begun removing the lining from his prison clothes, apparently to make a noose.

The next afternoon, Ruby had a visitor—Dr. Louis West, a professor of psychiatry at the University of Oklahoma Medical Center, who had been hired as a consultant by lawyers handling Ruby’s appeal. West met with Ruby in a private interview room and found him “pale, tremulous, agitated and depressed.” He could see the large cut on Ruby’s head. Why had he tried to hurt himself? the doctor asked.

Ruby said he felt guilty. “The Jews of America are being slaughtered,” he replied. “Twenty-five million people.” They were being killed in retaliation for “all the trouble” he had created by murdering Oswald. Ruby said his own brother, Earl, was among the victims of this genocide—“tortured, horribly mutilated, castrated and burned in the street outside the jail.” Ruby said he could “still hear the screams” of the dying Jews. “The orders for this terrible ‘pogrom’ must have come from Washington, to permit the police to carry out the mass murders without federal troops being called out or involved,” he told West. He was responsible for “a great people with a history of 4,000 years to be wiped out.”

When West tried to assure him he was wrong, Ruby “became more suspicious of my sincerity and once or twice seemed about to attack me,” the psychiatrist said.

“Don’t tell me you don’t know about it—everybody must know about it,” Ruby snapped. He had smashed his head against the wall “to put an end to it.”

In his report to defense lawyers, West said that Ruby referred frequently to Oswald, describing him as “the deceased” or “that person.”

The next day, West went to see Ruby again, and he seemed in better condition. Still, as West watched, Ruby experienced hallucinations that caused him to “quickly rise, move to a corner of the room and stand with head cocked, eyes wide and darting about.” At another moment, Ruby “crawled under the table to listen” to the voices he was hearing. “The hallucinations were of human groans and cries, sometimes of children or a child,” West wrote. Ruby believed they were coming from “Jews under torture.”

West said he was convinced this was not play-acting. “Ruby is technically insane at this time,” he concluded. Ruby was “obviously psychotic—he is completely preoccupied with the delusions of persecution of the Jews on his account. He feels hopeless, worthless and guilty because he is to blame for the mass-murders of his own people.” Ruby did not belong in jail, West said. “This individual should be in a psychiatric hospital for observation, study and treatment.”

Two weeks later, a Dallas psychiatrist, Robert Stubblefield, visited Ruby at the request of the judge in Ruby’s trial, and he agreed that Ruby was severely mentally ill and in need of hospital treatment. Ruby readily acknowledged to Stubblefield that he had killed Oswald, and that he had done it—as he had claimed from the beginning—to help Jacqueline Kennedy. “I killed Oswald so Mrs. Kennedy would not have to come to Dallas and testify,” he said. “I loved and admired President Kennedy.”

Ruby insisted, again, that he had acted alone in murdering Oswald, Stubblefield reported. His enemies “think I knew Oswald, that it was a part of some plot,” he told the psychiatrist. “It’s not true. I want to take a polygraph test to prove that I did not know Oswald, that I was not involved in killing President Kennedy. After that, I don’t care what happens to me.”
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THE STATE DEPARTMENT

WASHINGTON, DC

TUESDAY, APRIL 7, 1964

In the final days of planning for their trip to Mexico City, David Slawson and William Coleman decided they had no higher priority there than to arrange an interview with Silvia Duran. Her importance to the investigation had only grown in the weeks since January, when the two lawyers heard her name for the first time. “Duran could be my most important witness,” Slawson told himself. “Just imagine what she might know.” At the request of the CIA, Duran was going to be cited, by name, as an essential source for information in the commission’s final report about Oswald’s visit to Mexico. The CIA was eager not to give away any details of its elaborate photo-surveillance and wiretapping operations in Mexico City. Instead, the agency wanted the commission, whenever possible, to attribute information only to Duran if her testimony overlapped with what the CIA had also learned through its spycraft. If the CIA had its way, what Duran disclosed to her Mexican interrogators—or, at least, what the Mexicans claimed she had disclosed—would be the only publicly available record of many of Oswald’s activities in Mexico.

The day before their departure, Slawson and Coleman were invited to the State Department for a briefing by Assistant Secretary of State Thomas Mann, the former American ambassador in Mexico City; he had left Mexico four months earlier. Slawson and Coleman were ushered through the lobby, past the rows of brightly colored foreign flags that decorated the hallways, and into Mann’s offices. He invited the two lawyers to take a seat, and he apologized for the unpacked boxes; he was still settling back into Washington, and it had been a busy time. In his new job, he said, he oversaw all Latin American affairs for the State Department and, given his growing friendship with President Johnson, a fellow Texan, he was a frequent visitor at the White House.

Since Slawson had finally been given a chance only two weeks earlier to read through all of Mann’s top secret cable traffic from Mexico from late November, he knew just how valuable Mann’s perspective might be on the question of a foreign conspiracy. So Slawson and Coleman asked the question directly: Was Mann still convinced that the Kennedy assassination was a Cuban plot?

He was, he said, even if he still could not prove it. Mann felt “in my guts” that Castro was “the kind of dictator who might have carried out this kind of ruthless action, either through some hope of gaining from it or simply as revenge.” The fact that Oswald had visited both the Cuban and the Russian embassies before the assassination “seemed sufficient … to raise the gravest concerns” that Oswald had acted at the direction of the Cubans, possibly with the tacit agreement of their Soviet backers. Mann said his suspicion of a Communist plot had only grown stronger after he learned about the Nicaraguan spy in Mexico City who claimed to have seen Oswald being paid $6,500 in the Cuban embassy, and after learning about the intercepted phone call between Cuba’s president and the country’s ambassador to Mexico, in which the two Cubans talked about the rumors that Oswald had been paid off.

Mann excused himself, saying he had to leave for another meeting, although he invited Slawson and Coleman to consult with him again after their trip. As he shook their hands good-bye, Mann turned to Slawson and asked if the commission felt he had overreacted to the evidence. Had he been “unduly rash” in suspecting a Cuban conspiracy in the assassination? No, Slawson replied. Although the evidence increasingly pointed away from any foreign involvement in Kennedy’s death, the commission’s investigators had “found nothing in what the ambassador had done to be unjustified.”

In the days before the trip, Slawson received a separate briefing from the CIA on what to expect in Mexico City. “The CIA told me that Mexico City was a spy headquarters, so to speak, for lots of countries—like Istanbul used to be in detective thrillers. The spies always met in Istanbul.” In the early 1960s, Mexico City was a capital of Cold War espionage, and Slawson was excited to see it for himself.

*   *   *

On Wednesday, April 8, Slawson and Coleman, accompanied by Howard Willens, boarded an Eastern Airlines plane at Dulles Airport and flew to Mexico City, arriving that evening at six. They were met at the airport by Clark Anderson, the FBI’s legal attaché in Mexico. Because of the color of his skin, Coleman was used to being harassed when he traveled, both at home and abroad, and an immigration officer tried to block his entry to the country, questioning whether he had proper vaccination papers. He was waved through after an Eastern Airlines manager noted “something to the effect that Mr. Coleman was a representative of the Warren Commission,” Slawson wrote later.

Coleman was nervous throughout the visit, fearing his life was in danger because of the secrets he knew from the commission. He had known threats of violence in the past—they were common for anyone prominent in the civil rights movement—but it was more frightening to face that danger in the streets of a foreign capital. If there had been a conspiracy to kill Kennedy, it seemed possible to Coleman that some of Oswald’s coconspirators were still in Mexico, eager to kidnap him and force him to share what he knew. “If the Mexicans were involved in the conspiracy, maybe they would kill me,” he worried. That first night, he had trouble sleeping in his room at the Continental Hilton Hotel, especially after he heard a mysterious rustling.

“About three o’clock in the morning, I could hear scratching at the windows, and I thought, ‘Oh, my God, somebody’s come to kill me,’” Coleman remembered. “I’d better get the hell out of here.… I was scared as hell.”

The next day, he asked a CIA official standing outside the hotel if there had been any threat. No, the CIA man assured him. “Don’t worry, we watched you all night.”

That morning, the commission’s delegation arrived at the sprawling American embassy compound on Paseo de la Reforma, where they were introduced to Winston Scott, the CIA’s station chief, and to the newly arrived ambassador, Fulton Freeman, who had been in the city only two days. At a meeting with Scott and the ambassador, Coleman explained that the commission lawyers planned to meet with Mexican officials and hoped to conduct depositions, especially with Duran. Freeman had been briefed enough to know how important Duran was, and how delicate a subject she was for the Mexican government. The ambassador said that “seeing Silvia Duran would be a highly sensitive matter and that it should be discussed fully” before anyone approached her, Slawson recalled. Freeman said he would give his approval for an interview with Duran “so long as we saw her in the American Embassy and made clear to her that her appearance was entirely voluntary.”

[image: image]

Slawson and Coleman met separately with Anderson and his FBI colleagues in the embassy. Although Anderson would concede years later how limited the bureau’s investigation in Mexico City had been, he left his visitors that day with the impression that the FBI had been aggressive in following up on leads about Oswald. Anderson gave off “a very good impression of competence,” Slawson wrote later.

The commission lawyers asked Anderson what he made of Duran. He said he believed she was a “devout Communist” who, while married and the mother of a young child, had a reputation for a scandalous private life. As Anderson put it, she was a “Mexican pepperpot” and notably “sexy.” He agreed with the ambassador that a request to interview her would be a “touchy point” for the Mexican government, although he said he would try to help. He had good news for them about Duran—just that morning, the FBI had finally obtained a copy of her signed statement to her Mexican interrogators about Oswald, a document the commission had previously known nothing about. Slawson and Coleman said they wanted a copy as soon as possible.

*   *   *

The two lawyers spent much of the afternoon with Scott, and they found that the CIA station chief lived up to his reputation for unusual intelligence. He impressed Slawson with his milky, southern-bred charm, and the two men bonded over the discovery of their shared love of math and science. Both talked about how they had almost ended up in academia—Slawson trained in physics at Princeton, Scott in mathematics at the University of Michigan. “It was common ground,” Slawson remembered. “There was something simpatico between us.” (Since Scott operated undercover for the CIA, identified officially to the Mexican government as an employee of the State Department, Slawson removed all references to his real name in his later reports about Mexico City, replacing it with the single letter “A.”)

Slawson and Coleman were impressed when Scott took them downstairs in the embassy to a soundproof safe room for his initial briefing about Oswald. “It was way down in the basement—it may have even been in a subbasement,” Slawson remembered. “Everything that was told to us in the safe room or shown to us was considered top, top secret.” During the briefing, which was also attended by the embassy’s number-two CIA officer, Alan White, Scott turned on a small radio; he said it would muffle the sound of their conversation, a precaution in case someone was trying to listen in. “It was all very cloak-and-dagger,” Slawson said.

As he began the briefing, Scott went out of his way to convince the visiting lawyers that he and the agency intended to cooperate fully with the commission and that he intended to hold nothing back, even at some risk to the CIA. He said he understood that the lawyers had “been cleared for Top Secret and that we would not disclose beyond the confines of the commission and its immediate staff the information we obtained through him without first clearing it with his superiors in Washington,” Slawson recalled. “We agreed to this.”

Scott then described, in detail, how Oswald had been tracked in Mexico using some of the CIA’s most sophisticated surveillance technology, including wiretaps of almost all phones at the Soviet and Cuban embassies, as well as with the banks of hidden cameras mounted outside the two embassies. The exhaustive surveillance had begun, he said, within hours of Oswald’s first appearance at the Cuban embassy. He then described how the Mexico City station had responded to the assassination, immediately compiling dossiers on “Oswald and everyone else throughout Mexico” who might have had contact with the alleged assassin. He pulled out the transcripts of what he said were Oswald’s phone calls to the Cuban and Soviet embassies. The lawyers raised Duran’s name, and Scott acknowledged that she had been of “substantial interest to the CIA” long before the Kennedy assassination because of her affair with a senior Cuban diplomat, Carlos Lechuga, while he was Cuba’s ambassador in Mexico; Lechuga had gone on to become his nation’s ambassador to the United Nations in New York. After the assassination, Scott said, the CIA had worked closely with Mexican authorities, “especially on the Duran interrogations.”

Slawson was impressed by how comprehensive this briefing was. But as he listened to Scott, the young lawyer also found himself alarmed to realize how much of this information he had never heard before. Scott offered details about Oswald’s visit to Mexico that his colleagues back at CIA headquarters had never passed on to the commission, despite the agency’s recent effort to reassure the investigation that nothing was being held back. Other information that had been previously shared by the CIA was filled with “distortions and omissions,” Slawson now knew. He and Coleman had brought along their own chronology of Oswald’s activities in Mexico, intending to show it to Scott for his comments. “But once we saw how badly distorted our information was, we realized that this would be useless.”

Slawson asked Scott why, given the elaborate photo-surveillance system, the commission had not yet been provided with photos of Oswald. Unfortunately, Scott replied, there were no photos. “Photographic coverage was limited by and large to the daylight weekday hours, because of lack of funds and because there were no adequate technical means for taking photographs at night from a long distance without artificial light,” he told the lawyers. The answer was clearly evasive, Scott’s colleagues would say later. Oswald was not known to have visited the embassies at night, and the Mexico City station was one of the best-funded and -equipped in the CIA. But Slawson and Coleman accepted Scott’s explanation, if only because they had no good way of challenging it. Slawson remembered being surprised to learn that there were no photos. “I remember being puzzled, I guess, but I was too innocent to think they would deliberately hide stuff,” Slawson said later. “I think I was naive.”

The lawyers moved on to the larger questions. They asked Scott and White if they personally believed that there might have been a foreign conspiracy in the assassination, and if Mexico City might have figured in it. No, both men said. They felt that “had there been such a conspiracy, they would at least by this time have had some firm indication of its existence.”

As the briefing drew to a close, Slawson remembered, Scott made an offer: Would the commission lawyers like to hear the actual recordings of Oswald’s calls? “We still have the tapes,” he said. “Do you want to listen to the tapes?”

“I don’t think I need to,” Slawson said. “I don’t think I’d learn anything.”

But Coleman did want to hear them: “As a good trial lawyer, I want to see and hear all the evidence.”

As Slawson headed upstairs to meet with a group of FBI agents, he said, he left his partner in the safe room, pulling on headphones as he prepared to listen to the recordings of Oswald’s voice.

Years later, after Scott’s death, Slawson was outraged when the CIA effectively declared that the scene he described in the agency’s safe room in Mexico City was a figment of his imagination—that Coleman could not have listened to the tapes because they had been routinely destroyed before Kennedy’s assassination. (Coleman added to the confusion when he later blamed a faulty memory and said he could not remember listening to the tapes, although he said he had no doubt about the quality of Slawson’s memory. “If David says it’s true, it’s true.”) The CIA’s claim that the tapes had been destroyed before the assassination was “a goddamned lie,” Slawson would say later.

*   *   *

On Friday, April 10, their second full day in Mexico City, Slawson and Coleman were taken by the FBI on a tour of the capital. They saw the exterior of the Cuban and Soviet embassies and consulates, the bus terminals where Oswald supposedly arrived in and departed from the city, and the Hotel del Comercio, the modest hotel where he had stayed. They saw the restaurant, next to the hotel, where Oswald ate many of his meals, always choosing the least expensive item on the menu. The restaurant’s employees recalled that Oswald was so frugal that he always passed up dessert and coffee, not realizing that they were included in the price of the meal.

After the tour, Slawson, Coleman, and Willens were driven to the offices of Luis Echeverria, a powerful Mexican official then on the verge of being named the country’s interior minister; he would later be elected Mexico’s president. Echeverria, who had been close to Scott for years, led off the conversation by offering his “strong opinion that there was no foreign conspiracy involved” in Kennedy’s assassination—“at least no conspiracy connected with Mexico,” Slawson said. Coleman pressed Echeverria for permission to interview Mexican witnesses, especially Silvia Duran. An interview with Duran might be possible, the Mexican said, although it would have to be informal—labeled as a simple social occasion—and conducted away from the American embassy. The government could not allow the commission’s investigators to “give the appearance of an official investigation being carried out by the American government on Mexican soil.”

Coleman said the interview with Duran was “of the highest importance” to the commission, and Echevarria said he understood why. Her testimony, he said, “was of the greatest importance” to Mexico, as well. It was her statements to interrogators that led the Mexican government to conclude “that no conspiracy had been hatched during Oswald’s visits to Mexico.”

Echeverria apologized and said he had to end the meeting promptly because he was expected at a lunch with Queen Juliana of the Netherlands, then on a state visit to Mexico.

“We would like to have lunch with Silvia Duran,” Coleman said jokingly.

Echeverria replied with a rude joke about Duran, suggesting that Mexican women were less attractive than their Cuban counterparts. The commission’s lawyers would “not have as much fun as we thought because Duran was not a good-looking Cuban—only a Mexican.”

That afternoon, Slawson and Coleman asked other American embassy officials for their advice on how to arrange an interview with Duran. The ambassador’s top deputy, Deputy Chief of Mission Clarence Boonstra, said he doubted the Mexicans would ever allow them to see her, especially if it meant she had to be taken into custody again; she had already been arrested twice since the assassination, the first time at the request of the CIA. As Slawson remembered it, Boonstra “felt that the Mexicans were too politically sensitive to risk having her picked up a third time.” And from what the diplomat knew about Duran (Boonstra called her “a Communist”) and her husband (“a very militant Communist and a very bitter person in general”), he doubted she would agree to be interviewed voluntarily.

The commission lawyers said they still wanted to try, perhaps by inviting her to an informal meal, as Echeverria had suggested. Inspired by what they had come to learn about CIA spycraft, Slawson and Coleman proposed that they could arrange some electronic surveillance of their own, asking Duran to a lunch in a “private place” in Mexico City that could outfitted “with recording apparatus so that no notes would be necessary.” Boonstra had another idea. He suggested the commission bring Duran to the United States for an interview—and throw the Mexican government off her trail by labeling the trip as something else, perhaps a cultural exchange or for medical treatment. Duran might be willing to cooperate, he said, so long as she created no more trouble for herself with her own government. “The idea was worth considering,” Slawson replied, saying he would “bring it up at the highest levels of the commission after we returned to the United States.”

With Duran in hiding and with so many other obstacles put in their way, Slawson and Coleman gave up on the idea of interviewing her before they left Mexico. When they got back to Washington, they decided, they would pursue Boonstra’s idea of bringing her to the United States. Besides, Coleman wanted to return home to Philadelphia as quickly as possible, so he booked a flight out of Mexico City on Sunday. Slawson and Willens made reservations to return to Washington on Monday.

*   *   *

On Saturday night, the American embassy organized a reception for the commission’s investigators, and it was the setting for an odd encounter between Slawson and Scott. Slawson remembered that Scott pulled him aside for a chat, and the conversation quickly took an uncomfortable turn, with Scott telling him some of his uglier duties at the CIA. He told Slawson how he was regularly required to set traps for his CIA colleagues in Mexico City to see if they would betray the United States for money or some other reward. “He said he had to test his best friends and associates in the CIA every two or three years by offering some kind of bribe to see if they would go over,” Slawson recalled.

“It’s the hardest thing I do,” Scott said. “I wonder whether I would have joined the CIA if I’d known that was part of my work.”

Scott’s comments were so jarring—so out of place, in the middle of an otherwise relaxed embassy reception—that Slawson was certain that he was trying to send a message. He thought Scott was trying to do him a favor by convincing him not to give in to the agency’s recruitment efforts back in Washington. “I read that as his warning to me—don’t accept.”

The embassy party was memorable for Slawson for another, unfortunate reason. “They served good champagne and—you know champagne—I got so high and thirsty that when I got back to the hotel, I drank the tap water” by mistake. He quickly began to feel ill, and his trip to Mexico came to an ignominious end. “Sunday I was wiped out,” he said. “It was even difficult getting on the plane to go back to DC.” He felt better in a day or two, and he returned to the commission’s offices in Washington the next week with a mission. He was determined to find a way to bring Silvia Duran to Washington.
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THE HOME OF JACQUELINE KENNEDY

WASHINGTON, DC

TUESDAY, APRIL 7, 1964

Jacqueline Kennedy was beaming. It was a few minutes before noon on Tuesday, April 7, four and a half months after the assassination, and this was William Manchester’s first appointment to interview Mrs. Kennedy for the book she had authorized.

“Mr. Manchester,” she said in that “inimitable, breathy voice,” welcoming Manchester into the living room of her new home on N Street in Georgetown. She closed the sliding doors behind her “with a sweeping movement, and bowed slightly from the waist,” he said later. She was wearing a black jersey and yellow stretch pants, “and I thought how, at 34, with her camellia beauty, she might have been taken for a woman in her mid-20s.” The relationship between Mrs. Kennedy and Manchester would later sour, but at the start of their collaboration, he thought she could not have been more gracious or helpful.

“My first impression—and it never changed—was that I was in the presence of a very great tragic actress,” he said. “I mean that in the best sense of the word.”

Manchester was in the first stages of researching the book, which was meant to be, essentially, the family’s authorized history of the assassination and its aftermath. In time, he came to believe that the project was an effort, above all else, to discourage other writers from attempting a similar project that the family could not control.

His five interviews with the president’s widow, conducted between April and July, were, not surprisingly, the most wrenching he would conduct for the book. Mrs. Kennedy talked about everything, including exactly what had happened inside the limousine when the shots rang out at Dealey Plaza. “She would withhold nothing during our interviews,” he said. “About half of the people I interviewed displayed deep emotional distress while trying to answer my questions, though none of the other sessions were as affecting as those with Jackie.”

The interviews were taped by Manchester on a bulky but reliable Wollensak reel-to-reel recorder. Under his agreement with the Kennedy family, his ten hours of taped conversations with the former First Lady were to be handed over to the planned Kennedy presidential library in Boston when the book was finished. “Future historians may be puzzled by the odd clunking noises on the tapes,” Manchester wrote. “They were ice cubes. The only way we could get through those long evenings was with the aid of great containers of daiquiris.” Mrs. Kennedy and Manchester smoked throughout the interviews, so “there are also frequent sounds of matches being struck.”

At the offices of the assassination commission, Arlen Specter and the other staff lawyers were well aware of Manchester’s book—it was a topic of fevered gossip around Washington—and of what amounted to Manchester’s parallel, Kennedy-family-approved investigation. It angered Specter that Manchester was interviewing Mrs. Kennedy even as the commission’s staff was being denied access to her by the chief justice. Specter asked why it was acceptable for the president’s widow to talk to a journalist about the assassination but not acceptable for her to be interviewed by the federal commission charged with explaining to the American public why their president had been murdered.

He did not know the extent of it, but Mrs. Kennedy was just one of several important witnesses who agreed to be interviewed by Manchester that spring. Robert Kennedy consented to a taped interview on May 14, although he proved to be far less forthcoming than his sister-in-law. “His replies are abrupt, often monosyllabic,” Manchester said. In some cases, Manchester got access to important government witnesses long before the commission. Four days after meeting with Mrs. Kennedy for the first time, he interviewed Director of Central Intelligence John McCone, who would not testify before the Warren Commission until mid-May. And unlike the commission, Manchester was allowed to question both President and Mrs. Johnson. The White House granted an interview with the First Lady on June 24. The president initially offered to meet for a face-to-face interview but “found he could not bear to do it,” Manchester said. Instead, he provided written answers to a list of the author’s questions.

Through the winter and early spring, Specter continued to press for interviews with the Johnsons, and he drew up long lists of questions to ask them, just as he had for Jacqueline Kennedy. Specter would be disappointed, again, by Warren. The chief justice raised no objection when the White House announced that President Johnson, instead of testifying to the commission, would prepare a written statement about his memories of the day of the assassination. The 2,025-word statement would not arrive at the commission’s offices until July 10, and it was seen by some of the new president’s political enemies—especially by aides to Robert Kennedy—as self-serving and inaccurate. Johnson portrayed himself as having done all he could in the hours after the assassination to comfort Mrs. Kennedy and to seek counsel by telephone from the attorney general—conversations that, in some cases, Robert Kennedy said never occurred.

The chief justice would later concede that he should have pushed for face-to-face testimony from Johnson, if only to avoid the appearance that the commission had left questions unanswered by such a key figure. “I think it would have been a little better if he had testified,” Warren said years later. “But he sent word to us that he would give a statement and Mrs. Johnson would give a statement. So we didn’t even discuss it with him.”

For her part, Mrs. Johnson’s testimony came in the form of a transcript of a tape recording she made on November 30, eight days after the assassination. Commission staff members remembered it as a beautifully rendered depiction of all she had witnessed. She described arriving at Parkland Hospital and looking back toward Kennedy’s limousine as she was rushed into the emergency room: “I cast one last look over my shoulder and saw, in the president’s car, a bundle of pink, just like a drift of blossoms, lying on the back seat. I think it was Mrs. Kennedy, lying over the President’s body.” Later, inside the hospital, Mrs. Johnson found herself “face-to-face with Jackie” in a small hallway. “I think it was right outside the operating room,” Mrs. Johnson said. “She was quite alone. I don’t think I ever saw anyone so much alone in my life.”

*   *   *

With the Kennedy family’s encouragement, the chief justice continued to offer his help to Manchester. Warren agreed to be interviewed himself about his memories of the events of the assassination and the days that followed. Manchester later recalled that Warren “was unfailingly polite to me and he recognized that, while the lines of the two investigations might occasionally intersect, they certainly did not run parallel to each other.” Over the next several months, Warren and Manchester remained in contact, the writer said. “We exchanged some confidences, and inevitably we ran across each other’s tracks.” At the Kennedy family’s request, Manchester was given access to almost all of the most important physical evidence from the scene of the assassination, including the full Zapruder film—images of the assassination that the public would not be permitted to see for decades. Manchester said he was allowed to screen the film “70 times” and inspect it “frame by frame.”

He was given a tour of Air Force One by one of the plane’s pilots and invited to inspect both the surgery wards at Parkland Hospital and the morgue at the Bethesda Naval Hospital. He was allowed to have the president’s original coffin—it was not used for the burial because it was damaged during the trip from Dallas to Washington—uncrated for his inspection.

*   *   *

Manchester’s book was only one element of the Kennedy family’s campaign to shape how the public remembered the president and the day of his assassination. In his unpublished diaries from November 1964, the columnist Drew Pearson chronicled the often cruel backlash directed at the family, much of it the result of Mrs. Kennedy’s efforts to frame her husband’s legacy.

The Kennedys had always inspired a blend of envy and disdain among Washington’s power brokers, and the gossip about them was not ended by the president’s violent death. If Pearson shared any of what he was hearing with his friend the chief justice, it might help explain why Warren became so protective of the family. Pearson knew that the Kennedys’ enemies had not been silenced by the assassination, even for a few hours. On Monday, November 25, the day of the president’s funeral, Pearson recorded in his diary that Mrs. Kennedy’s standing with the public could not have been higher: “Jackie has been reigning supreme, as of course she should.” But in a diary entry for that same day, he recalled that after watching the president’s funeral on television that morning, he went to lunch with friends at the Carlton Hotel, two blocks from the White House, “and I’m afraid we were not so kind to Jackie Kennedy as the crowds who mourn outside.”

The main topic of the lunch conversation was the troubled Kennedy marriage. “We recalled the flagrant way in which Kennedy had played around with other women” and how Mrs. Kennedy had traveled to Greece earlier that year and spent time on the yacht of the Greek shipping magnate Aristotle Onassis “chiefly to spite her husband.” Pearson noted that Onassis was in Washington for the funeral and was expected to spend time with Mrs. Kennedy’s sister, Lee Radziwill, who had a well-publicized romance with Onassis that summer as she prepared to divorce her husband. “It will be interesting to see whether the Radziwill divorce and remarriage to Onassis now comes off,” Pearson wrote.

The columnist had lunch four days later with an influential Washington lawyer, Joe Borkin, who warned that “the tide has begun to turn against Jackie on several points,” especially after the disclosure that Mrs. Kennedy had insisted on many of the most dramatic flourishes of her husband’s funeral service and burial, including the open-air procession in which President Johnson, French president Charles de Gaulle, and other world leaders had marched down Connecticut Avenue. The event had created a panic at the Secret Service; Johnson admitted to friends that he worried that he would be assassinated by a gunman in the crowd. “She demanded that the heads of state march behind the body in the funeral, which could have meant a heart attack for Lyndon, pneumonia for De Gaulle and risked the lives of the free world chiefs if an assassin had wanted to risk his own life,” according to Pearson’s diary.

Borkin told Pearson there were growing behind-the-scenes attacks on Mrs. Kennedy over her plans to install a gas line at the Arlington National Cemetery for a so-called eternal flame to mark the president’s gravesite. The move was seen as presumptuous. “There’s only one other eternal light in front of a grave, and that’s at the Paris tomb of the unknown soldier,” Pearson noted in his diary. “Some people think that Kennedy doesn’t really rate this yet.”

Several news accounts in the days after the funeral described Mrs. Kennedy’s effort to persuade President Johnson to rename the national space center in Florida for her husband—Cape Kennedy, instead of Cape Canaveral—and to put the Kennedy name on the new national cultural center that was being built on the Potomac River. “Lincoln didn’t get a memorial for about 75 years and Teddy Roosevelt and FDR still don’t have a memorial,” Pearson wrote after the lunch with Borkin. “Yet already they want to name the Cultural Center the Kennedy Center.”

In the weeks after the assassination, Pearson noted, there were uglier attacks on Mrs. Kennedy over her repeated, well-publicized visits to the Arlington cemetery, as if her displays of devotion were an attempt to rewrite the story of her marriage. “The ladies seem to think that Jackie’s five visits to the grave were too much and also there has been a lot of comment about the fact that Bobby Kennedy, her brother-in-law, accompanied her on some of these trips,” Pearson wrote in his diary.

Pearson knew that some of the venom being directed at Mrs. Kennedy came from people who were supposedly her most devoted friends, including Marie Harriman, the wife of former New York State governor and Democratic kingmaker Averell Harriman. The Harrimans had volunteered to move out of their palatial home in Georgetown temporarily to allow Mrs. Kennedy and her children to move in while they searched for a home of their own. But as Mrs. Harriman was packing up her things to move into a nearby inn to make way for the Kennedys, she called Pearson’s wife, Luvie, to say she “regretted having given up her house to Jackie.” According to Pearson’s diary, Mrs. Harriman “talked to Luvie on the telephone today, complaining that she was now cleaning out her drawers, putting away her toilet articles and preparing to move to the Georgetown Inn, where, she said, the food is terrible.… Marie is wondering why Jackie couldn’t have gone down to Virginia for one month of mourning and then come back and found a house for herself. But no, Jackie likes Georgetown and has to stay there.”

Pearson was certainly not above trading in gossip about Mrs. Kennedy in his column. On December 10, he reported that a White House doctor had medicated Mrs. Kennedy and her children to help them get through the funeral. “TV viewers of the Kennedy funeral were impressed with the manner in which the president’s widow stuck close to her brothers-in-law,” the column said. “This was no accident. The doctor had dosed Jackie with tranquilizers and asked the two brothers to stay by her side in case she faltered. Caroline and John Jr. got children’s tranquilizers in case they got too frisky.”

The column produced an angry denial from Mrs. Kennedy through a friend, Washington socialite Florence Mahoney, “who telephoned me to say that Jackie Kennedy was very upset,” Pearson wrote. “Florence says that Jackie claims it isn’t true and was quite emotional about it.” He admitted in his diary that he regretted publishing the item, at least in the form it had appeared. The story, he said, had come from Jack Anderson, his junior reporting partner. “I wish I had used better judgment in editing it,” Pearson said. “I called Jack Anderson who had written the item and who swears it is true. I am not sure.” The item also angered Robert Kennedy, who canceled a scheduled interview. Kennedy’s spokesman, Ed Guthman, “telephoned me on behalf of Bobby Kennedy to say that he was sore at me and would not see me,” Pearson said.

*   *   *

Under his contract with the publisher Harper & Row, William Manchester had three years to finish his book. He worried from the start, he said, that he could not get it done on time. By comparison, then, the deadlines facing the staff of the Warren Commission were brutal. There was constant pressure on the staff from the chief justice to get their work done. Warren always felt that the investigation was “taking too damn long,” said Alfred Goldberg. “The commissioners all wanted to get back to their jobs. Warren wanted to get back to the court.”

In April, Rankin asked Goldberg to prepare a final outline for the report, as well as a memo recommending a uniform writing style for the staff. He also wanted Goldberg to draft a brief introduction to the report that would establish its tone and purpose.

In his style memo, Goldberg recommended that the report be written for the general public: “It should aim to achieve the maximum of clarity and coherence through the use of simple, straightforward language.” Much of the report, he thought, should take the form of a narrative—a well-documented chronology of the assassination and its aftermath. The report might well be hundreds of pages long, “and it seems to me that it is too much to expect the reading public, not all of whom will be lawyers, or even historians, to grope for the thread of a narrative through 500 pages of what will be chiefly analysis.”

Goldberg had known since his Baltimore childhood that serious history was best presented as a compelling story, albeit with a rigorous adherence to the facts. His career as a historian was born, he said, in the pages of the books of G. A. Henty, the prolific nineteenth-century British novelist who wrote more than a hundred adventure stories for children that “covered the whole history of the world,” beginning with Ancient Egypt. By the time he was twelve, he figured, “I’d probably read 50 or 60 of them.”

He recommended to Rankin that the commission’s report include a special section on “theories and rumors” to respond to the many conspiracy theories being spread by Mark Lane and others. “This part should demonstrate that the Commission was fully aware of these questions and took due notice of them,” Goldberg said, cautioning, however, that the “rumors” chapter should be brief. “To explore these questions in detail would give them much more than their due.”

On March 16, he provided Rankin with his first draft of an introduction:

The assassination of President John F. Kennedy in Dallas, Texas, on November 22, 1963, shocked and grieved the people of the United States and, indeed, most of the peoples of the world. Within a few hours of the deed the Dallas police arrested and subsequently charged as the assassin Lee Harvey Oswald, who had in the interim allegedly shot and killed Dallas policeman J.D. Tippit. On the morning, of November 24, 1963, Oswald was himself shot and fatally wounded while in the custody of the police in the Dallas police station. Oswald’s murder loosed a flood of rumor, theory, speculation and allegation that threatened to becloud and distort the true facts surrounding the assassination of President Kennedy.

When Goldberg’s outline was circulated within the commission, there was an angry response from some of the staff lawyers. They argued that the report should read more like a fact-filled judicial opinion or a law review article—the type of writing they understood best—and focus on scientific evidence and witness testimony that would presumably establish Oswald as the president’s sole assassin. Goldberg had sensed that would be the reaction, especially among the younger lawyers. “They had all been law-school hot shots at the very best law schools, very full of themselves,” he said. The lawyers had been trained how to write dry legal briefs, not the more easily digested history that Goldberg was proposing.

No one on the staff was more hostile to Goldberg’s approach than David Belin. “From an overall standpoint, I take basic exception to the entire proposed outline,” Belin wrote after reading the historian’s drafts. “I believe that it is essential that the report be prepared by the lawyers who have been working in each area with the standards of a legal document, rather than the discussion of a historical approach. So far as possible, the report should be written on a fact-finding basis. There should be a minimum of opinions and conclusions other than those clearly shown by the facts.”

Goldberg did not yield. On April 24, he completed a new memo to Rankin, with another impassioned plea for the commission’s conclusions to be structured around an easy-to-follow narrative of the assassination. The memo took an unsubtle swipe at Belin and some of the other young lawyers: “This report should be a narrative and members of the staff should remind themselves that it is intended for the public and not for lawyers.”
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THE OFFICES OF THE COMMISSION

WASHINGTON, DC

APRIL 1964

David Slawson understood why Silvia Duran might want to say nothing. If the reports from Mexico were accurate, the United States government bore responsibility for her rough treatment, since her first arrest had been requested by the CIA’s Mexico City station. He heard that the bruises on her body might be the least of it; there were reports she had a nervous breakdown as a result of the harsh interrogations by the Mexican secret police. Slawson assumed that “she was tortured—we didn’t know it for a fact, but we strongly suspected it.” That was the reason, he guessed, that the Mexican government had tried to block the commission from interviewing her. “My own belief was that, simply, they had mistreated her and they didn’t want that to come out.”

After returning from Mexico City, Slawson began pressing the CIA for help to arrange an interview with Duran outside Mexico. He went through the new interrogation report on Duran that had been given to him by the FBI in Mexico City, but it was still full of gaps. The Mexican government had not provided a transcript of Duran’s actual words. Instead, the best the Mexicans had offered was a summary, signed by Duran, of statements in which she insisted she knew nothing about a plot by Oswald to kill Kennedy. Slawson remembered thinking that he would have been more impressed had Duran written out the statement in her own hand. Instead, the summaries were typed, suggesting she was simply handed prewritten documents to sign. “It was all second-hand,” Slawson recalled. “And that’s not enough, obviously.”

From a distance, Slawson and Coleman had a favorable impression of Duran. Whatever her political views, she was said to be smart and gutsy. “From what we heard about her, she was a woman of real character,” Slawson said. “I can’t remember whether it was reading between the lines or what, but Bill and I had some reason to see this woman was a straight-shooter.” He thought she might say things in Washington that she had been too scared to say in Mexico. Even if she stuck by the account she had given to her Mexican interrogators, Slawson believed it was important for the commission to judge her credibility face-to-face. “There was obviously some chance of getting more detail from her, especially if she trusted us,” Slawson said. “And if we weren’t beating her up.”

The first challenge, he said, was simply to determine where Duran was. Her protective husband, Horacio, had moved her into hiding and was blocking access. “We couldn’t get to her, the CIA couldn’t get to her, nobody could,” Slawson recalled. “She was hiding out” and her husband was “mad as hell” about the way she had been treated.

Slawson could not recall exactly when he got the news, but within weeks of his return from Mexico, Ray Rocca reported that the agency had made contact with the Durans and believed Silvia Duran would agree to come to Washington. Slawson remembered that Rocca seemed excited by the news—“he was really eager”—and wanted to help with the logistics. Rocca asked if the commission wanted the agency to take the next step and make arrangements for Duran to travel, probably with her husband. “Bill and I didn’t have to think two minutes to say, ‘Yes, yes,’” Slawson recalled.

He was exhilarated to think he would now get a chance to talk to the woman who—more than anyone else, possibly including Marina Oswald—may have known Oswald’s thoughts in the weeks before he killed Kennedy. Slawson suspected that to Oswald, Duran must have seemed a kindred spirit. She was a fellow Socialist and a fellow champion of Fidel Castro. She could speak with him in English, and she seemed genuinely to want to help him get his visa for a trip to Cuba. She had been “very, very sympathetic to him,” Slawson said.

Slawson remembered telling Rankin about the CIA’s good news on Duran and asking permission to begin organizing her travel. “And Lee said, ‘I’ll talk to the chief.’” It was typical of Rankin not to make a decision like this himself, no matter how obvious it seemed to be, Slawson recalled. “He made no decisions without the chief’s approval.”

And Rankin returned with Warren’s unexpected, baffling reply. “The chief says no,” he told the stunned Slawson. There would be no interview with Duran.

Slawson could not recall if Rankin offered a detailed explanation for Warren’s reasoning, but the chief justice seemed to be suggesting that Duran’s support for Castro and her self-declared Socialism—she denied to her Mexican interrogators she was a Communist—made her unacceptable as a witness. It was similar reasoning to Warren’s earlier decision to block Slawson from seeking paperwork from the Cuban government about Oswald—the decision that Slawson had decided to ignore, at his peril.

In passing on Warren’s decision about Duran, Rankin cushioned the blow by telling Slawson that “the decision wasn’t final” and that he could appeal directly to Warren if he felt so strongly about the need to interview her.

Slawson was astonished at the idea that he might be denied the chance to talk to Duran. “It was stupid, stupid,” he thought. Much as his colleague Arlen Specter felt he needed Kennedy’s autopsy photos and X-rays to do his work in reconstructing the events in Dealey Plaza, Slawson needed to talk to Duran if the commission wanted to rule out any possibility of a conspiracy. The commission did not have to accept anything Duran had to say at face value, he reminded himself. “We didn’t have to accept her word,” Slawson said. “But we should talk to the enemy if we need to.”

He told Rankin he wanted to see the chief justice as soon as possible, and he asked for help from Howard Willens, who was “totally supportive” of the plan to bring Duran to Washington. Increasingly, Willens was viewed by Slawson and some of the other lawyers as their best advocate—much more so than Rankin. There were reports that, behind closed doors, Warren was angry about what he saw as Willens’s impertinence. “He thought Howard was disrespectful,” Slawson said. “Howard was maybe the only guy who disagreed with him to his face.” Warren, for his part, confirmed that years later, saying that Willens “was very critical of me from the time he came over to us” from the Justice Department.

Slawson was nervous as he prepared himself for the meeting. The chief justice appeared in the commission’s offices virtually every day but continued to have little interaction with the young lawyers. He rarely invited conversation. “He was the chief justice of the United States, and you didn’t go in there to shoot the breeze with him,” Slawson said. “He would have given you short-shrift if you tried.” Still, Slawson and Willens quickly got their appointment, and Slawson remembered that he was received graciously by Warren, who welcomed the two lawyers into his office with a smile. “He asked us to have a chair, and we did, and then we made our case to him.”

Slawson explained why Duran might be such an important witness, since she might offer information about Oswald that she had not risked sharing with the Mexican police. He argued that there was the possibility that the Mexican police had intimidated, even tortured her into silence, so that she would not reveal details pointing to a conspiracy hatched on Mexican soil.

What was there to lose by talking to her? Slawson remembered asking Warren. “There might be something valuable to gain.”

The chief justice did not hesitate with his answer: He had not changed his mind. There would be no interview with Duran. Slawson said he remembered Warren’s exact words:

“You just can’t believe a Communist,” Warren said. “We don’t talk to Communists. You cannot trust a dedicated Communist to tell us the truth, so what’s the point?”

He invited no more argument. “He just gave us his opinion, and that was that,” Slawson recalled. On the Supreme Court, the chief justice might have a reputation as a champion of the rights of the political left, including Communists, but in this case, “he accepted the stereotype of a Communist as someone close to evil,” a category in which he apparently placed Silvia Duran.

Slawson walked out of Warren’s office feeling defeated. He remembered turning to Willens and saying, “Jesus, that is a big disappointment and a big mistake.” But short of resigning from the staff, which he never seriously considered, Slawson concluded there was nothing more he could do.

Decades later, Slawson said he remained mystified by the chief justice’s decision on Duran: “It’s crazy we didn’t talk to her.” He came to wonder if the decision was a political calculation; Warren might have worried that the commission’s right-wing critics would criticize him for giving credibility to an alleged Communist. More troubling, Slawson said, was the possibility that Warren had been secretly pressured to leave Duran alone. In light of what he later learned about the CIA, Slawson suspected—but could not prove—that Warren had been asked by the spy agency not to interview Duran. Slawson believed Rocca was sincere in offering to help bring Duran to Washington. But he wondered if others, much higher in the agency, were frightened of what she might reveal about Oswald or about American intelligence operations in Mexico City.

Warren, he later learned, had given in to pressure from the CIA about another possible foreign witness, Yuri Nosenko, the Russian defector. In June, Warren met privately with Richard Helms to hear the CIA’s plea that the commission drop any reference to Nosenko in its final report. Helms “took me aside and told me that the CIA had finally decided that the defector was a phony,” Warren remembered. And the chief justice agreed to the request, even though the commission had never been given a chance to interview Nosenko or even to submit written questions to him through his CIA handlers. “I was adamant that we should not in any way base our findings on the testimony of a Russian defector,” Warren said later. Nosenko, like Duran, could not be trusted to tell the truth.

*   *   *

As the commission began to consider how to organize and write its report, Willens sent out memos to the staff listing the “loose ends” of the investigations, many of which involved Slawson and questions about a possible foreign conspiracy. That was no criticism of the quality of Slawson’s work, he said. It reflected, instead, the mammoth task of trying to prove or disprove a conspiracy with evidence that often seemed vague or conflicting.

Although the evidence clearly pointed away from any involvement by the Kremlin, Slawson decided in April to ask the FBI and CIA to gather more information about Oswald’s stay in the Soviet Union, including evidence that might substantiate his claim in his “Historic Diary” that he attempted suicide shortly after he arrived there in October 1959. Oswald wrote that he tried to end his life after Soviet officials initially refused to allow him to stay in the country. “I decide to end it,” he wrote in the entry for October 21. “Soak wrist in cold water to numb the pain. Then slash my left wrist. Then plunge wrist into bathtub of hot water.” He was discovered by a Russian tourist guide an hour later and taken to the hospital “where five stitches are put in my wrist.”

Slawson felt the commission could not ignore the possibility that Oswald was lying and that the suicide attempt had been concocted as part of a KGB cover story—possibly to allow him to disappear from the streets of Moscow for a time to receive training as a spy. Oswald’s autopsy report showed there was a scar on his left wrist, but Slawson wanted to be sure it was deep and dramatic enough to suggest an actual suicide attempt. Specter was responsible for the medical evidence, so Slawson wrote him a memo, asking that he question Dallas pathologists about the scar: “If the suicide incident is a fabrication, the time supposedly spent by Oswald in recovering from the suicide in a Moscow hospital could have been spent by him in Russian secret police custody being coached, brainwashed, etc.” Slawson knew the CIA was so interested in verifying Oswald’s account of the suicide attempt that it had considered exhuming his body to inspect the scar. The FBI opposed the proposal and the CIA dropped the idea, fearing it might inspire even more wild conspiracy theories.

Mexico City was never far from Slawson’s thoughts that spring. After his trip there in April, he drafted a letter to the FBI listing dozens of new questions that the commission wanted answered in Mexico. He asked the FBI to prepare itemized estimates of how much money Oswald might have spent in Mexico City, down to the cost of purchasing six picture postcards of the kind found in his possession after the assassination. Since Oswald had reportedly attended a bullfight, Slawson wanted the FBI to establish “the cost of a ticket of the bullfight for the section in which Oswald probably sat.” The idea, Slawson said, was to determine if Oswald would have needed to accept money from someone to cover his travel costs.

Slawson also had many unanswered questions about “the other Silvia”—Silvia Odio, the Dallas woman who claimed to have met Oswald in the company of anti-Castro activists. Slawson was convinced that the FBI had been too eager to dismiss her story. In a memo to his colleagues on April 6, he said his research showed that “Mrs. Odio checks out as an intelligent, stable individual.” He was increasingly convinced she was telling the truth, at least as she understood it. “There is a substantial chance that if Mrs. Odio backs down from her story, it will not be because she disbelieves it, but because she is frightened.”

The FBI reported that it had been unable to find the two Latino men who had supposedly been seen with Oswald at Odio’s door, but that did not surprise Slawson: he suspected the pair might have gone into hiding to avoid being accused of involvement in the assassination and that they might since have tried to intimidate Odio into silence. “They could by now very easily have brought pressure or threats to bear on Mrs. Odio to keep quiet.”

Slawson planned a visit to Dallas that spring, in part to take Odio’s testimony. In advance of the trip, his colleague Burt Griffin, already in Texas, was asked to interview witnesses who might corroborate Odio’s story, including her psychiatrist, Burton Einspruch. Griffin tracked down Einspruch at his offices at Parkland Hospital, an institution that had already figured in so much of the investigation in Dallas. “Einspruch stated that he had great faith in Miss Odio’s story of having met Lee Harvey Oswald,” Griffin reported back. The psychiatrist recalled how she told him—before the assassination—of her troubling encounter with the three strangers, including the man she now identified as Oswald. “In describing Miss Odio’s personality, Dr. Einspruch stated she is given to exaggeration but that the basic facts which she provides are true,” Griffin wrote. “Her tendency to exaggerate is an emotional type, characteristic of many Latin-American people, being one of degree rather than basic fact.”

Odio’s claims intrigued several of the commission’s other staff lawyers. Slawson was so consumed by other work in Washington that he did not object when Jim Liebeler, who had become a close friend, volunteered to take on the assignment of interviewing Odio during a trip he had scheduled to Dallas. Liebeler had special reason to look forward to the interview: the photographs of Odio forwarded to the commission from the FBI in Dallas showed that she was, as reported, as pretty as a fashion model. While in Dallas, Liebeler was also scheduled to interview Marina Oswald, and she was lovely, too.
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Wesley “Jim” Liebeler was a force of nature. He was a true libertarian, ready to ignore—or better yet, outrage—anyone who tried to impose rules on him. When it came to politics, he was a conservative Republican. He was fiercely anti-Communist and talked about it, and there were rumors on the staff—apparently untrue—that he was a member of the ultraconservative John Birch Society. Rankin remembered Liebeler as an “extreme conservative in rather a hotbed of liberals on our staff, and he early on became disenchanted with some of the others.” Liebeler’s disdain was often directed at Norman Redlich, who was as liberal on political issues as Liebeler was conservative. “Mr. Redlich and I have quite profoundly different views of the world on political questions,” Liebeler said later.

For many on the staff, Liebeler also fit the role of a charming rogue. Decades later, several would describe him as among the most memorable people they would ever meet; just the mention of his name would prompt a knowing smile. Slawson recalled him as “devil-may-care” in his attitudes toward authority, beginning with his demand that the commission’s incompetent secretaries be replaced. Griffin said that he and Liebeler “wouldn’t agree on anything” when it came to politics and that Liebeler would be vocal about their differences. “But even through all his aggressiveness, he had this tender quality to him,” Griffin said. “Even if he were saying that you were an idiot on some subject, he did it in a way that you knew he didn’t think you were an idiot.” Liebeler, he thought, “cared deeply about people.”

Others had less fond memories. Specter thought Liebeler was highly intelligent but also “prickly” and a “flake” who was prone to bizarre flashes of anger. He recalled going to lunch with Liebeler at The Monocle, a popular Capitol Hill restaurant near the commission’s offices, and watching, amazed, as his colleague blew up because the egg on his corned beef hash was not runny enough. “In a demanding, insulting voice, he brings over the waiter and says, ‘Goddamn it, when you cook the egg, it’s supposed to bleed onto the corned beef hash.’”

Warren made it clear that he did not like Liebeler, several of the lawyers recalled. Months into the investigation, Liebeler did what would have been—in most major law firms or government agencies at the time—the unthinkable. He began to grow a beard. “It was a great, beautiful beard—all red,” Rankin remembered. “It irritated the chief justice.” Warren was so upset that he told Rankin to order Liebeler to shave it off. Rankin said he tried to talk Warren out of it. “I said, ‘Look, he has a right to have his hair the way he wants it, and if he wants a beard, he has a right to that.’” Specter remembered thinking how hypocritical it was for Warren—the “great egalitarian and civil libertarian”—to be angered over Liebeler’s decision to allow his whiskers to grow out. The chief justice exacted his punishment, Specter recalled, by “banishing” Liebeler for a time to a different floor of the VFW building.

Liebeler titillated his colleagues with stories about his exploits in Washington with different women, and he enjoyed long nights of carousing and drinking, often inviting the other lawyers to join him. The sexual revolution of the 1960s was well under way, and although he had a wife back in New York, he intended to be part of it. “He was a crazy, huge womanizer,” Slawson remembered.

“He would do anything—absolutely anything,” recalled Griffin, who happily went home to his wife each night. “I live a very puritanical life. But Liebeler, despite all of his political conservatism, was not conservative about anything else.” With alcohol, “he had no restraint,” Griffin said. His nightly exploits were no secret because “he talked about it all the time.” Other staff lawyers saw no sign that Liebeler’s nighttime activities affected his work, and he returned to the office in the morning energized by the adventures of the night before. The alcohol seemed to have no effect, perhaps because he “was a big guy, maybe 6 foot 1 or 2, weighed 200, 220 pounds,” Griffin said.

Whatever the state of his marriage, Liebeler made clear that he was devoted to his two sons, who remained behind with their mother in New York while he worked in Washington. Over the years, his younger son, Eric, was willing to forgive his father for some of his failings because he so admired him “as a man who wanted to live every single damned day” as if it were his last. “He looked at every day as a day that he should do something interesting, something intense, something valuable.”

Liebeler was happiest and most productive when he disappeared to the family’s seventy-two-acre summer home in Vermont, on the outskirts of the Green Mountains National Forest. In joining the commission, he asked Rankin for permission to fly to Vermont every few weeks, at the commission’s expense, to work and clear his head. Rankin agreed, apparently not realizing that Liebeler would stuff his briefcase full of classified documents to read on the trip—a fact that would later come back to haunt them both.

*   *   *

Liebeler’s senior partner on the commission’s “Oswald team,” as it became known, was Albert Jenner, the high-powered litigator from Chicago. Their relationship collapsed almost instantly. The two men came to despise each other, and they barely talked after the first few weeks. “I finally decided to do my own thing and basically went ahead and did most of the original work myself,” Liebeler said. According to Specter, the differences in personality between Jenner and Liebeler could not have been more stark. While Liebeler was a modern-day Falstaff, “Bert Jenner was known principally by his dry attitude,” Specter said, remembering staff meals at which Jenner would insist that his food have no seasoning. “He ate salad with no dressing.”

The team’s responsibilities were eventually divided up so that the two men did not have to cross paths. Liebeler focused on questions about Oswald’s possible motive, while Jenner looked for evidence of a domestic conspiracy involving Oswald’s contacts with people inside the United States after his return from Russia in 1962.

Back in Chicago, Jenner was a much-admired figure. He was one of the nation’s best-paid lawyers—he would be one of the first in the country to bill corporate clients $100 an hour—and clients did not quibble over the fees because of his success in the courtroom. He was also celebrated by civil liberties and civil rights groups for his commitment at the firm to offering free legal counsel to the poor and for championing pro bono appeals for death-row inmates. At the commission, he earned a reputation for hard work. Unlike other senior lawyers on the staff, Jenner spent most of his time in Washington until the investigation was over. Still, he baffled some of his new colleagues with his work habits and his obsession for detail. Alfred Goldberg recalled reading a draft report on Oswald written by Jenner that, at 120 pages, had almost twelve hundred footnotes, including one especially pointless footnote in which Jenner identified the exact geographical location of the Soviet city of Minsk, where Oswald had lived. Specter remembered a second “worthless” twenty-page report about Oswald that Jenner had written. “The word was that it was read and thrown in the waste basket.”

Jenner fit a mold that some of the young lawyers had encountered at their own firms. He was a high-paid litigator who knew how to win over a jury and impress a judge but who left the task of gathering evidence, and making sense of it, to junior associates. Certainly Jenner seemed to have no ability to organize his thoughts on paper. “Jenner was a pain in the ass,” Slawson remembered. “Everybody rolled their eyes.” Like other lawyers on the commission, Slawson wondered if Jenner suffered from a learning disability because, rather than read transcripts of witness interviews, “he had his secretary read them out to him,” hour after hour.

*   *   *

Liebeler and Jenner were both invited to call on the research services of John Hart Ely, the young lawyer who was about to go to work at the Supreme Court as one of Warren’s clerks. Ely took on several research projects for Liebeler and Jenner, including a survey of every home where Oswald had lived through his childhood and teenage years, beginning with the New Orleans orphanage where his mother placed him in 1942 at the age of three. It was notable, Ely thought, that Mrs. Oswald had dropped her son at the orphanage on the day after Christmas. If there was any doubt that Oswald was entitled to feelings of rootlessness, it was dispelled by Ely’s six-page memo, which listed seventeen different homes, in four different states, in places as far afield as Covington, Louisiana, and the Bronx, New York, in which Oswald had lived with his mother. Often, Oswald and his brothers would stay in a house, and a school, for only a few weeks before their mother would move them, often on a whim about where a better life might be found.

Ely was next asked to take on a detailed reconstruction of Oswald’s military career, which began on October 24, 1956, six days after Oswald’s seventeenth birthday, when he enlisted in the marines. Ely went through the records of Oswald’s training in boot camp, including his three-week instruction in the use of an M-1, the military’s standard rifle. When Oswald was finally tested on his weapons skills in December 1956, he ranked as a “sharpshooter,” the middle of the three rankings used in the Marine Corps. (The highest ranking was “expert” and the lowest passable ranking was “marksman.”)

Ely interviewed many of Oswald’s colleagues from the marines and got a consistent view of Oswald as withdrawn and antisocial—“loner” and “nonentity” were common descriptions. When drawn into conversations with other marines, Oswald readily acknowledged that he was a Marxist and hoped to visit the Soviet Union and perhaps live there. A fellow marine recalled that Oswald, who was studying the Russian language, “played records of Russian songs so loud that one could hear them outside the barracks.” Another said Oswald referred to other marines as “comrades” and that he used the Russian words for yes and no—“da” and “nyet”—in regular conversation. As a result, some of the marines began to refer to Oswald, to his face, as “Oswaldovitch.” One former marine recalled that Oswald had talked of wanting “to go to Cuba to train Castro’s troops.”

Ely heard differing recollections of Oswald’s life away from the barracks. There were conflicting reports about his drinking habits—some recalled Oswald getting drunk, while others recalled no drinking at all—and his attitude toward women. There were persistent rumors that Oswald was homosexual, mostly because he was so rarely seen in the company of women off base. Other sorts of rumors, involving firearms and violence, stuck to him. He was court-martialed after he injured himself with an unregistered .22-caliber pistol that he had purchased privately; the pistol fell out of his locker and discharged, wounding him above the left elbow. He was court-martialed again as a result of a fight with one of his sergeants. Ely also reported allegations, never substantiated, that Oswald was involved in the death of another marine, Private Martin Schrand, who was killed by a shot from his own weapon in January 1958, when both men were stationed in the Philippines.

Ely was surprised by how little attention the commission’s investigators—and the FBI and other law-enforcement agencies—were paying to Oswald’s career in the marines, and he recommended that several of Oswald’s marine colleagues be tracked down and questioned under oath about what they had witnessed during Oswald’s nearly three years in uniform. “In the Marine Corps, Oswald was doing a great deal of serious thinking about Marxism, the Soviet Union and Cuba,” Ely wrote.

*   *   *

Jenner took on the assignment of investigating the background of people in Dallas who had befriended Oswald and his family and who, it was initially suspected, might have been involved in the assassination. The commission had asked the FBI to conduct background investigations on three people in particular: Ruth Paine; her estranged husband, Michael; and George de Mohrenschildt, the fifty-two-year-old Russian-born geologist who was the closest thing that Lee Oswald had to a real friend in Dallas.

The Paines came under suspicion in part because of their liberal views on foreign affairs and civil rights, which isolated them from their neighbors in the conservative suburbs of Dallas. Ruth’s interest in the Soviet Union received particular scrutiny. A Quaker, she had been studying Russian since 1959 and had participated in a Quaker pen-pal program with Soviet citizens. She said her interest in learning Russian had brought her into contact with Marina Oswald; the two women were invited to a party attended by several Russian expatriates, which ultimately led to a friendship.

The Paines’ marriage had fallen apart in 1962, and Michael had moved out that fall. Early in 1963, Ruth invited Marina—then caring for her one-year-old daughter, June, and pregnant again—to move in. Newly unemployed, Lee was planning to leave Texas in April to find work in his hometown of New Orleans. So Ruth, who had two children of her own, proposed that Marina remain with her until Lee found a job and could afford to support the family in Louisiana. Ruth said she welcomed Marina’s presence as a chance to improve her Russian.

Marina followed her husband to New Orleans in May; Ruth Paine drove her there. But Oswald had trouble holding a job in Louisiana, just as he had in Texas, and the Oswalds returned to the Dallas area that fall. Rather than live with her husband as he looked for work, Marina moved back in with Ruth and remained there until the day of the assassination. During the week, Lee lived in a boardinghouse in Dallas, commuting on the weekends to the Paine home in nearby Irving.

After the assassination, the Paines drew attention to themselves by their strangely placid reaction to the chaos around them. To some investigators, that seemed to suggest that the Paines might have known of Oswald’s plans. A Dallas homicide detective, Guy Rose, told the commission he was startled when he arrived at the Paine home on the afternoon of the assassination, before Oswald’s arrest was announced, and Mrs. Paine came to the door and said calmly, “I’ve been expecting you to come out—come right on in.” Later, Oswald’s mother, Marguerite, and his brother Robert fed the suspicion of the Paines as somehow being involved in the president’s murder.

De Mohrenschildt had a background out of a Cold War thriller. Worldly and sophisticated, fluent or conversant in at least six languages, he was born in czarist Russia to an affluent family with ties to the nobility. His parents fled to Poland when the family faced persecution as the Communists came to power in Moscow. He entered the United States in 1938 despite suspicions, noted in State Department files, that he might be a spy for Nazi Germany. He denied any Nazi ties, and none was ever proved. He initially settled in New York and worked in several different jobs, including filmmaking; for a time, he was a polo instructor. He mingled easily in high society in Manhattan and spent summers on the beaches of Long Island. Jenner and other commission lawyers were startled to discover that de Mohrenschildt’s Long Island friends included the family of Jacqueline Bouvier, the future wife of President Kennedy. “We were very close,” de Mohrenschildt said of the Bouviers. “We saw each other every day. I met Jackie then, when she was a little girl.” The future First Lady was “a very strong-willed child, very intelligent and very attractive.”

He moved to Texas to try to make his fortune in the oil industry, first earning degrees in engineering and geology from the University of Texas. As an oilman, he then took on assignments in several countries, including Yugoslavia, France, Cuba, Haiti, Nigeria, and Ghana. He acknowledged that, while living in Texas at the start of World War II, he did some spy work—at the request of a French friend—on behalf of the French intelligence services. He was never an official employee of a French spy agency, he said, but “I collected facts on people involved in pro-German activity” and tried to outbid German firms for the purchase of Texas crude oil.

By 1962, he had settled in Dallas with his fourth wife, and it was there that he was introduced by other Russian expatriates to the Oswalds, who were then reduced to what de Mohrenschildt remembered as “dire poverty.” He was especially concerned for Marina—“a lost soul, living in the slums, not knowing one single word of English, with this rather unhealthy looking baby—horrible surroundings.” Over the next year, he estimated, he saw the Oswalds “10 or 12 times, maybe more.” He helped Marina escape from her husband for a time in the fall of 1962 after discovering that Lee had beaten her, leaving her with a black eye.

De Mohrenschildt recalled a visit to the Oswalds’ in the spring of 1963 during which Marina displayed a rifle that her husband had just bought. She mocked the purchase. “That crazy idiot is target-shooting all the time,” she said. De Mohrenschildt recalled asking Oswald why he bought the weapon. “I like target-shooting,” he replied. At the time, Texas newspapers were full of stories about the seemingly fruitless search by the police for a gunman who had attempted to kill retired army general Edwin Walker; the unidentified sniper, lurking outside Walker’s home in Dallas, had fired at him through a window, missing by inches. Marina would later acknowledge that she had known, within hours of the attack, that her husband was responsible.

During the visit, de Mohrenschildt said, he tried to make a joke about the Walker shooting. “Are you then the guy who took a pot shot at General Walker?” he remembered asking. “I knew that Oswald disliked General Walker, you see.”

Oswald did not answer, although a “peculiar” look came over his face. “He sort of shriveled, you see, when I asked this question.”

*   *   *

After months of careful review of the FBI files on the Paines and de Mohrenschildt, Jenner said he believed they had nothing to do with the assassination. In many ways, he came to see the Paines and de Mohrenschildt—their lives upended, dogged for years by a lingering suspicion about their ties to the assassination—as some of Oswald’s other victims. To be certain of their innocence, however, Jenner subjected all three to hours of questioning under oath, especially over evidence suggesting that they might have guessed what Oswald was about to do.

Jenner put it directly to Ruth Paine during her testimony in Washington: “Mrs. Paine, are you now or have you ever been a member of the Communist Party?”

“I am not now and have never been a member of the Communist Party,” she said.

Jenner tried it a different way: “Do you now or have you ever had any leanings which we might call Communist Party leanings?”

“No,” she replied. “On the contrary.… I am offended by the portion of the Communist doctrine that thinks violence is necessary to achieve its aims.”

Her interest in the Russian language, she said, was the result of her faith. “God asked of me that I study language,” she explained. She chose Russian, she said, because it coincided with the efforts of the Quaker Church to organize exchange programs in the Soviet Union.

She invited Jenner and the commissioners to ask blunt questions to prove her truthfulness, even awkward questions about why her marriage had fallen apart.

“Members of the commission have voiced to me some interest in that,” Jenner admitted. “They are seeing to resolve in their mind who Ruth Paine is and, if I may use the vernacular, what makes her tick.… What was the cause of the separation between your husband and yourself, in your view?”

The answer, she said, was simple. Her husband was always kind and attentive, but he did not love her. Her tone was matter-of-fact. “We never quarreled, we never indeed have had any serious difference of opinion, except I wanted to live with him and he is not that interested in being with me.”

She acknowledged that, months before the assassination, she worried that Oswald was capable of violence—she knew he beat Marina—and that he might have a troubling connection to the Soviet embassy in Washington. She had found a copy of a letter he had written to the embassy, referring to FBI surveillance of his activities in Dallas.

So why had she permitted him into her home at all? And why, given what she knew, did she then help him get a job at the Texas School Book Depository? Jenner thought Paine had reasonable answers to both questions. She had not wanted Oswald in her home for the weekend visits. “I would have been happier had he never come out.” But she was eager to help Marina and excited at the chance to improve her Russian. She also welcomed the company that Marina offered. With her marriage over, “I was lonely.” She readily acknowledged that she helped get Oswald his job at the book depository and explained, in detail, how it happened. She had been at a “coffee klatch” with a group of women friends, including Marina; one of the women mentioned that her brother worked at the book warehouse and that a job might be open there. Marina pleaded with Paine to call the warehouse. The job was available, and Lee was hired in October. Paine insisted she had no idea the warehouse was on Dealey Plaza.

Jenner spent most of two full days taking testimony from de Mohrenschildt, who required several hours just to get through a summary of his globetrotting life story, beginning with his childhood in Russia. He seemed to understand why people might assume the worst about his friendship with Oswald, given de Mohrenschildt’s own unconventional, “bohemian” life. “All sorts of speculation have arisen from time to time,” he admitted to Jenner. “I am very outspoken.”

The more he answered Jenner’s questions, the more his story about his unlikely friendship with Oswald made some sense. De Mohrenschildt said he found Lee Oswald a “sympathetic fellow” who seemed to want to improve himself even though he was “a semi-educated hillbilly.” The Oswalds, he declared, “were very miserable, lost, penniless, mixed up.” He said he found it laughable to imagine that the Soviet Union or any other foreign power would recruit Oswald as a spy. “I never would believe that any government would be stupid enough to trust Lee with anything important,” he said. “An unstable individual, mixed-up individual, uneducated individual, without background? What government would give him any confidential work?”

He said he continued to feel sorry for Oswald even after discovering he beat Marina. “I didn’t blame Lee for giving her a good whack on the eye.” Marina, he said, openly mocked her husband in front of the de Mohrenschildts for his failings as a husband, including his lack of interest in sex. De Mohrenschildt said he sensed that Oswald was “an asexual person.” Marina was “straightforward about it,” telling the de Mohrenschildts, with her husband listening, that “he sleeps with me just once a month, and I never get any satisfaction out of it.”

De Mohrenschildt said he and his wife were so uncomfortable with Marina’s open complaints about her sex life that they cut off their friendship with the Oswalds in mid-1963, just as de Mohrenschildt was about to move to Haiti for a business venture. “This is really the time that we decided just to drop them,” he said. “We both decided not to see them again because we both found it revolting, such a discussion of marital habits in front of relative strangers, as we were.”

Although he found it impossible to believe that Oswald was a spy, he did say he worried at times that Oswald was somehow up to no good. “He had been to Soviet Russia—he could be anything,” de Mohrenschildt said. He testified that he asked another Russian expatriate friend in Dallas, “Do you think it is safe for us to help Oswald?” The friend said he had been in contact with the FBI about Oswald and that the bureau had no concerns.

De Mohrenschildt said he believed he also mentioned Oswald’s name in 1962 to another friend, Walter Moore, who was known to be “a government man—either FBI or Central Intelligence,” and that Moore offered nothing to suggest Oswald was a risk. The commission later determined that Moore was, in fact, a CIA official based in Texas whose office was responsible for gathering information from Dallas-area residents who had recently visited or worked in Communist countries. The investigation found no evidence to show that Moore had ever been in contact with Oswald, although the commission’s disclosure of a friendship between Moore and de Mohrenschildt would feed conspiracy theories about the assassination for decades to come.
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At their late-night staff dinners, Specter and some of the other young lawyers began to mock the commissioners. They joked about “Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs,” with Warren and the other commissioners in the role of the dwarfs. “Snow White was alternatively Marina or Jacqueline Kennedy,” Specter said. “Warren was Grumpy,” while Congressman Boggs of Louisiana was “Happy” because he sometimes arrived in the commission’s office after “having had several cocktails late in the afternoon.” Specter thought that Dulles qualified either as “Sleepy” or “Dopey,” given the former spymaster’s strange, sometimes barely coherent presence.

Slawson, the staff lawyer who worked with Dulles most closely, was increasingly convinced that Dulles, seventy-one years old, was demonstrating signs of senility, perhaps brought on by his humiliating public ouster from the CIA after the Bay of Pigs debacle. Dulles often dozed off at commission hearings, and his gout seemed to get no better over the months of the investigation. When Malcolm Perry, the emergency-room doctor from Parkland Hospital in Dallas, arrived in the commission’s offices to give testimony in March, he was pulled aside by Dulles, who asked if Perry had any suggestions for his painful feet. “Sorry, it’s not my field,” the startled Perry told him.

Over time, Specter came to agree with Slawson that Dulles may have forgotten much of what he knew about American intelligence operations directed against Castro and other foreign adversaries who might have wanted to see Kennedy dead. And it was possible, he thought, that Dulles never knew some of the agency’s most closely held secrets; his deputies could have kept the information from him, maybe even at his request, to allow him plausible deniability. When Dulles joined the commission, “everybody thought he was really smart,” Specter said. “He turned out to be a nit.”

Dulles did, unintentionally, bring lighthearted moments to some of the commission’s otherwise most somber hearings. Specter recalled having to struggle to avoid laughing when, during an examination of vials that contained two metal fragments removed from Kennedy’s body, Dulles stopped the proceedings with the startling announcement that actually the vial contained four fragments, not two. The FBI agent who attended the session “raced from one end of the table to the other to inspect the contents of the vials,” Specter recalled. “The agent took two of the fragments and crushed them between his fingers.”

“No, Mr. Dulles,” the agent said in exasperation. “These are two flakes of tobacco that fell out of your pipe.”

Specter was not the only one to snicker, he recalled, when Dulles became confused during the testimony of Dr. James Humes, the Bethesda pathologist. In discussing what became of Kennedy’s clothes in Dallas, Humes explained how the president’s tie had been cut off at Parkland Hospital to help him breathe. Following procedure, the fabric was cut to the left of the loop. “Dulles may have been distracted, or maybe he’d dozed off,” Specter said, because when Humes held up the two pieces of the obviously expensive blue-pattered Christian Dior tie, Dulles, who spoke in the manner of an English school don, saw the knot and blurted out: “By Jove, the fellow wore a ready-made tie.” Specter remembered that “we all found it funny that anyone, even for a moment,” could think that the dashing John Kennedy “would wear a ready-made.”

Dulles deserved credit for at least making the effort to attend the testimony of essential witnesses. That was not true for the majority of the commissioners. From what Specter could see, most of them remained ignorant of even the basic facts of the assassination: “I don’t think the commissioners ever knew much about the case.” Warren and the other commissioners never invited the junior lawyers into their executive sessions, and Specter said that in their few encounters with the staff, most of the commissioners “came and they sat there—they never asked any questions, made any suggestions. We ran the investigation ourselves.”

Few among the staff lawyers were more critical of Warren than Specter. He tried always to qualify his criticism, describing Warren as a great chief justice. “He had a deep sense of decency … the moral conscience of the nation.” But Specter felt that Warren lacked any similar intellectual depth. “Warren wasn’t much of a lawyer. He wasn’t brilliant. He wasn’t even really smart.” In running the commission, he said, Warren’s stubbornness and impatience—and, most alarmingly, his unshakable loyalty to the Kennedys—damaged the investigation. Specter believed Warren was taking shortcuts in the investigation, rushing it in ways that threatened to create new conspiracy theories. Since Warren was convinced early on that Oswald acted alone, “it was all cut-and-dry for him.” His’s attitude was “let’s get the goddamned thing over with,” Specter said. “Warren wanted to get everything done in a hurry.”

Specter felt that placed a grave burden on the staff, given Lee Rankin’s unwillingness to stand up to the chief justice. The young lawyers felt obligated to try to block or overturn some of Warren’s worst decisions—for the sake of the chief justice’s own reputation. “We really felt we were the guardians of Warren,” Specter said. “Warren was doing a lot of screwy stuff. We had to be sure he didn’t get into trouble. Is that bad to say? It happens to be the truth.”

Specter made harsh judgments, as well, about some of the other staff lawyers, especially those who had mostly disappeared from Washington. He did not know David Slawson well, but he knew that Coleman, Slawson’s partner, was almost never there. “I don’t know that Bill ever did anything.”* To Specter’s mind, almost all of the important detective work was being done by just four lawyers: “When it really came down to it, what you really had was Belin, Ball, Redlich and me.” He also admired the work being done by Howard Willens, Rankin’s deputy, despite the continuing whispers on the staff that Willens was there mostly to feed information back to Robert Kennedy at the Justice Department.

*   *   *

None of Warren’s decisions was worse, Specter thought, than his continuing refusal to allow the staff to review Kennedy’s autopsy photos. In Specter’s view, the crude artist’s drawings from Bethesda Hospital that supposedly depicted the president’s wounds were worthless. “They’re inexact, they’re misleading.” Throughout the spring, Specter had continued to plead with Rankin to get Warren to reconsider the decision. “I raised hell with Rankin.” One of Specter’s colleagues recalled seeing him in tears as he left a meeting to discuss the subject. Specter insisted he did not cry, but “I recall long, bitter arguments.”

David Belin remembered going to dinner with Specter one night at the restaurant The Monocle and suggesting that they both quit in protest over the photos. It would be an extraordinary step, they knew, possibly creating a scandal for the chief justice and the commission. Belin said he was as angry as Specter on the subject; he was offended that the chief justice seemed more determined to protect the Kennedy family’s privacy than to allow the commission’s staff to have access to vital medical evidence. The Kennedys, Belin said, were being treated as if “they were some sort of an elite, similar to the nobility of an eighteenth-century European monarchy.”

Years later, Specter did not dispute Belin’s memory of the dinner, although he insisted that he never thought of resigning. “I wasn’t going to quit over that,” he said. What he did instead was to make a formal protest—on paper, in a memo to Rankin—that would establish for the commission’s permanent record how angry he felt. “It wasn’t a cover-your-ass memo,” Specter insisted later. It was, he said, a final plea for the evidence he needed to do his job in determining exactly how the president of the United States had been murdered. “It was a memo written to try to persuade Rankin to get the goddamned photos and x-rays.”

The memo, dated April 30, began: “In my opinion, it is indispensable that we obtain the photographs and x-rays of President Kennedy’s autopsy.” He then listed the reasons why, noting that the commission took a terrible risk if it relied on the navy sketch artist’s depiction of the president’s wounds, instead of on the actual photos and X-rays; there was already discussion on the staff of reprinting the sketches in the commission’s final report. Specter reminded Rankin that the navy artist had never seen the photos or X-rays himself; the accuracy of the sketches depended on the “hazy recollections” of the Bethesda pathologists who were also being denied access to the photos—the photos they had ordered taken. Specter warned, presciently, that “someday, someone may compare the films with the artist’s drawings and find a significant error which might substantially affect the essential testimony and the Commission’s conclusions.”

In the memo, Specter proposed a solution. He recommended that the commission ask Robert Kennedy to grant access to the autopsy photos and X-rays in exchange for a commitment that the evidence would “be viewed only by the absolute minimum number of people from the Commission for the sole purpose of corroborating (or correcting) the artist’s drawings, with the film not to become a part of the Commission’s records.”

Specter’s memo was timed to an executive session of the commission scheduled for that same day. It would be the panel’s first meeting in more than a month. Rankin told Specter that he could make no promises but that he had been swayed by the young lawyer’s arguments, and he agreed to make an appeal to the commission on his behalf. Rankin knew that the argument for reviewing the autopsy photos and X-rays had become much more compelling in the wake of Connally’s testimony, which had been such a direct challenge to the single-bullet theory. If Connally continued to insist that he had been hit by a separate bullet, it might come down to the autopsy photos and X-rays to prove that the otherwise credible Texas governor was wrong.

At the commission meeting, Rankin did not mention Specter’s name—that would have antagonized Warren, Specter assumed—and instead framed the request for the autopsy photos and X-rays as an appeal from the entire staff: “The staff feels that we should have some member of the commission examine these pictures.” He acknowledged what the commissioners apparently already knew—that the photos and X-rays were in the custody of Robert Kennedy and that the attorney general did not want to release them to anyone. Rankin said he had initially shared Kennedy’s concern. “I thought we could avoid having those pictures … being a part of our record, because the family has a strong feeling about them,” Rankin said. “They don’t want the president to be remembered in connection with these pictures. That is their basic thought.”

But Rankin said he had changed his mind, especially given the confusion about the ballistics evidence. “A doctor and some member of the commission should examine them sufficiently so that they could report to the commission that there is nothing inconsistent with the other findings,” he said, adding that the attorney general might now be agreeable to a compromise. “I think that he would recognize the need and permit that limited examination.”

Warren, however, remained unconvinced. He agreed to allow Rankin to approach Kennedy to ask about a limited review, but the chief justice wanted it understood that “we don’t want those in our record.… It would make it a morbid thing for all time to come.” And those were Warren’s last words to the commission on the subject of the autopsy photos and X-rays, at least according to the long-classified transcripts of the commission’s executive sessions. Within weeks, Warren had declared, once and for all, that the photos and X-rays were off-limits to the commission’s staff and that they would remain in the attorney general’s custody indefinitely. “They were just too horrifying,” he explained later. “I take full responsibility for it.”

*   *   *

The April 30 meeting represented a surrender on a different question, one that had dogged the commissioners from the start: Could they state with absolute certainty that Oswald had never worked as some sort of agent or informer for the FBI or the CIA? Both agencies had insisted, repeatedly, that they had no relationship, formal or informal, with the president’s assassin. But why, then, had the FBI apparently tried to cover up evidence of its contacts with Oswald in Dallas before the assassination? And why had the CIA held back, and then misstated, some of the evidence about its surveillance of him in Mexico?

The solution, Warren decided, was for the commission to say what it knew—that the investigation had found no evidence that Oswald had worked for either the FBI or the CIA—and then to place the men who ran the two agencies under oath to attest to it. J. Edgar Hoover and John McCone should be made to testify, under threat of a perjury charge, that Oswald had never been in their employ. Warren also wanted both men to state, under oath, that there had been no conspiracy to kill Kennedy: “I would like to take their testimony because of these statements—statements from the right and the left—that there has been a conspiracy,” the chief justice said. Hoover and McCone needed to say under oath that they knew of no evidence “that there has been a conspiracy with anybody—government, individual or otherwise.”

At the meeting, Warren said that the commission should also now consider taking testimony from Robert Kennedy, not so much as the head of the Justice Department, but as the brother of the slain president. He argued that Kennedy’s testimony would go a long way toward convincing the public about the truth of the commission’s findings; it would be hard to imagine that he would hide information about a conspiracy to assassinate his own brother. “If he was to testify he had no information,” Warren said, “I would think that with any reasonable person, it would have tremendous force.” Rankin agreed: “It is hardly believable that the brother of the president would stand by if there was some conspiracy in the United States to dispose of his brother.”

The commissioners continued to be deviled by the conspiracy theorists—and continued to monitor them secretly with the FBI’s help. Beyond the surveillance of Mark Lane, they requested the FBI’s background files on Thomas Buchanan, the Yale-educated American writer for the French magazine L’Express, who was continuing to press his theory that ultraconservative businessmen in Texas were behind the assassination. The bureau’s files on Buchanan detailed how he had exiled himself to Europe after he was fired as a reporter by the Washington Star in 1948, when editors discovered his membership in the American Communist Party.

At their meeting in April, the commissioners passed around copies of an article published a week earlier by United Press International that focused on Buchanan. It began: “Millions of Europeans refuse to believe that the assassination of John F. Kennedy was not part of a larger conspiracy that has still not been exposed.” Buchanan had become a media phenomenon in Europe, and he was about to find a new audience in the United States. His book, Who Killed Kennedy?, was scheduled to be published in English in May. He was being treated as credible by reputable news organizations across Europe, including, in Britain, the BBC and the Manchester Guardian. The UPI article noted that Lane was traveling across Europe that spring, giving well-attended speeches to argue for Oswald’s innocence.

Warren told his fellow commissioners that he was so worried about the conspiracy theorists—Buchanan and Lane, in particular—that he wanted to open the commission’s files to a handful of reporters in advance of releasing the final report. He proposed that the commission quietly invite UPI and its news-agency rival, the Associated Press, to begin to review the investigation’s paperwork and speak with its staff. The agencies would then be asked to suggest avenues of inquiry that the commission might have missed—“anything that may be in their minds as to what should be investigated,” Warren said. It would be a way of proving that the commission had nothing to hide. McCloy thought it was “an important suggestion,” especially given how conspiracy theories had taken hold in Europe. “What with Mr. Lane’s visits over there, there is a deep-seated feeling that there is a deep conspiracy here.”

*   *   *

Thomas Kelley, the Secret Service inspector who served as his agency’s liaison to the commission, traveled to Dallas with Specter in May for some final on-the-ground investigation. During the trip, Kelley pulled Specter aside and said he wanted to ease what he knew were Specter’s concerns over not having seen the president’s autopsy photos and X-rays. Kelley said he had a photo of Kennedy’s corpse and that he would share it with Specter when they got back to their hotel. “When Kelley and I were alone in a hotel room,” Specter recalled, “he showed me a small picture of the back of a man’s body, with a bullet hole in the base of the neck, just where the autopsy surgeons said Kennedy had been shot.”

He said he assumed that Kelley had been dispatched by Warren or someone else on the commission to show him the picture—possibly to calm him down before his protests about the medical evidence became public. “They knew they were having trouble with me,” Specter remembered. “This was an era before whistleblowers,” but still the commission wanted to placate him because of what it feared he might do. The photo resolved nothing in Specter’s mind. He had no way of knowing that this was even the president’s body. “It was a bunch of horseshit,” he said later. “I know what evidence is.”*

Back in Washington, Alfred Goldberg was shown what he believed were other unauthenticated Secret Service photos of Kennedy’s body on the autopsy table. As he looked through them, he said, he understood more clearly than before why Warren had been determined to block the staff from seeing them. “I just remember seeing those photos and being appalled by them.”
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Norman Redlich was frightened, several of his colleagues could see. In April, Gerald Ford stepped up his behind-the-scenes attacks, hoping to convince the other commissioners that Redlich needed to be forced off the staff before his presence did lasting damage. Ford had new ammunition for his fight: the full FBI background report on Redlich had been completed in March, and it documented his years of involvement in civil liberties and civil rights groups that the FBI labeled as subversive.

Other, very public attacks were being made on Redlich by some of Ford’s Republican colleagues in Congress, as well as by a group of powerful right-wing newspaper columnists and radio commentators. In a speech on the House floor, Representative Ed Gurney, a Florida Republican, called Redlich’s appointment to the commission “an incredible violation of U.S. security,” since he had been given access to top secret government documents. The fervid anti-Communist radio broadcaster and newspaper columnist Fulton Lewis Jr., once a close ally of Senator Joseph McCarthy, had taken up the campaign. Redlich was denounced in several newspaper editorials. “It is absolutely inconceivable that Chief Justice Earl Warren would hire, or permit to be hired, a key staff official with the left-wing and civil disobedience background of Norman Redlich,” the St. Louis Globe-Democrat thundered. “Having a man on the commission who advocates defiance of United States anti-Communist policy is beyond belief.” In May, the New York Times ran a brief news story about the controversy under the headline, “Warren Panel Aide Held a Defender of Reds.”

The commission received so many letters denouncing Redlich that Mel Eisenberg, his deputy, was asked to write a form letter that could be sent out in response, defending his colleague. “The commission knows of no evidence which would cause us to doubt Professor Redlich’s integrity, loyalty and complete dedication to the work of this commission and the interests of the United States,” the letter said. A script was prepared so that the commission’s secretaries could read it out over the phone in answer to the many people who called in to attack Redlich.

The FBI’s background investigation of Redlich focused on his membership on the executive board of the Emergency Civil Liberties Committee. The FBI files also documented his opposition to the death penalty—seen by the bureau as evidence of potentially subversive views—and his work in organizing legal appeals for death row inmates held in New York State prisons. His work with a group of other law professors and students was credited with saving five men from the electric chair between 1960 and 1963. Life magazine quoted Redlich as saying that his ultimate goal was to see the death penalty abolished in New York State. Until then, “when I’ve saved a man from the chair, at least I’ve abolished capital punishment for him.”

The character witnesses interviewed by the FBI, including several of Redlich’s colleagues at New York University, as well as his neighbors in a university-owned apartment building in Greenwich Village, were glowing. They portrayed a man who could be prickly and had a sizable ego but who had an inspiring commitment to justice. Even the few people interviewed who disliked Redlich offered the sort of criticism that his admirers would have seen instead as evidence of his strength of character. The manager of his apartment building complained to an FBI agent about his campaign to desegregate public areas by allowing maids to use passenger elevators at the front of the building.

Outraged by the attacks on Redlich, many of the commission’s young lawyers protested to Rankin about what they saw as Ford’s “McCarthyism” and “red-baiting”—the terms they recalled having used to describe Ford’s actions. In 1964, McCarthyism was not a distant memory, and some of Redlich’s colleagues thought his career, even his physical safety, might be in jeopardy if he were dismissed, especially in such a public fashion. Redlich might find it impossible ever to get another job in government that required a security clearance.

Eisenberg, as close to Redlich as anyone on the staff, said he never saw fear on Redlich’s face—“he had a poker face.” Others, however, remembered the situation differently. “Redlich was scared,” David Slawson remembered. “And I was scared for him.”

Redlich’s wife, Evelyn, a Manhattan pediatrician, said that the attacks made for a “difficult period” for the family. The attacks were often tinged with anti-Semitism. She remembered how offended she was when, while visiting the family’s country home in Vermont, she overheard someone refer to her husband as “Earl Warren’s little Jew boy.” There was a moment of panic that summer when she heard a shot ring out near the Vermont home. For a moment, she feared, it had been fired by someone targeting her husband as a result of the attacks in Washington. “I was pretty upset, and the police came out,” she remembered. The police determined the shot had been fired by a local boy out hunting.

Rankin seemed undecided about how aggressively to defend Redlich. He had been responsible for hiring Redlich and giving him such a prominent role on the commission’s staff, and so Rankin accepted responsibility for the controversy. It bothered him, he said later, that Redlich had never warned him about his ties to the Emergency Civil Liberties Committee and other controversial groups. He thought Redlich should have told him.

*   *   *

After reading through the FBI report, Ford did not want to compromise. He wanted the thirty-eight-year-old law professor off the commission’s staff entirely. If Redlich refused to resign, Ford wanted him fired. He insisted that the commission hold a special meeting to discuss the issue, which Warren and Rankin scheduled for Tuesday, May 19. The situation was considered so grave that all seven commissioners showed up for the session.

Warren opened the meeting, then immediately turned it over to Rankin. The commission had gathered, Rankin said, to consider the results of the new, intensive FBI background checks on both Redlich and Joseph Ball. The reinvestigation of Ball had been prompted by complaints from right-wing activists in California who were still angry over his public criticism years earlier of the House Un-American Affairs Committee for its campaign to hunt down Communists among lawyers on the West Coast. Rankin reported that there was nothing in the FBI report to suggest Ball had any subversive ties, and the commissioners agreed that he should stay. “We need him very badly,” Rankin said.

The real debate, the commissioners knew, was about Redlich. Rankin opened the discussion by admitting that he felt some guilt over the controversy since “I am the one who hired Norman.” He reminded the commissioners of Redlich’s stellar legal credentials, first as a student at Yale Law School, where he finished first in his class in 1950, and now as a professor of constitutional tax law at NYU. “All I knew of him is good.” But Rankin’s choice of the verb in the past tense—“knew”—might have been deliberate. Rankin said that while “personally I feel there is no question of Mr. Redlich’s loyalty as an American citizen or his dedication to the commission,” his involvement in controversial groups had come as an unwelcome surprise. “I did know that he was very much interested in civil liberties and civil rights,” Rankin said. “I didn’t know he was a member of the Emergency Civil Liberties Committee.”

He warned the commissioners how difficult it would be to replace Redlich and how his departure would be a logistical disaster for the commission because Redlich was meant to be the principal writer and editor of the final report. “He has worked long hours, longer than anyone,” Rankin said. “I think he is more familiar with our work than anybody else.” Redlich had continued to read every investigative report that arrived in the commission’s offices—tens if not hundreds of thousands of pieces of paper—and his firing would mean the loss of all that knowledge. Rankin also urged the commissioners to consider how Redlich’s departure would damage morale. His colleagues were “very much disturbed about the attack on him.… They have worked intimately with him and are fully satisfied of his compete loyalty.”

It was then Ford’s turn, and he began by praising the man he wanted fired: “I would like to state for the record that I have been tremendously impressed with Professor Redlich’s ability. I think he is a brilliant man. And in the work I have seen in the commission, I think he has contributed significantly to what we have done. He has been very diligent.”

Ford insisted that he wanted to be fair to Redlich and not overstate the case against him: “As I read the report of the FBI, there is not a scintilla of evidence that he is a member of the Communist Party or has been a member of the Communist Party.” But Redlich, he said, was still tied to many controversial, potentially subversive left-wing groups. “I think it is regrettable that somebody as intelligent as he, and as nice a person as he, appears to get involved in some of these causes.” He reminded the others that he had attempted months earlier to head off just the sort of awkward situation the commission now faced—how he warned against hiring any staff member associated with “the radical right or the radical left.” And yet Redlich was hired anyway. “I think the facts are clear that we shouldn’t continue his employment,” Ford said, calling for a formal vote to dismiss him. “I would move that under the current circumstances, that the employment of Norman Redlich be terminated as of June 1.”

As the conversation moved around the table, Ford had reason to believe that he would win the vote. The three other lawmakers on the panel—Russell, Cooper, and Boggs—and Allen Dulles spoke up to suggest they agreed with Ford. Russell said the FBI files depicted Redlich as a “born crusader—and I think he is going to be controversial as long as he lives.” He continued: “I am not saying anything against his character or patriotism … but he has been tied up with a lot of fellow-traveling groups. For my part, I don’t want to take the responsibility of employing him.” Boggs said he was hearing criticism of Redlich from Democrats and Republicans alike. “This has been a matter of concern to those of us who serve in the Congress,” he said. “And it is not something that can be brushed aside. It has to be answered.”

It was left to Warren, then, to rescue Redlich. Warren had a well-earned reputation—first in California politics, then on the Supreme Court—for forcing onetime opponents to his side, and he was about to demonstrate to the commissioners how he went about it. Years later, Rankin would still be marveling at his performance at the meeting.

Warren’s disdain for Ford was well known to the other commissioners and to much of the staff. And so the chief justice began his defense of Redlich by feeding Ford’s own words back to him. “I have observed Professor Redlich here, and I have the same opinion of him that Congressman Ford has expressed,” Warren said. “I think he is an able man. And I have come to believe that he is a man dedicated to the work of this commission, also. I know the staff, every member of it, feels the same way about him, and they feel that a great injustice has been done by reason of this attack that has been made upon him in the Congress by a very few members.” Warren did not need to remind the other commissioners that Ford was among those “very few.”

If the commission gave in to pressure to fire Redlich, “it would be branding him as a disloyal individual—and that is a hurt that can never be remedied as long as a man lives,” Warren continued. “It affects his wife, it affects his children.… I am told that one of the commentators, in reporting on what went on over in Congress, even gave his home address in New York, and I am just sure for the sole purpose of harassing his wife and his children. And I am told that they have been harassed by this thing, and they will be harassed, just as long as the injustice remains.”

Warren then boxed in Ford. The chief justice declared that if Ford and the others really wanted to force out Redlich, the commission would hold a tribunal in which Redlich could defend himself. “The least we could do would be to give him a trial, where he can defend himself, and where he can show that he is a good American citizen and is not disloyal,” Warren said. “That is the American way of doing things.”

At first, only one commissioner stood with Warren—John McCloy. Characteristically, McCloy’s argument was less passionate than practical. Redlich, he said, was “a man who is definitely somewhat addicted to causes,” but he was no security risk. “I think if I had known about this at the beginning, I would have raised my eyebrows,” McCloy admitted. “But there is no use crying over spilled milk.” If the commission fired Redlich, it would be perceived as giving in to pressure from right-wing critics, which would then open the investigation to attacks from the left. “I don’t see how it is going to help us one single bit to remove him,” McCloy said. “This is a good man, he has an honest approach, even though he leans in this direction.”

Then Rankin spoke up with a pair of additional warnings for the commissioners—both of them seemingly ominous. With Redlich gone, he said, the commissioners would face the prospect of having to write the report themselves, or finding someone as hardworking to do it as the man they had just fired. “I did not conceive that you wanted the task of trying to make the draft yourself,” Rankin told the commissioners, as if that would be the only option left to them. The commissioners, he said, also needed to be reminded that if they dismissed Redlich as a security risk, they would effectively be admitting that they had allowed a possible subversive to spend months rifling through some of the government’s most classified national-security files. Those allegations would be “the worst thing that could happen to this commission.”

Russell was the first to back down. “We are in a predicament either way,” he said.

And then a humbled Ford—not eager to take the job of chief prosecutor at the “trial” that Warren was now proposing for Redlich—withdrew his motion entirely. “I would not have employed anybody that was affiliated with any organization or any cause of one extreme or the other,” he said. “But I don’t want to belabor the question. I think I have rather extensively, on the record, expressed my view.”

Warren hurriedly ended the meeting. Redlich’s job was safe, and he would be at work within days drafting the commission’s final report.

Word of the commission’s decision was met with delight—and relief—among Redlich’s colleagues. It quieted some of the criticism that was becoming common on the staff about the chief justice. Warren had redeemed himself; certainly it renewed some of the young lawyers’ faith in the chief justice as a champion of fair play and decency.

Redlich’s gratitude was evident in the way he now dealt with his job. Before then, he had usually been among the lawyers who pushed back against the commission’s demands that they speed up their work and begin writing the final report. After his job was saved, however, some of Redlich’s colleagues found him suddenly eager to do whatever the chief justice wanted—to meet Warren’s demands for the commission to issue a conclusive final report within weeks. “Redlich’s tone changed,” Burt Griffin said. “It made a big difference. My sense was that once his job was safe, Redlich stopped resisting the pressure to get the job done more quickly than the rest of us” believed was possible. “Warren had saved his skin, and he knew it.”
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DALLAS, TEXAS

THURSDAY, APRIL 23, 1964

The phone rang at about ten thirty p.m. in the Dallas home of FBI Special Agent James Hosty. It was Thursday, April 23, and the late-night caller was Hugh Aynesworth of the Dallas Morning News. The reporter had unwelcome news.

“We’re running a story tomorrow,” Aynesworth said, “and I wanted to see if you wanted to make a comment.”

The article would allege that Hosty had known, long before the assassination, that Oswald was potentially dangerous and capable of murdering Kennedy, and that Hosty and the FBI had shared none of that information with the Dallas police department or the Secret Service. The source of the story was Dallas police lieutenant Jack Revill, who claimed that Hosty had walked up to him on the afternoon of the assassination to report that Oswald had been under FBI surveillance for weeks and that the bureau was well aware of the threat he posed. Revill’s account had been recorded in an internal memo that the police had shared with the Warren Commission.

Hosty would later insist that Revill’s allegations were a lie and that he, Hosty, had said no such thing. But he could not tell that to Aynesworth. Under FBI policy Hosty needed permission to speak to a reporter. “No comment” was all he told Aynesworth before hanging up. He tried to go back to bed, hoping that the story was not as “god-awful” as it sounded.

A few hours later, the phone rang again, waking Hosty from a fitful sleep, and this time the caller was his boss in the Dallas field office, Special Agent in Charge Gordon Shanklin. “Listen, Aynesworth called me earlier to say they are running a story about you telling Revill you knew Oswald was capable of killing the president.”

Shanklin ordered Hosty to come to the office that minute to prepare a message that could be sent overnight to headquarters in Washington to try to preempt some of the damage the article might do. Hosty rushed to get dressed. “Walking out to my car I looked at all my neighbors’ homes, wondering what they would be thinking later this morning as they sat in their kitchens, drinking their coffee in their robes, reading the Morning News.”

He arrived in the office at about three fifteen a.m. and noticed a copy of the first edition of the paper on Shanklin’s desk. The bold-faced, front-page headline: FBI KNEW OSWALD CAPABLE OF ACT, REPORTS INDICATE.

“Oh, God,” Hosty groaned. He hurriedly read through the article, convinced it had been planted by the Dallas police in an attempt to shift the blame to him—again—for the law-enforcement bungling that allowed Kennedy, and then Oswald, to be murdered. The information in the story was attributed to “a source close to the Warren Commission.” According to Aynesworth, Hosty had told Revill that the FBI knew Oswald was capable of assassination “but we didn’t dream he would do it.” The police claimed that Revill’s memo was filed within hours of his conversation with Hosty.

Hosty put down the newspaper and turned to Shanklin. “This article has got it all wrong. I don’t understand how they can print crap like that.” It was true, he said, that he had talked to Revill on the day of the assassination and suggested that Oswald was “the guilty party.” But he insisted that he had said nothing about Oswald having a violent streak or being capable of killing the president. Before the assassination, Hosty said, he had no sense that Oswald posed a danger to Kennedy—or to anyone else. That was what he planned to tell the Warren Commission when he testified in Washington in early May, an appointment he already dreaded. Shanklin ordered Hosty to draw up a summary of his version of events, which they would immediately send by Teletype to Washington. They hoped it would land on Hoover’s desk first thing in the morning, before he had a chance to see the Morning News article. Shanklin and Hosty could be sure that Hoover would be incensed about the story—furious with the Dallas police and furious with them.

The Teletype did the Dallas agents some good. To the relief of Shanklin and Hosty, Hoover came out fighting the next morning, seemingly on their behalf. With Hosty’s denial in hand, the FBI director issued a statement in Washington that categorically denied the allegations being made by the Dallas police. Revill’s assertions, he declared, were “absolutely false.”

Hosty was grateful that “I had kept my job for another day,” even if he was more convinced than ever that his future with the FBI was in doubt. Aynesworth’s article was picked up and reprinted across the country.

*   *   *

Hosty spent much of the following week preparing for his testimony before the commission in Washington. He began what he remembered as the “tedious but thorough review of everything” that was in the bureau’s Oswald files in Dallas. It was not long, he said, before he realized that two important documents were missing. Both had come from Washington that fall and involved Oswald’s trip to Mexico. One was an October 18 report from FBI headquarters that outlined what the bureau knew about the CIA’s surveillance of Oswald in Mexico. The other was a November 19 memo prepared by the FBI’s Washington field office about the contents of a letter that Oswald had written to the Soviet embassy in Washington, referring to his Mexico trip and his contacts there with a Soviet diplomat; the diplomat had been identified as an undercover KGB agent. Hosty tried to imagine why someone had removed the two documents. Was someone trying to hide them, “hoping that I hadn’t already seen them?”

He had no answer to that mystery when he flew to Washington on May 4, the day before his testimony. He had wanted to get there a day early, to try to get a good night’s sleep before what could be one of the most difficult days of his life. The next morning, he pulled on a dark suit, a well-starched white shirt, and a neutral tie—“the uniform of an FBI agent”—and walked into the commission’s offices at the VFW building on Capitol Hill with two other FBI agents who had also been called to testify. They were accompanied by FBI assistant director Alan Belmont, the bureau’s number-three official, who oversaw all criminal investigations in the FBI. “I couldn’t help that I was starting to sweat,” Hosty recalled.

He was greeted by commission lawyer Samuel Stern, who said he needed to ask a few preliminary questions before Hosty went into the witness room to testify. Stern wanted to clear up confusion about exactly what Hosty had known about Oswald before the assassination. How much had he known about Oswald’s Mexico trip? Hosty said he remembered reading two reports about the CIA’s surveillance of Oswald in Mexico—the documents that had since disappeared from the files in Dallas.

Belmont looked stricken at the mention of the reports, Hosty said. “He leaned over and muttered in my ear, ‘Damn it, I thought I told them not to let you see them.’”

Hosty was startled at the comment. “Here was the head of all FBI investigations admitting that FBI headquarters was deliberately trying to conceal matters from me.” What had happened to Oswald in Mexico that the FBI did not want Hosty to know? “I understand the need-to-know policy, but what was going on?”

That afternoon, Hosty was escorted into the commission’s hearing room, which resembled the sort of conference room “you would find in any prestigious law firm, nicely furnished, and against two walls were stacks of what looked like law books.” Off to one corner, he could see the damaged windshield from President Kennedy’s limousine, which the commission had been inspecting as evidence. “I shivered when I looked at it,” he recalled.

Chief Justice Warren and several other members of the commission sat at a large wooden conference table, “all staring at me expectantly.” He was invited to take a seat at the head of the table, with Stern to his left and, next to Stern, the chief justice. On Hosty’s right was Congressman Ford. When the court reporter nodded to Warren that he was ready, the chief justice swore in Hosty and asked Stern to lead the questioning.

Hosty had anticipated most of the early questions—about the history of the FBI’s investigation of Oswald, including the transfer of the investigation in 1963 from the FBI field office in Dallas to the field office in New Orleans and back again to Dallas, as Oswald moved between the two cities. Hosty became alarmed when the commissioners interrupted Stern with questions that seemed designed to show that the FBI had a responsibility before Kennedy’s visit to Dallas—specifically, that Hosty had a responsibility—to warn the Secret Service about Oswald’s presence there.

“Did it occur to you that he was a potentially dangerous person?” Senator Cooper asked.

“No sir,” Hosty replied. “Prior to the assassination of the president of the United States, I had no information indicating violence on the part of Lee Harvey Oswald.”

He had expected tough questions about Aynesworth’s article, but he was relieved that the commission seemed just as skeptical about the story as he was. That was confirmed, Hosty said, when Warren asked to take the conversation off the record, so that the court reporter would not take down what was being said. The commissioners, Hosty said, told him they were “disgusted” with the Dallas police; they suggested that they, too, believed Revill’s memo was a phony, written months after the assassination to create a paper trail that would allow the police to make a scapegoat of the FBI.

Hosty was relieved, too, at the questions that were not being asked. He faced no questions about the handwritten note that Oswald had delivered to the FBI field office in early November—the note that Hosty had torn up and flushed down a toilet. Maybe, he hoped, that meant the commission had never learned about the note’s existence and its destruction. Stern did ask if Hosty had retained any of his own notes from the day of the assassination. Hosty replied that he, like most agents, routinely threw away handwritten notes after using them to prepare typewritten reports. He had kept no notes of his own about Oswald, he said.*

The questioning ended at five ten p.m. Hosty left the commission’s offices thinking his testimony had gone well, or at least as well as he could have hoped. It was a warm spring day, and he took a walk down Capitol Hill and along the National Mall to FBI headquarters at Ninth and Pennsylvania. “Feeling better and glad this was over, my step became a little lighter, and I enjoyed the green grass and beautiful blooming trees on the Mall.”

*   *   *

It was something less than an open-door policy, but all FBI agents knew they could request a private meeting with Hoover when they visited Washington. The FBI director sometimes granted the request, sometimes not. Hoover said he found the meetings a useful way of bolstering agent morale and gathering information that might not otherwise reach him.

Hosty had requested a meeting with Hoover while he was in the capital, and he took it as a good sign that Hoover agreed.

At about two p.m. on Wednesday, May 6, he found himself standing in Hoover’s office, facing “the Old Man” himself. “Hoover had his head buried in foot-high stacks of paperwork,” Hosty said. “Next to this desk was a single chair, which he waved for me to take when he looked up and saw me. I sunk into the low chair, descending significantly lower than Hoover. I am sure this was the desired effect.”

Hoover put down his pen and swiveled in his chair toward him. As Hosty recalled it, “I just burst out with the only thing I wanted to say: ‘Mr. Hoover, I just wanted to thank you in person for really standing by and publicly defending me on the Revill memo a couple of weeks ago.’”

“Oh, that was nothing,” Hoover said, smiling.

Hosty had no chance to say much more, he remembered. Hoover took over the conversation, launching into a monologue that lasted several minutes in which he described his lunch that day at the White House with President Johnson, who had just decided to waive the mandatory retirement age for Hoover. “The president told me that the country just couldn’t get along with me,” Hoover said, obviously delighted. He went on to talk about his close friendship with Johnson and his loathing for Robert Kennedy. The attorney general, he said, “disgusted him.”

He then referred to Chief Justice Warren and the commission. “He told me that the FBI had a source on the commission,” Hosty recalled. “Hoover’s information, which he considered reliable, was that the commission would clear the FBI of any mishandling of the Oswald case by a 5-to-2 margin.” According to Hoover, only Warren and McCloy would vote against the FBI. “Hoover told me how Warren detested him,” Hosty said.

*   *   *

Whatever his apparent self-confidence in front of a rank-and-file agent like Hosty, Hoover was actually in something like a panic that spring. He was convinced the Warren Commission and its staff were feeding stories to reporters in Washington, Dallas, and elsewhere that were designed to undermine his legacy—even to threaten the bureau’s very survival. At the commission’s insistence, Hoover had been reduced to answering to the reports of scandal-mongering tabloids. On May 5, Rankin wrote to Hoover to demand the FBI’s detailed response to a front-page story in the National Enquirer—the sensationalist weekly tabloid that billed itself as “The World’s Liveliest Newspaper” and was best known for stories focused on sex and violence—that alleged the FBI had covered up evidence that Oswald and Ruby had known each other. The article claimed that the Justice Department had pressured the Dallas police to hold off arresting both Oswald and Ruby earlier in 1963 for their involvement in a supposed plot to kill General Walker. As a result of the article, FBI agents were ordered to interview the police chief in Dallas, Jesse Curry, who insisted that the Enquirer story was a fabrication and that the Dallas police had never heard of Oswald until the day of his arrest. On May 8, Hoover wrote back to Rankin to say there was no truth to the tabloid’s article.

On Thursday, May 14, Hoover was himself called to testify before the commission. It appeared to be another sign of the ill will between Hoover and Warren that the chief justice offered no words of welcome or support to Hoover, usually treated with such deference before every other audience in Washington. After swearing Hoover in at nine fifteen, Warren got straight to business, outlining what the commission wanted from the FBI director: Hoover’s unqualified statement, under oath, that the FBI was not hiding evidence about Oswald.

“Mr. Hoover will be asked to testify in regard to whether Lee H. Oswald was ever an agent, directly or indirectly, or an informer or acting on behalf of the Federal Bureau of Investigation in any capacity at any time, and whether he knows of any credible evidence of any conspiracy, either domestic or foreign, involved in the assassination of President Kennedy,” Warren said. Hoover would not be above questions about even the most outrageous allegations in a gossip magazine. The commission, Warren said, wanted to know what Hoover “has to say about the article in the National Enquirer.”

Rankin led the questioning, and Hoover provided, as promised, a flat denial that the FBI had ever had any sort of relationship with Oswald. “I can most emphatically say that at no time was he ever an employee of the bureau in any capacity, either as an agent or as a special employee, or as an informant.” As for the possibility of a conspiracy: “I have been unable to find any scintilla of evidence showing any foreign conspiracy or any domestic conspiracy that culminated in the assassination of President Kennedy.” Hoover testified that he believed that Oswald killed President Kennedy and that he did it alone. It was true that the FBI had Oswald under surveillance at the time of the assassination, Hoover said, but the bureau had no indication that he was violent. “There was nothing up to the time of the assassination that gave any indication that this man was a dangerous character who might do harm to the president.” The National Enquirer article, he said, was an “absolute lie.”

That same day, immediately after Hoover’s testimony, Director of Central Intelligence John McCone and his deputy, Richard Helms, walked into the witness room to give their testimony. Like Hoover, they insisted under oath that they had no evidence that Oswald had ever been any sort of government agent or that he had been part of any conspiracy to kill the president. They said that Oswald’s trip to Mexico had been thoroughly investigated by the CIA and that the investigation had turned up nothing to indicate that Oswald had accomplices there or anywhere else.

*   *   *

In Dallas, Hugh Aynesworth had another big scoop in June. From sources he did not identify, he had obtained a copy of the “Historic Diary,” Oswald’s handwritten account of his aborted defection.

Marina Oswald said that much of the melodramatic “Diary,” which was so full of misspellings and grammatical errors that it suggested to the commission’s staff that Oswald was dyslexic, was actually written after they left the Soviet Union. It depicted Oswald’s disenchantment and eventual despair with life in Russia; he described his suicide attempt in the Moscow hotel room, as well as his failed effort to court another Russian woman, Ella German, before settling for Marina. “I married Marina to hurt Ella,” he wrote.

Two weeks after Aynesworth’s scoop in the Morning News, the entire diary was published by Life magazine. David Slawson, who was responsible for analyzing the journal for the commission, said he was horrified by the leaks. He was convinced they would endanger the lives of several Russians named in the diary who had assisted Oswald in ways that the Soviet government might consider treasonous. Slawson worried, in particular, about a Russian woman, a government tour guide, who met Oswald shortly after his arrival in Moscow and who may have tried to warn him of the bleak future he faced in Russia. Official tour guides “are normally under the control of the KGB,” Slawson knew. Her warning came in the form of a gift to Oswald—a copy of the Dostoyevsky novel The Idiot. (Oswald referred to it in his diary as “IDEOT by Dostoevski.”) The book, Slawson felt, was a “disguised warning that he was a fool and ought to turn back.” The guide, he feared, may have committed “a serious offense, similar to an FBI agent here secretly warning a Russian defector to go back to Russia.” Slawson also worried about the family of Alexander Ziger, who had befriended Oswald in Minsk; Ziger, too, had warned Oswald to return to the United States. “We have been informed that the Zigers for many years have been trying to escape from Russia” and that “they are probably more than usually susceptible to persecution” because they were Jews, Slawson wrote.

He had originally planned to cite only edited excerpts of the diary in the commission’s final report, to prevent the names of Oswald’s Russian contacts from being revealed. After the leaks, however, he felt the commission needed to “print the entire diary without any deletions whatsoever,” if it printed any of it. If the commission published only excerpts, it would draw attention to the portions of the diary that had not been published; it would be easy enough for the KGB to cross-check the commission’s report against what had appeared in the Dallas paper and Life to see what was missing.

The Dallas police and the FBI tried to determine who had leaked the diary. Marina Oswald was an obvious suspect, given her eagerness to sell other information, but she denied it. Life insisted that she was not its source, although the magazine reported that it had printed the diary “with her full permission” and had changed some names at her request “to prevent reprisals against Oswald’s acquaintances.”

Later that summer, a Dallas police detective, H. M. Hart, reported to his superiors that he identified a suspect in the leaks: Congressman Gerald Ford. In a July 8 memo, Hart wrote that a “confidential informant” had reported that Ford, who had access to the diary through the commission’s files, sold a copy to the Morning News and that he had also offered it to both Life and Newsweek. Executives of the news organizations then paid $16,000 to Marina Oswald “for the world copyright of the diary,” Hart wrote. Ford would insist that he had nothing to do with the leaks, and FBI investigators would later say that they determined that the source of the leaks was a supervisor in the Dallas police department. Still, Ford was so alarmed by the rumors that he requested that the FBI take a formal statement from him denying that he had sold information to news organizations from out of the commission’s files. The statement was drawn up by FBI assistant director Cartha “Deke” DeLoach, Ford’s long-standing contact at the bureau, during a meeting with Ford in his congressional office. Ford “desired to unequivocally state, and to furnish a signed statement if necessary, that he did not leak the information in question,” DeLoach reported.

The truth, told years later, was that Ford had nothing to do with the leak. Hugh Aynesworth, the Dallas reporter, would eventually acknowledge that he had sold the diary to Life that summer, for $2,500. The sale was approved by his editor at the Morning News, with an understanding that the money would be paid to the reporter’s wife, allowing Aynesworth to argue that—technically, at least—he had not taken money from Life, which might have been a violation of the newspaper’s internal rules for its employees. Aynesworth said that Life had promised him that the Morning News would be credited in the magazine with the scoop, a promise that the magazine did not keep. Although he would never confirm or deny reports that he had obtained the diary from Marina Oswald, Aynesworth acknowledged that he arranged to have Life pay her a fee of $20,000 since “if anybody actually owned the diary, I believed it was probably Marina.”*
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THE TEXAS SCHOOL BOOK DEPOSITORY

DALLAS, TEXAS

SUNDAY, MAY 24, 1964

Each week brought some new, exasperating decision by the chief justice, or so it seemed to Arlen Specter. Throughout the spring, Specter and others on the staff pushed to conduct on-site tests in Dallas, including a full reconstruction of the scene in Dealey Plaza. The staff lawyers proposed to capture the scene just as Oswald would have seen it out the sixth-floor window of the Texas School Book Depository. Oswald’s rifle would be taken back to the building, and a camera would be attached to the top of it, allowing a photographer to capture the images as a limousine resembling Kennedy’s was driven slowly past. Men of a similar size to Kennedy and Connally would be placed in the limousine, lined up as in the Zapruder film. It would be a valuable way of testing the theory that a single bullet fired from the sixth floor could have passed through the bodies of both victims.

To Specter’s astonishment, though, Warren did not want any on-site tests at all; he did not feel they were necessary. “Warren was dead-set against it,” Specter said. “He thought staff was making too big a deal of it.” He recalled Warren saying, “We know what’s happened. We’ve got the FBI report.” Through Rankin, the staff pressed Warren to reconsider. And possibly sensing a rebellion led by Specter, the chief justice yielded.

The reconstruction, which was conducted with the help of the FBI, was set for the early morning of Sunday, May 24. Sunday was chosen in the hope of avoiding traffic disruptions downtown. Warren did not plan to be there himself; he would hold off going to Dallas until June, when he planned to take testimony from Jack Ruby.

The reconstruction went well, and Specter said he was even more confident about the single-bullet theory as a result. The FBI had done what the commission had requested. The camera attached to Oswald’s rifle offered the images that Specter had hoped for, including a clear picture of how a single bullet fired from the sixth floor would have passed through Kennedy’s neck before hitting Connally. Zapruder’s camera, and two other home-movie cameras that had captured the scenes of the assassination in Dealey Plaza, were also brought to Dallas for the reconstruction, and the FBI was able to replicate the images from those cameras, as well.

*   *   *

Specter got other welcome news. New ballistics tests supported the single-bullet theory; they showed that the metal fragments in Connally’s wrist were so tiny that they could have come from the same bullet that passed through the president’s neck. The Parkland bullet would have weighed 160 or 161 grains before firing; it now weighed 158.6 grains. X-rays of Connally’s wrist showed that the fragments left in his body probably weighed much less than the difference.

The trajectory of bullets fired from Oswald’s rifle, and the damage they could do to flesh, were tested independently by both the FBI and the military. The army’s Edgewood Arsenal in Maryland, a high-security Defense Department research center outside Washington, used Oswald’s Mannlicher-Carcano rifle for a series of tests beginning in April. Army scientists were asked if they could confirm that the rifle could have produced the wounds suffered by Kennedy and Connally. The test results, described in an army report, made for grim reading. In trying to replicate the effect of bullets when they struck the two bodies, the scientists fired the rifle into a series of different targets, including gelatin-filled human skulls and the arms of human cadavers. Thirteen heavily anesthetized goats were also used as targets to re-create the wounds to Connally’s chest; the goats were covered in layers of cloth resembling the suit jacket, shirt, and undershirt that the governor had been wearing. Animal lovers on the commission’s staff cringed at the army photos of the tests, including one of the live goats strapped in place, waiting to be shot.

The army tests also largely supported the single-bullet theory. “The results indicated that the wounds sustained by the President and Governor Connally, including the massive head wound of the president, could be produced” by Oswald’s rifle and the sort of bullets he used, the report stated. “The bullet that wounded the president in the neck had enough remaining velocity to account for all of the governor’s wounds.” In support of the single-bullet theory, the report raised an obvious question: Where did the bullet that hit Kennedy in the neck go—if not into Connally’s back? There was no other sign of it in the limousine. If the bullet had struck something else in the vehicle, the report said, “the damage would have been very evident and much greater than the slight damage that was found on the windshield.”

Like his colleagues and many of the doctors and scientists he interviewed, Specter said he had stopped being troubled by a disturbing phenomenon seen in the Zapruder film: the way the president’s head snapped backward when he was hit by the second shot, as if the bullet had come from the front, not the rear. Doctors and ballistics experts explained to the commission’s investigators that it was often difficult to guess how flesh reacted to a bullet strike; the wound could cause spasms of the nervous system that moved the body in unusual ways. The movements could seem to a layman to defy physics, they said. It was a grisly thought, Specter admitted, but he compared what he saw in the Zapruder film to what he had seen as a child back in Wichita, when his father killed a chicken for the family meal. After the bird’s head was cut off, its body would continue to move uncontrollably, Specter recalled. “Just instinctively, I analogized it to the chicken,” he said. “It’s just spasms, just nerves.”

*   *   *

David Belin could often seem like the commission’s cheerleader, but for all of the Iowan’s exuberance at the beginning of the investigation, he often found himself discouraged that spring. “As fascinating as the work was, there was almost an equal amount of frustration—frustration about secretarial help, frustration about not enough lawyers to do the investigation, frustration about the sham” of the commission’s decision to treat Marina Oswald so delicately, even after it was clear that she had lied under oath. There was “frustration about the whole course of our work.” He was angry with Rankin, who was supposed to be the go-between for the commissioners and the staff lawyers. “At no time was there a proper line of communication between the commission and its lawyers, nor for that matter was there a proper exchange of ideas between and among Rankin and the lawyers,” Belin said. He considered himself, along with Specter, a father of the single-bullet theory, yet the commissioners seemed to have no interest in discussing even that important subject.

Belin thought he had valuable suggestions for how the final report should be written. In a memo, he pressed for the central report to include long excerpts from the testimony of important witnesses, so readers could understand the full impact of what they had to say. That would require more than one volume, he believed. “I wanted to have a great amount of the testimony set out verbatim, which I felt would be the most effective way to show the truth.” But he could not get an audience with Rankin and others even to discuss the proposal. “In this, as in almost everything else, I felt that I ‘never had my day in court’—we were too busy with the trees to see the forest.”

Like everyone else, Belin was exhausted. He calculated that he worked seventy hours a week—more even than Redlich, who never seemed to leave the office, even to sleep. And Belin was alarmed to realize that he would soon need to leave Washington, even with so much work left to be done on his part of the investigation. His partners at his law firm in Des Moines were insisting that he return. He planned to leave before Memorial Day and then commute to Washington for short stays when his firm allowed it.

One night Belin reflected on all of these frustrations in a conversation with Specter. The commission’s report would not be good enough, Belin declared. “I expressed my disappointment that what could have been a monumental piece of investigation with an extremely talented group of lawyers and a potential A-plus job was instead turning into a mediocre Class B piece of work.” The levelheaded Specter urged his friend to keep in mind that the investigation, whatever its failings, seemed to be establishing the facts about the assassination. “The most important thing is that we found the truth,” he told Belin.

Belin smarted that so many of his other ideas were ignored. He had continued to argue that Marina Oswald, Jack Ruby, and other key witnesses should be questioned using a polygraph. He wrote several memos on the subject to Rankin. If Marina Oswald found herself strapped to a lie detector, he wrote, she might reveal secrets about her life with Oswald in Russia—a subject on which the commission otherwise had almost no way of testing her credibility. “If she would refuse our request, it might indicate she had something to hide.” He felt almost as strongly about the need to polygraph Ruby, but that was rejected too, with “most of the staff lined up against me.” The chief justice sided with the staff against Belin. Warren described polygraphs as “instruments of Big Brother.”

*   *   *

Belin thought it was just one more bizarre coincidence in an investigation full of them—he was a friend of Jack Ruby’s rabbi. He had met the handsome, dynamic young rabbi, Hillel Silverman, of Congregation Shearith Israel, a Conservative synagogue in Dallas, in the summer of 1963 during a religious study mission that both men had taken to Israel.

So on one of his first visits to Dallas, Belin went to see his friend Rabbi Silverman, who had continued to visit Ruby regularly in jail. Belin told Silverman he recognized that much of what was said between a rabbi and a congregant was privileged, “but I wondered if he had any question about the existence of a conspiracy.” Did Silverman believe Ruby when he insisted he acted alone?

“Jack Ruby is absolutely innocent of any conspiracy,” Silverman replied. “Without a doubt.” Ruby had assured the rabbi that he had acted alone, and Silverman was certain he was telling the truth. Ruby told Silverman that if he had been acting on someone’s orders, he would have gunned down Oswald when he first encountered him on Friday night, at the police news conference. “Had I intended to kill him, I could have pulled my trigger on the spot, because the gun was in my pocket,” Ruby told Silverman. According to the rabbi, Ruby always offered the same explanation for why he killed Oswald: “to save Mrs. Kennedy the ordeal of having to come back for the trial.”

Given Silverman’s conviction that Ruby had acted alone, Belin had an important favor to ask, and he needed the rabbi to keep it a secret. “I told him that even though he was convinced that Ruby was not involved in an assassination conspiracy, the world would never be convinced unless Ruby took a polygraph examination,” Belin recalled. “I also told him that the Warren Commission would never ask Ruby to submit to one, but that Ruby himself could request one.” The polygraph might complicate Ruby’s appeal of his death sentence, but it was hard to see how his predicament could be much worse.

Would Silverman try to convince Ruby to request a polygraph? Belin asked. Ruby was scheduled to be questioned by Warren sometime in June. He could make the request directly to the chief justice.

The rabbi agreed to try.
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THE OFFICES OF THE ATTORNEY GENERAL

THE JUSTICE DEPARTMENT

WASHINGTON, DC

JUNE 1964

Robert Kennedy did not want to testify before the commission. It was a message relayed to the chief justice in early June by Howard Willens, in his seemingly awkward dual role as a senior member of the commission’s staff and as the Justice Department’s representative to the investigation.

Kennedy did not explain—at least not on paper—why he felt so strongly that he should not be required to testify. Warren decided not to press the issue; he seemed willing to accept that it would just be too painful for Kennedy to be questioned by anyone about his brother’s murder. Not surprisingly, the chief justice did not bring the commission’s young lawyers into the decision. Had they been asked, several said later, they would have pressed for the attorney general’s testimony, especially about whether he suspected a conspiracy. Robert Kennedy knew who his brother’s enemies were. He had been, almost without question, the president’s closest adviser during the Cuban missile crisis in 1962 and in dealing with other threats from the Soviet Union, Cuba, and the nation’s other foreign adversaries, as well as in battling domestic foes like the Mafia and corrupt union leaders. If there had been a conspiracy, he might at least have had a strong guess about who was behind it, and why. David Slawson knew how important Kennedy’s testimony might be, especially with respect to Cuba. It was well known in foreign policy circles in Washington that after the Bay of Pigs, President Kennedy had put his brother in charge of the government’s secret war against Castro. “He was the president’s confidant on Cuba,” Slawson said.

Instead of sworn testimony, Kennedy was willing to offer a brief written statement to the commission. After consulting with Kennedy and Deputy Attorney General Nicholas Kaztenbach, Willens sent a memo to Rankin that attached drafts of two letters. The first would be signed by Warren and sent to Kennedy, asking if the attorney general had any information that he wished to share with the commission. The second letter was for Kennedy’s signature and was a response to the chief justice; the attorney general would confirm that he had no information to share. “The Attorney General would prefer to handle his obligations to the commission in this way rather than appear as a witness,” Willens wrote.

In the memo, Willens said that Kennedy had made clear to him that he had not been closely following the commission’s investigation, which helped explain why he had so little to add. “The Attorney General informed me that he has not received any reports from the Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation regarding the investigation of the assassination, and that his principal sources of information have been the Chief Justice, the Deputy Attorney General and myself.”

Warren’s letter, which was dated June 11, read in full:

Dear General:

Throughout the course of the investigation conducted by this Commission, the Department of Justice has been most helpful in forwarding information to this Commission’s inquiry.

The Commission is now in the process of completing the investigation. Prior to the publication of its report, the Commission would like to be advised whether you are aware of any additional information relating to the assassination of President John F. Kennedy which has not been sent to the Commission. In view of the widely circulated allegations on this subject, the Commission would like to be informed in particular whether you have any information suggesting that the assassination of President Kennedy was caused by a domestic or foreign conspiracy. Needless to say, if you have any suggestions to make regarding the investigation of these allegations or any other phase of the Commission’s work, we stand ready to act upon them.

On behalf of the Commission, I wish to thank you and your representatives for the assistance you have provided to the Commission.

Given Warren’s decision not to press him to testify, the commission expected a grateful Kennedy to sign his response letter quickly and send it back. Instead, to the surprise of Warren and the staff, it would take him months to reply.

*   *   *

Other than the attorney general, perhaps no one had more influence with President Kennedy than special assistant Kenneth O’Donnell, the wiry forty-year-old Massachusetts lawyer who was the heart of the circle of White House aides known as the “Irish Mafia.” O’Donnell, who had been part of the planning for the Texas trip, had been in the motorcade in Dallas. He had been in a Secret Service car directly behind the president’s limousine.

He told the commission he did not want to testify, either. He had his secretary at the White House inform Arlen Specter that another close Kennedy aide, Dave Powers, who had been seated next to O’Donnell in the motorcade, could be called instead, since Powers would offer identical testimony. Specter protested to Rankin, and O’Donnell was eventually convinced to testify, although he was not required to appear in the commission’s offices. Instead, Specter and Norman Redlich went to the White House on Monday, May 18.

O’Donnell’s account of the Dallas trip conformed to the testimony of others, although he had a remarkable story to tell about his final conversation with the president on the morning of the assassination. They had talked, he said, about how easy it would be for someone with a rifle to kill Kennedy. The setting for the conversation was the Hotel Texas in Fort Worth, as the president was preparing to leave for Dallas. “The conversation took place in his room, with Mrs. Kennedy and myself, perhaps a half hour before he left the hotel,” O’Donnell said. “As I can recollect, he was commenting to his wife on the function of the Secret Service, and his interpretation of their role.”

Kennedy, he recalled, said that “if anybody really wanted to shoot the president of the United States, it was not a very difficult job—all one had to do was get into a high building with a telescopic rifle, and there was nothing anybody could do.”

Specter asked O’Donnell what Mrs. Kennedy had thought of her husband’s bleak appraisal. “I think the general tenor of the conversation was that she agreed that this was—in this democracy—this is inherent.”

In his testimony, O’Donnell let slip something that he quickly regretted telling the commission’s lawyers, and it would give Specter a taste of how tightly the Kennedy family intended to control the narrative of the assassination. Specter asked O’Donnell to describe the trip back to Washington aboard Air Force One, and his conversations with Mrs. Kennedy in the plane. Characteristically, Specter focused on the smallest details.

“What did you talk about?” he asked.

“We reminisced,” O’Donnell said.

“Did she have anything to eat on the trip back?”

“No, I think we both had a drink,” O’Donnell said. “I tried to get her to take a good strong drink.” She accepted the drink—a Scotch and water, it was later reported—but preferred to talk, he said.

After completing the interview, Specter returned to the commission’s offices and was confronted by an agitated Rankin.

“Why did you ask O’Donnell about Mrs. Kennedy having a drink on the plane?”

“Lee, I didn’t do that,” Specter replied, explaining that O’Donnell had volunteered the information.

“Well, they’ve called us and they’re madder than hell about it,” Rankin said. “They’re complaining.”

Specter guessed that O’Donnell had panicked at the thought that the public might learn that the First Lady had sipped alcohol to settle her nerves on the day of her husband’s murder, as if that had been a sign of weakness. “I think what happened to O’Donnell was that, after he blurted out that she had a drink, he got very goddamned nervous, and he wanted to shift the blame to me,” Specter said later.

“It never happened,” Specter told Rankin. “Check the transcript.” The transcript proved that Specter was right.

*   *   *

By late spring, it appeared to the staff that Warren intended to finish the commission’s investigation without taking testimony from Jacqueline Kennedy. He had never hidden his discomfort at the prospect of formally questioning her about the circumstances of her husband’s death, and he had put off the subject for months, even after it was raised so insistently by Specter. Warren was as protective of the former First Lady “as he would have been of one of his own daughters,” Specter said later. When he pressed Rankin about scheduling her testimony, he always got the same answer: “No decision had been reached.”

Specter was told, but was never able to confirm conclusively, that Warren gave in and finally agreed to interview Mrs. Kennedy only at the insistence of fellow commissioner John McCloy. In conversations behind closed doors, McCloy was said to have become furious on the issue, telling Warren that the commission had no choice but to interview her. She had been in the motorcade; she was the closest eyewitness to her husband’s murder. And besides, “she’s talking about the assassination at all the cocktail parties in Washington,” McCloy told Warren. Certainly it was known to both men that she was discussing the assassination with William Manchester for his book. Specter said he was told that during the argument, McCloy pointedly kept referring to Warren as “Mr. Chairman” instead of “Mr. Chief Justice,” which McCloy would have known was a “cutting insult” to Warren, normally a stickler about being referred to by his title on the court.

If there was going to be an interview with Jacqueline Kennedy, however, Warren was going to conduct it himself, with none of the commission’s young staff lawyers present. Specter, who had taken testimony from the other passengers in the Dallas motorcade, would be told nothing about the interview until after it occurred. Warren also decided that he would take Mrs. Kennedy’s testimony at her home. He was not going to insist that she travel halfway across the capital to see him.

*   *   *

Shortly after four p.m. on Friday, June 5, Chief Justice Warren’s official town car pulled up in front of 3017 N Street, the Colonial-era brick mansion that Mrs. Kennedy had purchased a few weeks after the assassination. Shaded by magnolia trees, the seventeen-room home was in the choicest part of Georgetown, just down the street from a much smaller town house where she and then senator Kennedy had enjoyed their first years of marriage.

This new home should have been Mrs. Kennedy’s sanctuary, a place to make a new life for herself. But from the moment he drove up, Warren could see that the house had become a virtual prison for Mrs. Kennedy and her two children. There was a twenty-four-hour police guard to keep away the paparazzi—that word was still new to Washington, introduced to American audiences by a Fellini film in 1960—and fend off the parade of gawking tourists who wanted to catch a glimpse of the former First Lady. To the dismay of Mrs. Kennedy’s new neighbors, street vendors had camped out at both ends of the street, selling popcorn and soda to the camera-clicking tourists. As he was ushered into Mrs. Kennedy’s home, Warren, accompanied only by Rankin and a court reporter, was determined that this interview would be as quick and painless as possible for the young widow.

Robert Kennedy sat in on his sister-in-law’s testimony, and he met Warren at the door. That she wanted her brother-in-law present would be no surprise to Mrs. Kennedy’s family and friends. With the blessing of his wife, Ethel, the attorney general had been by Jacqueline Kennedy’s side every day since the assassination, often spending long afternoons with her in Georgetown. “I’ll share him with you,” Ethel told her sister-in-law. They took seats around a table in Mrs. Kennedy’s drawing room, the same room she had been using for her interviews with Manchester. Warren instantly tried to put her at ease. This would be no interrogation, he promised. “Mrs. Kennedy,” he said, “the commission would just like to have you say in your own words, in your own way, what happened at the time of the assassination of the president. And we want it to be brief. We want it to be in your own words and want you to say anything that you feel is appropriate.”

With that, he turned to Rankin, who would conduct the questioning.

“Please state your name for the record,” Rankin began.

“Jacqueline Kennedy.”

“And you are the widow of the former president Kennedy?”

“That is right.”

Rankin: “Can you go back to the time that you came to Love Field on Nov. 22 and describe what happened there after you landed?”

Mrs. Kennedy: “We got off the plane. The then-vice president and Mrs. Johnson were there. They gave us flowers. And then the car was waiting. But there was a big crowd there, all yelling, with banners and everything. And we went to shake hands with them.”

With his first few questions, Rankin led Mrs. Kennedy, gently, through the chronology of what happened in the hour before the assassination and what she remembered of the motorcade. He asked her where she had been seated in the car relative to her husband and to the Connallys.

Mrs. Kennedy recalled how hot it had been in Dallas that day, and how she welcomed the sight of a tunnel in the distance as the president’s limousine made its turn onto Houston Street. The motorcade was headed toward the tunnel, which would lead them out of Dealey Plaza.

“I remember thinking it would be so cool under that tunnel.”

Rankin: “And then do you remember as you turned off of Houston onto Elm right by the Depository Building?”

Mrs. Kennedy recalled how Mrs. Connally had pointed to the cheering crowds and turned back to the first couple to say, “You certainly can’t say that the people of Dallas haven’t given you a nice welcome.”

Rankin: “What did the president say?”

Mrs. Kennedy: “I think he said, ‘No, you certainly can’t’ or something. And then the car was very slow and there weren’t very many people around. And then…”

There was a pause.

“Do you want me to tell you what happened?” she asked.

With her question, it was as if Mrs. Kennedy wanted to remind Warren and Rankin what they were now asking her to do—to offer up, on the public record, the details of what had happened inside the limousine when the shots rang out.

Rankin: “Yes, if you would, please.”

And so she began: “I was looking this way, to the left, and I heard these terrible noises, you know? And my husband never made any sound. So I turned to the right. And all I remember is seeing my husband, he had sort of a quizzical look on his face and his hand was up. It must have been his left hand.

“And just as I turned and looked at him, I could see a piece of his skull and I remember it was flesh colored, with little ridges at the top. I remember thinking that he just looked as if he had a slight headache. And I just remember seeing that. No blood or anything. And then he sort of did this…”

She raised one hand to her head, explaining that her husband “put his hand to his forehead and fell in my lap. And then I just remember falling on him and saying, ‘Oh, no, no, no,’ I mean, ‘Oh, my God, they have shot my husband.’ And ‘I love you, Jack,’ I remember I was shouting. And just being down in the car with his head in my lap. And it just seemed an eternity. You know, then, there were pictures later on of me climbing out the back. But I don’t remember that at all.”

Rankin asked if she remembered Secret Service agent Clint Hill climbing onto the trunk and pushing her back into the passenger compartment.

Mrs. Kennedy: “I don’t remember anything. I was just down like that. And finally I remember a voice behind me, or something, and then I remember the people in the front seat, or somebody, finally knew something was wrong, and a voice yelling, which must have been Mr. Hill, ‘Get to the hospital,’ or maybe it was Mr. Kellerman, in the front seat. But someone yelling. I was just down and holding him.

“I was trying to hold his hair on,” she said, describing the large piece of his skull that had been blown off by the second bullet. “From the front, there was nothing—I suppose there must have been. But from the back you could see, you know, you were trying to hold his hair on, and his skull on.”

Rankin: “Do you have any recollection of whether there were one or more shots?”

Mrs. Kennedy: “Well, there must have been two because the one that made me turn around was Governor Connally yelling. And it used to confuse me because first I remembered there were three and I used to think my husband didn’t make any sound when he was shot. And Governor Connally screamed. And then I read the other day that it was the same shot that hit them both. But I used to think if I only had been looking to the right I would have seen the first shot hit him, then I could have pulled him down, and then the second shot would not have hit him. But I heard Governor Connally yelling and that made me turn around, and as I turned to the right my husband was doing this…”

She raised to a hand to her neck. “He was receiving a bullet,” she said. “And those are the only two I remember. And I read there was a third shot. But I don’t know. Just those two.”

Rankin: “Do you have any recollection generally of the speed that you were going?”

Mrs. Kennedy: “We were really slowing turning the corner. And there were very few people.”

Rankin asked if she thought the limousine had stopped at any time after the shots.

Mrs. Kennedy: “I don’t know, because—I don’t think we stopped. But there was such confusion. And I was down in the car and everyone was yelling to get to the hospital and you could hear them on the radio, and then suddenly I remember a sensation of enormous speed, which must have been when we took off.”

Rankin: “And then from there you proceeded as rapidly as possible to the hospital, is that right?”

Mrs. Kennedy: “Yes.”

Rankin: “Do you recall anyone saying anything else during the time of the shooting?”

Mrs. Kennedy: “No. There weren’t any words. There was just Governor Connally’s. And then I suppose Mrs. Connally was sort of crying and covering her husband. But I don’t remember any words. And there was a big windshield between—you know—I think. Isn’t there?”

Rankin: “Between the seats.”

Mrs. Kennedy: “So you know, those poor men in the front, you couldn’t hear them.” She was referring to the two Secret Service agents in the front seat.

Rankin turned to the chief justice: “Can you think of anything more?”

“No, I think not,” Warren said, drawing her testimony to a close nine minutes after it began. “I think that is the story and that is what we came for. We thank you very much, Mrs. Kennedy.”

The transcript of Mrs. Kennedy’s testimony was included in the published archives of the commission, although the commission chose to leave out, without an explicit explanation of why, three sentences in which Mrs. Kennedy described trying to hold the president’s skull in place, beginning with the words, “I was trying to hold his hair on.” In the official transcript, the commission replaced that passage with the phrase: “Reference to wounds deleted.”
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THE TEXAS SCHOOL BOOK DEPOSITORY

DALLAS, TEXAS

SUNDAY, JUNE 7, 1964

Earl Warren was not eager to go to Texas, even in the final weeks of the investigation, and his reluctance was understandable. If any large city in the United States was enemy territory to the chief justice, it was Dallas—the city where his friend the president had been murdered, and where he knew so many of the ultraconservative, segregationist leaders of the national Impeach Earl Warren movement lived and worked. The chief justice could be certain that on any trip to Dallas, he was likely to see several Impeach Earl Warren billboards. Warren claimed to friends that he was never angered by the signs; it was his wife, Nina, who was offended. “I could smile at it,” he said. “It was not so easy, though, to convince my wife.”

However reluctantly, he had agreed to go to Dallas to take the testimony of Jack Ruby, scheduled for Sunday, June 7. The trip would also give him the chance to see Dealey Plaza and the Texas School Book Depository for himself. With Specter’s help, Rankin began to organize a full week’s itinerary. Specter remembered that the trip was originally going to be “crammed with meetings and inspections.” But Warren balked; he did not want to spend nearly that much time in Dallas. Rankin then proposed a long weekend, organized around Ruby’s testimony, with Warren leaving Washington at lunchtime Friday and returning the following Monday in time to join arguments at the Supreme Court.

“I’ll give you Sunday,” Warren said, according to Specter. The trip would be limited to a single day. The chief justice would not agree to spend even one night in Dallas.

Specter felt badly for his colleague Burt Griffin, the commission’s expert on Ruby; Griffin would be left behind in Washington because of his flap with the Dallas police. Specter would have happily turned down the trip if Warren and Rankin had given him the chance; he would have preferred to go home to Philadelphia and “spend the whole weekend with my wife and young sons.”

Rankin asked Specter to help organize a Sunday morning tour of Dallas for the chief justice. It would focus on Dealey Plaza, as well as Oswald’s route across town to the scene of the murder of Officer Tippit, and then to the Texas Theatre. When the tour reached the book depository, Rankin wanted Specter to make a full presentation to Warren about the single-bullet theory—“right from the assassin’s perch on the sixth floor,” Specter said.

On Friday, June 5, Specter did the last-minute planning in Washington for the trip. He had hoped to get out of the office early that afternoon to catch a train home to Philadelphia; he wanted to spend at least part of the weekend with his family before returning to Washington to join the flight to Dallas early Sunday. But he needed to speak to Rankin before leaving, and Rankin was nowhere to be found. So Specter waited. “I missed the four o’clock train and then the five.”

It was that afternoon that Warren and Rankin, without telling Specter, had gone to Jacqueline Kennedy’s Georgetown home to take her testimony. Rankin returned to the commission’s office shortly after five p.m., and he ran into Specter in the men’s room.

“Rankin said he’d heard I was looking for him,” Specter recalled. “I said I had the details worked out for Sunday’s trip to Dallas.”

Rankin then revealed, reluctantly, where he had been, and Specter remembered that Rankin “braced” for the young lawyer’s angry response.

And Specter was furious, he said. He had been pressing for months to interview Mrs. Kennedy, and now Warren and Rankin had gone to talk to her without even the courtesy of telling him in advance.

“I didn’t say anything,” Specter said later. “I didn’t have to. Rankin knew I was livid.”

Specter remembered taking a deep breath and deciding there was no point in mounting any larger protest, at least not at that moment. “What was done was done.” He tried to put aside his anger and focus on his immediate priority—getting home to Philadelphia for the night.

Rankin was also in a bad mood. Warren had insisted that he join the Dallas trip, which meant that he would not be able to commute home to Manhattan that weekend to see his wife. Instead, he would be in Dallas, locked in an interrogation room with Jack Ruby and the chief justice. Like Specter, he was growing tired of spending so much time in Washington. “It looks like I’m going to have to have a damn bed in the skies,” he complained.

*   *   *

On Sunday morning, Specter was back in Washington, and Warren offered to pick him up at his hotel for the ride to Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland, where they would board a small government JetStar plane for the flight to Texas. The chief justice was in an unusually good mood, Specter recalled. On the plane, the two men talked baseball. A game that afternoon between the San Francisco Giants, Warren’s team, and Specter’s hometown Philadelphia Phillies would decide first place in the National League. “So the battle lines were clear,” Specter said.

They landed in Dallas mid-morning and got right to work. Congressman Ford and commission lawyer Joe Ball had traveled there separately and met up with Warren, Rankin, and Specter for the tour of the book depository. The presence of the chief justice and his delegation in the streets of Dallas attracted small, friendly crowds. Drawing on the political talents he had honed in California, “Warren chatted and kidded with a stream of passersby,” Specter said.

At the book depository, Warren was taken to the sixth floor and shown what was believed to have been Oswald’s perch. The scene from the day of the assassination had been re-created for Warren’s inspection, including the stacks of boxes of children’s wooden blocks—the blocks were known as “Rolling Readers,” since each block contained letters and words that children could fashion into sentences—that Oswald had apparently assembled to hide what he was doing. Warren could not resist his politician’s instincts and took some of the blocks out of the boxes to sign and give away as souvenirs when he got back outside; Specter got one with Warren’s signature.

At about eleven a.m. Specter and Warren stood at the sixth-floor window. “Warren assumed a silent and thoughtful pose at the window, which I knew was my cue to start,” Specter remembered. “For about eight minutes, the chief justice didn’t say a word as I summarized” the single-bullet theory. As he spoke, “Warren stood with his arms folded across his chest and studied Dealey Plaza,” Specter recalled. “Except for the cheering crowds and the presidential motorcade, our view of Dealey Plaza, Elm Street and the Triple Underpass matched what Oswald had seen as he crouched at that window six and a half months before.”

Specter opened the presentation by reminding Warren of “the incontrovertible physical evidence” of Oswald’s guilt, including the discovery of his Mannlicher-Carcano rifle on the sixth floor—only inches from where Warren was standing at that moment—and the ballistics evidence that proved that the bullet found at Parkland Hospital had been fired from the same rifle. Oswald’s fingerprints were on the rifle, and the spent cartridges found on the sixth floor matched the rifle and the fired bullets.

He reminded the chief justice of the findings in the autopsy report and how navy pathologists demonstrated that a bullet had entered the base of Kennedy’s neck from behind and exited out his throat, nicking the knot of his tie. Specter then used his finger, pointing out the window, to show the bullet’s trajectory in the instant after it struck the president’s neck. He explained how the on-site tests done two weeks earlier showed that the bullet would then have entered Connally’s back, exiting his chest before passing through his wrist and settling in his thigh. Warren had already seen the Zapruder film several times, so Specter did not need to remind the chief justice what happened next, when a second bullet struck the president in the back of the head.

“When I finished my discourse, the Chief Justice remained silent,” Specter recalled. “He turned on his heel and stepped away, still saying nothing.” Specter was annoyed that Warren could not be bothered to say anything, if only to compliment him on the quality of the presentation. But Warren’s silence, Specter decided, probably signaled that he had accepted, in full, the single-bullet theory.

*   *   *

From the book depository, the group was taken across the street to the Dallas county jail, where they would use the sheriff’s kitchen to take Ruby’s testimony. Ford remembered the room as relatively small, about ten feet by eighteen feet, and “very austere.” A table, about three feet by eight feet, had been placed in the middle of the room, with chairs around it for Ruby and his questioners.

Specter remembered that Warren had specifically requested a small room for Ruby’s testimony, to limit the number of people who could witness the event. “A swarm of Washington and Texas bigwigs had descended” on Dallas in hopes of being part of this moment of history, Specter said. But not all could get in. There was so little space that Warren could see he would have to leave a member of his own delegation out of the room. “As the Chief Justice studied the roster, he found only one person he could exclude—me,” Specter said. “So I sat in the sheriff’s office watching the Philadelphia–San Francisco baseball game on national television. At the time, I didn’t mind too much. In retrospect, I should have.”*

At about eleven forty-five a.m., Ruby was brought in by sheriff’s deputies. He was wearing a white prison-issue jumper. His feet were covered in thong sandals, which were given to prisoners on suicide watch in place of shoes with laces. Ford remembered that Ruby took a seat and fumbled with a small piece of paper tissue and a rubber band. He was “clean-shaven, balding, hawk-nosed, big hands and feet for a small, slight person,” Ford said. One of Ruby’s trial lawyers, Joe Tonahill, joined them. At first, Ruby appeared “surprisingly rational and quite composed—certainly far different acting than psychiatric reports I had read before the trip,” Ford said. But Ruby was also inscrutable. He had a “habit to look right at you for a period” before looking away, so it was “hard to know what he is thinking.”

Even before Ruby was sworn in by Warren, he had an urgent question for the chief justice: “Without a lie detector on my testimony, my verbal statements to you, how do you know if I am telling the truth?”

“Don’t worry about that, Jack,” Tonahill said.

Warren stepped in: “You wanted to ask something, did you, Mr. Ruby?”

Ruby: “I would like to be able to get a lie detector test, or truth serum, on what motivated me to do what I did.… Now, Mr. Warren, I don’t know if you have any confidence in the lie-detector test and the truth serum, and so on.”

Warren would later admit that he did not think fast enough, and he found himself agreeing to Ruby’s request. “If you and your counsel want any kind of test, I will arrange it for you. I would be glad to do that, if you want it.”

Ruby was pleased. “I do want it.”

Warren: “We will be glad to do it.”

That settled, Ruby wanted to be certain he would have time, on this visit, to tell his full story.

“Are you limited for time?” he asked.

Warren: “No, we have all the time you want.”

The testimony had only begun, but Ruby already wanted to know: “Am I boring you?”

Warren: “Go ahead, all right, Mr. Ruby, tell us your story.”

Ruby’s account of the two days that began November 22, with news of Kennedy’s murder, and ended November 24, with Ruby gunning down Oswald in police headquarters, would be long and convoluted. He said he heard about the shooting in Dealey Plaza seconds after it occurred; he had been a few blocks away at the Dallas Morning News, placing weekend advertisements for the Carousel Club. He was shattered by the news of Kennedy’s death, he said. “I became very emotional.… I couldn’t stop crying.” He immediately decided to close his club for the weekend.

That night, he took advantage of his friendship with Dallas police officers to slip into police headquarters to watch the news conference in which Oswald was paraded in front of reporters. Ruby told strangers in the pressroom that night that he was an Israeli journalist; if anyone had challenged his presence, he could always drop in a few words of the Yiddish he had learned in childhood.

At that point, his testimony quickly became so disjointed that it was almost impossible for Warren to follow. Ruby threw out names—of friends, of family members, of strippers, and of other employees at the Carousel Club—and places and dates that meant nothing to the chief justice and the others. In moments of coherence, however, he consistently denied that he had been part of any conspiracy to silence Oswald. He insisted that he had not known Oswald and that he had no thought of killing him until he read a newspaper article that Sunday morning that suggested Mrs. Kennedy might have to return to Dallas to testify. “I felt very emotional and carried away for Mrs. Kennedy, with all that the strife she had gone through,” Ruby said. “Someone owed it to our beloved president that she shouldn’t be expected to come back to face this heinous trial.”

Killing Oswald was an impulsive act, he said. He was aware of the many rumors that some of his organized-crime contacts might have put him up to it, but he said that “no one else requested me to do anything.… I never spoke to anyone about attempting to do anything. No subversive organization gave me any idea. No underworld person made any effort to contact me.”

Ford recalled that Ruby’s testimony went reasonably well for about forty-five minutes, until Ruby and his lawyer began arguing for reasons that were not clear and the court reporter stopped recording the session. The scene then became “terribly tense,” Ford said. It was “touch and go” whether Ruby would be able to continue. Warren, he said, “tried to be reassuring and was very patient in his cajoling” of Ruby.

Down the hall, Elmer Moore, a Secret Service agent assigned to the trip to protect the chief justice, found Specter in the sheriff’s office watching the baseball game. He announced that Specter was needed, as quickly as possible, in the kitchen. “They want you,” he said. “Ruby wants a Jew in the room.” Specter knew enough about Ruby to know how he valued his Jewish heritage and how he had become fixated on the idea that Jews were being massacred because of him.

Specter followed Moore down the hall. As he entered the kitchen, Specter could see that Ruby was studying him. “Looking straight at me, he silently mouthed the words, ‘Are you a Yid?’”

Specter said nothing. Again, Ruby mouthed the words: “Are you a Yid?” And then a third time.

Specter said he tried to remain stone-faced, not even to nod his head. He wanted none of this taken down by the court reporter. “I didn’t flinch or respond in any way.”

At just that moment, Specter recalled, the court reporter ran out of paper, and Ruby jumped up and pulled the chief justice into a corner, motioning for Specter to join them. Joe Ball, the other commission staff lawyer, stood up and tried to enter the conversation.

“Are you Jewish?” Ruby asked.

“No,” Ball replied.

“Well, go away,” Ruby told him.

Ruby then turned to Warren. “Chief, you’ve got to get me to Washington. They’re cutting off the arms and legs of Jewish children in Albuquerque and El Paso.”

“I can’t do that,” the chief justice said.

Ruby urged Warren to talk to Abe Fortas, the well-known Washington lawyer who was close to President Johnson and would soon be named to the Supreme Court—and who was Jewish. “Get to Fortas,” Ruby said. “He’ll get it worked out.”

Ford could see that Ruby relaxed at the acknowledgment—it was not clear by whom—that Specter was indeed Jewish. “This seemed to give him confidence to continue testifying.”

When the stenographer was ready to resume, Ruby, Warren, and Specter returned to their seats. Ruby noticed his lawyer, Tonahill, pass a note to Ford. Ruby insisted that he be allowed to read it, and the conversation stopped while the note was handed to Ruby, who was farsighted and struggled to make out the words on the page. The chief justice handed Ruby his glasses.

“You see,” Tonahill had written. “I told you he was crazy.”

Ruby put the note aside, seemingly untroubled by his lawyer’s insult, and turned back to the chief justice. He wanted Warren to confirm again that he would allow him to take a polygraph test or be injected with truth serum—“Pentothal,” he said, referring to Sodium Pentothal, the depressant sometimes referred to as a “truth serum.” He asked again to be taken to Washington.

“Do I sound dramatic? Off the beam?”

Warren tried to keep him calm: “No, you are speaking very, very rationally.”

“I want to tell the truth, and I can’t tell it here,” Ruby said, using words that would sound ominous when read by conspiracy theorists in years to come.

This was the first time that Specter, who had missed the start of Ruby’s testimony, had heard about his request for a polygraph—and about Warren’s agreement to give him one. Specter said he understood instantly that the chief justice had made a terrible mistake. He knew Warren, like most serious-minded law-enforcement veterans, gave little credence to polygraphs; the chief justice, in fact, had already vetoed the idea of giving one to Marina Oswald. Yet he had just promised one—on the record—to Oswald’s seemingly delusional killer.

Ruby tried to step up the pressure on Warren, claiming that his life was in danger if he remained in Dallas. He was convinced that “other people”—he suggested members of the right-wing John Birch Society—were trying to tie him to a conspiracy to kill Kennedy. And because he was Jewish, Jews everywhere were being murdered in retaliation for the president’s assassination. “The Jewish people are being exterminated at this moment,” he said. “I am used as a scapegoat. I am as good as guilty as the accused assassin of President Kennedy. How can you remedy that, Mr. Warren?” If he could get to Washington and testify, Ruby said, “maybe my people won’t be tortured and mutilated.”

Specter could see how flustered Warren was. The chief justice told Ruby: “You may be sure that the president and his whole commission will do anything that is necessary to see that your people are not tortured.”

After more than three hours of this, Warren decided to stop the testimony, insisting he was doing it for Ruby’s own good. “I think we have tired Mr. Ruby,” the chief justice said. “We appreciate your patience and your willingness to testify in this manner for us.”

Ruby: “All I want to do is tell the truth, and the only way you can know it is by the polygraph.”

Warren: “That we will do for you.”

*   *   *

Still hoping to get out of Dallas by day’s end, the chief justice left for a late lunch at the Dallas apartment of Robert Storey, a former president of the American Bar Association. The end of the lunch produced what was, for Specter, another astonishing display of the chief justice’s awkwardness when called on to make quick decisions. After leaving Storey’s apartment, Warren noticed a group of reporters and photographers at the end of the hall eager to hear his thoughts about his day in Dallas. “Instead of turning left and facing the pack,” Specter remembered, “the Chief Justice ran down a corridor to the right and down a flight of stairs to avoid talking to them.” It would have been easy enough for Warren to smile and offer a polite “no comment” to the reporters. Instead, he had created a baffling scene in which the chief justice of the United States could be seen fleeing, almost in panic, from a group of reporters who wanted to ask him a few simple questions.

On the plane home that night, Warren told Specter how unhappy he was that he had promised a polygraph test to Ruby. “I don’t believe in polygraphs,” he said. “I don’t believe in Big Brother.”

Specter told Warren that he had no choice but to go through with the test, unless Ruby changed his mind about wanting one. “Mr. Chief Justice, you promised him a polygraph,” Specter said. It “would look awful if the commission reneged on an on-the-record promise.” If Ruby was denied a polygraph now, “at best, it would look as though the commission was not exhausting every lead.” At worst, it would look like a cover-up designed to prevent Ruby from exposing a conspiracy. Warren might not believe in polygraph tests, but opinion polls suggested that the American public did. “Mr. Chief Justice,” Specter said, “you can’t turn him down.”


 

41

 

THE OFFICES OF THE COMMISSION

WASHINGTON, DC

THURSDAY, JUNE 18, 1964

Secret Service director James Rowley had reason to fear for his job when he testified before the Warren Commission; certainly he had cause to fear that his ninety-nine-year-old agency might not survive the commission’s investigation. The Bronx-born, fifty-six-year-old Rowley was the first director of the Secret Service to have a president assassinated on his watch, and he would face the toughest questioning of any senior government official who came before the commission. Other law-enforcement agencies—the FBI, in particular—might have intentionally tried to hide information from the investigation. In the case of the Secret Service, however, the cover-up seemed indisputable. Warren had evidence of what he considered outrageous misconduct—the decision by several Secret Service agents in the president’s motorcade in Dallas to go out drinking the night before the assassination—and of how Rowley had tried to hide the details of the episode from the public. Some of the chief justice’s anger may have been stoked by his friendship with Drew Pearson, who had broken the story about the agents’ drinking on the radio program that he used to promote his newspaper column. Whatever the reasons for his outrage, Warren walked into the commission’s hearing room on the day of Rowley’s testimony with the attitude of a prosecutor.

Shortly after nine a.m. on June 18, Rowley was sworn in, and he was immediately hit with questions about the drinking incident. It was Rankin’s first substantive question, in fact: “Did you learn in connection with the trip when the assassination occurred that certain of the Secret Service agents had been in the Press Club and what is called the Cellar, in Fort Worth, the night before?”

Rowley: “Well, that came to my attention through a broadcast that Mr. Pearson made—that agents were inebriated the night before.” He said he immediately dispatched a Secret Service inspector to Texas to investigate.

Rankin: “What did you learn?”

Rowley admitted that much of what Pearson had reported was true, although Rowley said he did not believe that any agent was drunk, as Pearson had claimed. The internal investigation showed that a total of nine agents had been out drinking; three had each downed a scotch, while “the others had two or three beers” each. The next day, at least four of those agents were assigned to the motorcade, including Clint Hill, the agent who appeared to have saved Jacqueline Kennedy’s life.

Rankin asked: “Did you learn whether or not there were any violations of the regulations of the Secret Service by these men?” It was a question to which Rankin—and Warren—already knew the answer.

Rowley: “Yes, there was a violation.”

To make the commission’s point as clearly as possible, Rankin then asked Rowley to cite the specific regulation in the Secret Service manual that barred drinking on duty, and then to read it out loud. Rowley was handed a copy of the employee manual; he turned to the first chapter of Section 10: “Employees are strictly enjoined to refrain from the use of intoxicating liquor during the hours they are officially employed at their post of duty or when they may reasonably expect that they may be called upon to perform an official duty.”

The rules were stricter for agents assigned to the president’s personal detail. Rowley was asked to read those out, as well: “The use of intoxicating liquor of any kind, including beer and wine, by members of the White House detail and special agents cooperating with them, or by special agents on similar assignments while they are in a travel status, is prohibited.” It was a firing offense, Rowley admitted, reading out the rest of the regulation: “Violation or slight disregard of the above paragraphs or the excessive or improper use of intoxicating liquor at any time will be cause for removal.”

Rankin asked the next question with what was, for him, uncharacteristic aggressiveness: How could Rowley be sure that his agents might not have saved the president’s life? “How can you tell that the fact that they were out as they were the night before … had nothing to do with the assassination?” Rankin asked. “Have you done anything to discipline these men for violations of the regulations of the Secret Service?”

Rowley defended himself and the agents. He said he believed that the agents in the motorcade had performed in “an exemplary manner,” whatever the aftereffects of the alcohol. “I did consider what type of punishment would be provided,” he said. “Then I also considered the fact that these men in no way had—their conduct had no bearing on the assassination.” To punish them might lead the public to believe “they were responsible for the assassination of the president. I didn’t think this was fair, and that they did not deserve that.… I did not think in the light of history that they should be stigmatized with something like that, or their families or children.”

Warren was having none of it: “Don’t you think that if a man went to bed reasonably early, and hadn’t been drinking the night before, he would be more alert than if they stayed up until 3, 4 or 5 o’clock in the morning, going to beatnik joints and doing some drinking along the way?” Warren was using Pearson’s description of the Cellar, an all-night club, as a “beatnik joint.”

As the president’s motorcade traveled through Dallas, Secret Service agents were supposed to be scanning the crowd and the buildings along the route for threats, Warren noted. The commission had heard testimony from witnesses who said they saw a rifle barrel pointing out of the sixth-floor window of the Texas School Book Depository before the shots rang out, yet the Secret Service agents missed it entirely. “Some people saw a rifle up in that building,” the chief justice said. “Wouldn’t a Secret Service man in this motorcade, who is supposed to observe such things, be more likely to observe something of that kind if he was free from any of the results of liquor or lack of sleep than he would otherwise? Don’t you think that they would have been much more alert, sharper?”

“Yes, sir,” Rowley conceded. “But I don’t believe they could have prevented the assassination.”

Warren was not done. The misconduct went beyond the agents, he suggested; it went to Rowley’s own performance, since the Secret Service director was apparently willing to ignore misconduct by his own employees. “It seems to me that they were all given a complete bill of health,” Warren said. “I just wonder if that is quite consistent with the facts that the commission should have.”

Rowley: “As I said earlier, we don’t condone their actions, nor do we try to belittle the violation. But in the circumstances, I took the decision that I thought right.… I don’t think that these people should be blamed for the tragedy.”

Weeks later, Warren was dismayed when he read draft chapters of the commission’s final report dealing with the Secret Service and its performance in Dallas. The drafts, written by Sam Stern, Warren’s former clerk at the court, did not include any direct criticism of the agents who had gone out drinking. Nor did Stern offer any harsh criticism in the draft chapter of the failure of FBI agent James Hosty to alert the Secret Service to Oswald’s presence in Dallas. After months of turning himself into the commission’s in-house expert on the Secret Service, Stern still could not muster any outrage over the drinking incident, and he continued to be impressed that so many Secret Service agents and their supervisors seemed genuinely to grieve over what happened in Dallas, and to accept some responsibility for the assassination. It came as an awkward surprise for Stern to discover how differently the chief justice felt. Warren ordered Stern’s drafts rewritten to make direct attacks on the Secret Service agents and on Hosty. “We would have looked silly if we hadn’t mentioned the Secret Service agents going out the night before the assassination,” Warren said later. “We would have looked bad if we failed to point out that the FBI had had reason to look up Oswald before the event, knowing all that it did.”

*   *   *

Much as Warren wanted to be tough on the Secret Service, Gerald Ford wanted to be tough on the State Department. The department was a traditional foe for Ford and other conservative Republicans in Congress who saw it as a bastion of liberal Ivy Leaguers all too eager to reach accommodation with nations behind the Iron Curtain. Many department officials were still traumatized over the attacks that had been made on their loyalty by Senator Joseph McCarthy in the 1950s.

Ford told aides he believed there was evidence of incompetence, if not worse, at the department in its dealings with Oswald over the years, beginning with its decision in 1962 to allow him to return home from Russia. Why should Oswald have been allowed to reclaim his full rights as a citizen after he announced to American diplomats in Moscow, shortly after he arrived there in 1959, that he wanted to renounce his citizenship? The department had not only allowed Oswald to return to the United States, bringing with him a new Russian wife; it had provided him with a loan of about $400 to cover his travel costs. Ford was also outraged, he said, over the public statements issued by the State Department in Washington, within hours of Kennedy’s murder, that there was no evidence of a foreign conspiracy in the assassination—a judgment made before any real investigation had begun.

Secretary of State Dean Rusk was called before the commission on Wednesday, June 10, to answer questions about his department’s performance. David Slawson was the staff lawyer responsible for preparing the list of questions for Rusk. He had always found the dour, fifty-five-year-old Georgian to be a remarkably unimpressive figure—a view widely shared, it turned out, inside the Kennedy administration. “Rusk seemed to be a deliberate non-thinker,” Slawson decided.

Kennedy had chosen Rusk, a career diplomat, to run the State Department over several more high-profile, certainly more charismatic candidates because the president “intended to be his own Secretary of State,” according to Kennedy’s friend and adviser Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr. As time went on, the president despaired of Rusk’s meekness and his unwillingness to voice an opinion. “It was generally impossible to know what he thought,” Schlesinger wrote. “His colorlessness of mind appeared almost compulsive.” Jacqueline Kennedy told Schlesinger shortly after the assassination that her husband had intended to replace Rusk in a second term. “Dean Rusk seemed to be overtaken by that apathy and fear of making the wrong decision,” she said. “It used to drive Jack crazy.”

Rusk had been kept on at the department by Johnson to show continuity with Kennedy’s foreign policy, and Rusk, seemingly more comfortable with a fellow southerner in the White House, became more assertive. He would go on to become a public champion of Johnson’s plans to escalate the military commitment in Vietnam.

In his testimony to the commission, Rusk had little to offer beyond what the State Department had been saying consistently since Kennedy’s death—that it did not believe the Soviets or Cubans were involved. “It would be an act of rashness and madness for Soviet leaders to undertake such an action,” he said. “It has not been our impression that madness has characterized the actions of the Soviet leadership in recent times.” As for Cuba, “it would be even greater madness for Castro or his government to be involved.”

Rankin stepped in, asking Rusk if he had read the cables sent to Washington immediately after the assassination from then U.S. ambassador to Mexico Thomas Mann, who was convinced that Castro was behind the murder. Rusk acknowledged that he had read the cables and that they had “raised questions of the most far-reaching character involving the possibility” of a foreign conspiracy, “so I had a very deep personal interest in that at the time.” But the investigation of those allegations by the CIA and the FBI in Mexico and elsewhere had since “run its course,” as Rusk put it, without proof of Cuban involvement.

Ford pressed his criticism that the department had been too quick to make public statements immediately after the assassination that seemed to rule out a foreign conspiracy. Rusk defended the statements: “We did not then have evidence of that sort, nor do we now, and the implications of suggesting evidence in the absence of evidence would have been enormous.”

Ford: “I don’t understand that.”

Rusk: “Well, for us to leave the impression that we had evidence that we could not describe or discuss, when in fact we didn’t have the evidence on a matter of such overriding importance, could have created a very dangerous situation in terms of—”

Ford interrupted: “Wouldn’t it have been just as effective to say ‘no comment’?”

Rusk: “Well, unfortunately, under the practices of the press, no comment would have been taken to confirm that there was evidence.”

For the questioning of Rusk, Ford was, as usual, well briefed, and he decided to quiz Rusk on whether the secretary of state had ever bothered to acquaint himself with evidence that might still point to a Communist conspiracy. He asked Rusk if he had been aware of news reports that Castro, just weeks before the assassination, had warned publicly that he would retaliate with violence against American leaders who had targeted the Cuban dictator and his colleagues for assassination.

Rusk said he recalled reading nothing, before or after the president’s murder, about Castro’s threats.

*   *   *

After Rusk’s testimony, Ford was convinced that the State Department should not “get off scot-free” in the commission’s final report. Two days later, he telephoned Rankin to make the point. Rankin was out of the office, so Ford instead talked to Slawson, who was then drawing up lists of questions for others from the department. “We cannot afford to be light or easy on the witnesses,” Ford told him. “The burden to prove that they acted properly is on them. We should make it as tough as possible for them. Our proper role is the ‘devil’s advocate.’”

Ford asked Slawson what he thought of the State Department’s contacts with Oswald over the years and whether the department could have done more to stop him from getting his chance to kill the president. Slawson said he could not see how the department bore any responsibility for the assassination. The decision to allow Oswald to return to the United States “seemed to have been correct”; other Americans who had defected behind the Iron Curtain and then changed their minds had been treated much the same way, Slawson said.

It was not the answer that Ford was looking for. He thought the State Department’s decision to allow Oswald to return had been made “much too glibly and routinely.” If Slawson was not going to get tough on Rusk’s deputies, Ford made clear, he would.
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J. Edgar Hoover insisted on reviewing every important FBI document before it was sent to the commission. If the FBI uncovered new evidence related to the assassination, or if the bureau had a response to questions posed by one of the commissioners or the staff, the information was passed to the commission in the form of a letter on bureau stationery signed by Hoover. He sent hundreds of letters to the commission during the course of the investigation—often several a day—and they had a standard format. Each was addressed directly to Lee Rankin (“Dear Mr. Rankin”) and dispatched by armed couriers to the commission’s offices on Capitol Hill. Many of Hoover’s letters were classified TOP SECRET, the words typed across each page.

When FBI documents arrived, Rankin would share them with Redlich. And if Hoover’s letters were particularly interesting or important, Redlich would in turn show them to his deputy, Mel Eisenberg; the two men, both proud New Yorkers, had become close friends over the months of the investigation. “We shared an office and talked all the time,” Eisenberg said. By June, Eisenberg had returned to his New York law firm part-time, but he was still in Washington two or three days a week. When Hoover’s letters involved questions about possible foreign involvement in the assassination, they were routinely directed to David Slawson.

On Wednesday, June 17, according to Hoover’s files, the FBI director prepared an especially sensitive, top secret letter to Rankin. The contents were explosive, or at least they had the potential to be. According to Hoover’s letter, it appeared that Cuban diplomats in Mexico City had advance knowledge of Oswald’s plan to kill Kennedy—because Oswald had told them about it. If the information gathered by the FBI was correct, Oswald had marched into the Cuban embassy in Mexico in October 1963 and announced, “I’m going to kill Kennedy.”

*   *   *

Hoover might have feared the commission’s reaction to his letter. What did it mean that Cuban diplomats in Mexico had known weeks in advance about Oswald’s plans to murder the president? Was this evidence of the foreign conspiracy that Hoover had seemed so determined to rule out? More to the point for the FBI, did this information suggest that the bureau had bungled its investigation in Mexico City and that there might still be people there who needed to be tracked down because they had known about, or even encouraged, Oswald’s plans?

The ultimate source of the information in the letter was, remarkably enough, Fidel Castro himself. The Cuban dictator’s words had been relayed to the FBI from a “confidential” bureau informant who “had furnished reliable information in the past,” Hoover wrote. According to the informant, Castro had recently been overheard in Havana talking about what his diplomats in Mexico City had known about Oswald. “Our people in Mexico gave us the details in a full report of how he acted when he came to Mexico,” Castro was quoted as saying.

According to Castro, Oswald became infuriated when he was told that he would not be granted, on the spot, a travel visa for Cuba. He turned his rage not against the Cuban government but against Castro’s nemesis—Kennedy. Oswald seemed to blame the American president for the breakdown in relations with Cuba that was now making it so difficult for him to begin his new life in Havana. “Oswald stormed into the embassy, demanded the visa, and, when it was refused to him, headed out saying, ‘I’m going to kill Kennedy for this,’” Castro was quoted as saying. He said the Cuban diplomats in Mexico had not taken Oswald seriously and ignored his threat against the president’s life, believing that the young American might be some sort of CIA provocateur. The Cuban government, Castro continued to insist, had nothing to do with the assassination of the president.

In the letter, Hoover offered no clue to the identity of the bureau’s confidential source in Havana. Years later, the FBI would reveal that it was Jack Childs, a Chicago man who posed as a devoted member of the American Communist Party but was, in fact, working for the FBI. Childs visited Castro in Havana in June 1964, the same month that Hoover prepared his letter to Rankin. Childs’s brother, Maurice, a fellow Communist Party member, also spied for the FBI. The work of the Childs brothers—Operation Solo, the bureau called it—would be considered one of the bureau’s greatest Cold War accomplishments. Under the cover of promoting the cause of Communism, the brothers traveled throughout the Communist world, meeting Khrushchev, Mao, and Castro, among others, and then feeding what they had learned back to the FBI. The bureau’s records showed that the information from the Childs brothers proved remarkably accurate.

But the commission would never have the chance to ponder the implications of all this—including the possibility that Oswald had announced loudly to Cuban diplomats in Mexico City that he intended to kill the president—because Hoover’s June 1964 letter to Rankin appears never to have reached the commission. What happened to it would remain a mystery decades later. The letter could not be found in the commission’s files stored at the National Archives or in Rankin’s personal files, which his family donated to the archives after his death. Former staff members were perplexed when they heard about the existence of the letter. Eisenberg had no recollection of ever seeing it or of being told about it by Redlich or anyone else. He said he was convinced he would have heard about it if Redlich had seen it, since it was so obviously important. David Slawson was convinced he never saw it either; he said he would have remembered such a “bombshell” document. Although nothing in the public record suggests that Hoover’s letter ever reached the commission, a copy did reach another agency: the CIA. Decades after the Warren Commission completed its investigation, the letter turned up in the agency’s files that were declassified as a result of continuing debate over Kennedy’s death.*

*   *   *

As spring turned to summer in Mexico City in 1964, CIA station chief Winston Scott and his deputies in the U.S. embassy could begin to relax. It appeared they would escape any criticism in the Warren Commission’s final report. The station might have failed to detect the threat that Oswald posed, but the word inside the spy agency was that the Warren report would find no fault in Scott’s operation.

Most of his key deputies had come under no direct scrutiny at all during the investigation. When the commission’s lawyers visited Mexico City in April, their questions for the CIA were answered almost exclusively by Scott himself; there was no record that they interviewed most of Scott’s deputies, including Anne Goodpasture—Scott’s “right-hand woman”—and David Atlee Phillips, one of Scott’s most trusted covert operatives.

Phillips, a forty-one-year-old Texan who had been recruited by the agency while working as a newspaperman in Chile in 1950, was in charge of all espionage operations directed against the Cuban embassy. He had long experience in dealing with Cuba; he had been posted undercover in Havana twice in the 1950s and was part of CIA planning for the Bay of Pigs. Scott would describe Phillips as “the finest covert action officer” he had ever worked with. At a time in the early 1960s when James Bond was a new cultural phenomenon, he even looked the part. Strikingly good-looking as a younger man, Phillips had originally sought a career in New York as an actor; after World War II, he was drawn to a very different career, albeit one that would require an actor’s skill, in the newly created CIA.

In his many years operating undercover, Phillips might have been forgiven for losing track of the false names he was supposed to call himself. He had two formal CIA pseudonyms (Michael C. Choaden and Paul D. Langevin), and he estimated that, over the years, he used as many as two hundred other names and aliases.

He believed he had an unusually important job in Mexico. The Cuban embassy there was a staging post for Castro “in exporting his ideas of revolution in Latin America,” Phillips said years later. “I was to know what the Cubans were doing in Mexico City, specifically in their embassy, and to try to obtain as much information as possible about their intentions.” He was responsible for recruiting agents to spy against Cuba—most importantly from within the Cuban embassy—as well as to monitor Americans who made contact with the embassy and might offer themselves up as spies for Castro’s government.

The CIA was not authorized to watch American citizens in Mexico or in any other foreign country “unless they are clearly engaged in the espionage game,” Phillips said later. But if an American visited the Cuban embassy and seemed suspicious, “it would be imprudent not to observe them long enough to find out what they are up to.” In some cases, he recalled, he tried to intercept potential American traitors in Mexico before they had a chance to hand over secrets to the Cubans. He would boast about one particular success in the early 1960s—how he foiled the traitorous plans of a “middle-grade United States military officer” who showed up in Mexico City with plans to sell defense secrets to Cuba. In that case, Phillips dispatched a Mexican agent who “spoke fluent English and could pass for a Cuban intelligence type” to meet with the officer. Pretending to be a Cuban spy ready to pay for the American’s secrets, the Mexican agent told the officer to return home to the United States to await further instructions from Havana. The investigation was then turned over to the FBI. “I don’t know how the case turned out,” Phillips wrote. “But it must have been a shock to the disloyal military man when, eventually, there was a knock on his door” and the caller was the FBI.

After the assassination, Phillips insisted that Oswald had never fallen into the category of somebody worth paying much attention to, even after he was seen at both the Cuban and Soviet embassies in Mexico; he was just a “blip on the station’s radar screen.” At the time of Oswald’s visit, he said, Oswald seemed to be no more than an adventurous American tourist who wanted a visa that would give him a chance to see life in a Communist country. His past exploits, including his failed defection to the Soviet Union, would only be learned later, after Oswald had left Mexico and it was too late for the CIA to act, Phillips said. Before the assassination, Phillips acknowledged, he had known the name of Silvia Duran. The CIA’s Mexico City station was well aware of her tangled romantic life, including her reported affair with the former Cuban ambassador to Mexico. Phillips said he believed he had read a transcript—in October, before the assassination—of a wiretapped telephone conversation between Duran and Soviet diplomats about visa requests involving an American man who would later turn out to be Oswald. But the conversation “didn’t mean anything to me, I’m sorry to say, until after the assassination.”

Phillips said years later that he came to the conclusion that Oswald was “kind of a loony fellow who decided to shoot the president—and he did” and that there was “no evidence to show that the Cubans or the Soviets put him up to it.”

*   *   *

Phillips thought he met with some of the Warren Commission staff members when they visited Mexico, although the commission’s paperwork made no mention of his name. His actions would not draw intense scrutiny until years later, when congressional investigators and others questioned whether Phillips had lied about his knowledge of Oswald. In the years to come, Phillips grew angry over conspiracy theories that suggested he and his CIA colleagues might have tried to recruit Oswald to spy against Cuba or that they had bungled an operation—similar to the one with the traitorous American military officer—in which they tried to intercept Oswald in Mexico City before he made contact with the Cubans. Phillips said the idea that he had been part of “a cover-up of the murder of one of my presidents disturbs me a great a deal, and my children.”

But it is possible that no one—in the CIA or anywhere else in the government—did more to confuse the record about Lee Harvey Oswald and what the government had known about him before Kennedy’s assassination. At times, Phillips’s effort to muddy the record about what had happened in Mexico seemed almost pathological. He was, by profession, a man who traded in deception. It seemed, at times, that he was simply unable to tell the truth, if he knew it, about Oswald’s visit to Mexico. Even as he continued to insist that Oswald had been only a “blip” on the CIA’s radar, the agency eventually declassified cables showing that Oswald had in fact been closely tracked in the streets of the Mexican capital and that the CIA had alerted the FBI, the State Department, and other agencies—before the assassination—to his activities there.

More significant, perhaps, were Phillips’s repeated misstatements under oath about his own whereabouts in September and October of 1963, when Oswald was in Mexico. While he initially claimed that he had been in Mexico throughout Oswald’s visit, CIA records showed that Phillips was out of the country for much, if not all, of the period. He was, at the time, either in Washington or in Miami. During his visit to Miami, he worked out of a CIA office that was helping mobilize groups of anti-Castro Cuban exiles—including at least one of the groups that Oswald had tried to infiltrate earlier in the year.

Toward the end of his life, Phillips appeared ready to capitalize on the conspiracy theories about Oswald. He seemed to want to tantalize others about the possibility that the CIA had been lying about Oswald and that the agency actually bore some responsibility for Kennedy’s death. When he died in 1988, Phillips left behind a typewritten, eight-page outline for a novel that would be a fictionalized account of his work in Mexico. The outline referred to characters based on himself and on Winston Scott, identified in the novel as Willard Bell, as well as on a conspiracy theorist resembling Mark Lane. Oswald was identified by his actual name, as was former director of Central Intelligence—and Warren Commission member—Allen Dulles.

The outline included a passage in which the character based on Phillips told his son:

I was one of the two case officers who handled Lee Harvey Oswald. After working to establish his Marxist bona fides, we gave him the mission of killing Fidel Castro in Cuba. I helped him when he came to Mexico City to obtain a visa, and when he returned to Dallas to wait for it, I saw him twice there. We rehearsed the plan many times: In Havana, Oswald was to assassinate Castro with a sniper’s rifle from the upper floor window of a building on the route where Castro often drove in an open jeep. Whether Oswald was a double-agent or a psycho I’m not sure, and I don’t know why he killed Kennedy. But I do know he used precisely the plan we had devised against Castro. Thus the CIA did not anticipate the President’s assassination but it was responsible for it. I share that guilt. Allen Dulles gave the other CIA agent and me $800,000 in cash to finance the operation and set up Oswald for life after Castro’s death. When the scheme went so horribly awry, Dulles told us to keep the money—he feared that an effort to give it to the Agency’s operational funds would cause problems.

You can imagine how this sad history has troubled me. Many times I have thought of revealing the truth, but somehow couldn’t. Perhaps you, reading this, will decide it’s time for the truth.
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OFF THE COAST OF CUBA

SUMMER 1964

William Coleman wrote nothing down about the riskiest assignment he undertook in a long career in the law and public service. He said he was told he should not say anything—ever—about the assignment, other than to brief Chief Justice Warren, Lee Rankin, and possibly President Johnson about the results. No paperwork was retained in the commission’s files, at least not in the files released to the National Archives.

The mission that summer began on Florida’s Atlantic coast, where Coleman said he had been flown from Washington. Once there, he was transferred to a U.S. government boat—“I don’t know if it was a CIA boat or a Navy boat”—for the trip to the waters off Cuba. About twenty miles from the coast, he said, the boat stopped when it caught sight of a yacht—Fidel Castro’s. On the boat was Castro himself. He was waiting there to answer the question that Coleman had been dispatched to ask: Had the Cuban leader ordered President Kennedy’s assassination?

Coleman had been selected for the assignment, he thought, because he was the senior lawyer on the “conspiracy” team and, more important, because it was known on the commission that he had met Castro before. They had first been introduced in the 1940s or 1950s in Harlem, when Castro was in New York on one of several visits he paid to the United States before he came to power. Whatever his later complaints about the capitalist decadence that the city might represent, Castro said he loved New York. He had spent much of his honeymoon in the city in 1948 and returned several times over the next decade. Like Coleman, the future Cuban leader was partial to the late-night music and dance clubs of Harlem.

As a black man, Coleman was not allowed into the nightclubs of midtown Manhattan in that era, so he, like his friends, would wait until one a.m. or so, when some of the most popular black entertainers of the time would finish their evening performances in midtown and head uptown to Harlem to entertain black audiences. The singer Lena Horne became a good friend of Coleman’s. It was a magical time, he said. “Lena and all these talented people, they would come up to Harlem and the clubs, and you would have them all in same room together,” Coleman said. “You would give your right arm to be in there at 4 o’clock the morning.” It was in those clubs up along 125th Street where Coleman, a lifelong Republican, made a friend of Nelson Rockefeller, the future GOP governor of New York State and a fellow jazz-lover.

Coleman remembered that he had been impressed by Castro, who spoke some English. “I never thought he’d be the head of that country,” Coleman said. “But he was an impressive guy. He had legal training. He was a very attractive guy, smart.”

Now, all these years later, Castro was the feared dictator of Communist Cuba, the man who had brought the world to the brink of nuclear war two years earlier, and who John Kennedy had so desperately wanted to oust from power. Coleman considered it “irony upon irony” that he had been selected to undertake a secret mission to see his old acquaintance from the jazz clubs of Harlem and ask if he had killed the president.

*   *   *

As it was explained to Coleman, Castro had sent word to Washington that he wanted to offer testimony to the commission—to convince the investigation that he had nothing to do with Kennedy’s murder. “Castro indicated he wanted to see somebody, and I was the guy to do it,” Coleman said.

Years later, Coleman said he remembered discussing the mission only with Rankin and possibly with Warren. “I’m pretty sure I talked to the Chief Justice about it,” he said. “The whole thing was hush-hush.” He was told to say nothing about the assignment to Slawson, his junior partner. There was good reason for the secrecy, he recalled; if his meeting was mishandled or became public, it could create a scandal, or worse. “If I screwed up, if I said the wrong thing,” Castro might seize on it as an official exoneration in Kennedy’s killing. “The next day, he could have a press conference and say, ‘Even Mr. Coleman said I didn’t do it.’”*

Still, Coleman recalled, he felt the mission was worth the risk: “I decided we had to do it.”

*   *   *

Coleman’s ability to keep the trip secret from most of his colleagues for decades was entirely in character. William Thaddeus Coleman Jr., born and raised in Philadelphia, prided himself on being a “Philadelphia Lawyer,” a term once widely used around the country to describe an especially capable, discreet lawyer—a lawyer’s lawyer. That the forty-three-year-old Coleman had risen so far in the profession by 1964 against such long odds was a tribute to just how talented he was. Only a dozen years earlier, despite graduating at the top of his law school class at Harvard and having worked as a Supreme Court clerk to the legendary Felix Frankfurter, he could not find a job at any firm in his hometown. He made it a point rarely to complain to other lawyers about the discrimination he had faced in his career; instead he spoke proudly about all that he had accomplished despite his skin color. His inability to find a job in Philadelphia early in his career was the one instance of ugly, obvious racism that did gnaw at him. “That really bothered me.”

He finally found a job in 1949 at a fast-growing New York firm, Paul Weiss, where he became the first black associate in the firm’s history—and one of the first black associates at any sizable firm in the country. Although he worked in New York, he remained devoted to Philadelphia and made his home there, requiring him to commute two and a half hours each day, each way, by train to and from Manhattan. For years, his alarm went off at five fifty every weekday morning, and he would not return home for dinner until eight thirty p.m., at the earliest. At Paul Weiss, Coleman began to earn his place in the history of the civil rights movement. In 1949, he was asked by Thurgood Marshall—then chief counsel of the NAACP Legal Defense Fund and later a justice of the Supreme Court—to become involved in court challenges to end segregation of the nation’s public schools. Before long, Coleman was asked to help write briefs to be presented to the court on behalf of black families in Kansas who were seeking to desegregate the public schools of Topeka, the case that became Brown v. Board of Education. When it came time for Marshall to argue the case in front of the Supreme Court in December 1953, he invited Coleman, then thirty-three, to sit next to him at the counsel’s table.

In 1952, Coleman finally realized his dream of going to work for a large Philadelphia law firm. His hiring as an associate by the firm of Dilworth, Paxson, Kalish & Green led a group of white secretaries to threaten to resign at the thought of working with a black man. As Coleman recalled it, the firm’s senior partner ended the protest by telling the secretaries that they could leave if they wanted, because “we can find someone almost as good to replace you.” Coleman, he said, could not be easily replaced. “Once you get to know him, you’ll find he’s a decent human being.” The secretaries stayed.

*   *   *

Years later, Coleman said he had forgotten many of the details of his trip to meet Castro’s yacht—whether the American captain and the sailors were armed, for example—but he did remember stepping onto the Cuban’s boat and catching his first glimpse in years of the bearded Castro. The Cuban leader recognized Coleman at once and greeted him as a friend. “He certainly knew I’d met him up in New York.… It was a pretty animated conversation.”

The meeting lasted for about three hours, with Coleman pressing Castro on every possible scenario in which the Cuban government might have been involved in Kennedy’s assassination, even indirectly. Castro denied any Cuban tie to the president’s murder. In fact, Coleman recalled, “he said he admired President Kennedy.” Despite the Bay of Pigs invasion and all of the Kennedy administration’s other efforts to force him from power, even to kill him, Castro insisted that he “still didn’t think ill” of Kennedy.

Ever the careful lawyer, Coleman did not accept Castro’s denials as the truth, and he said he left the meeting unsure of anything. On returning to Washington, all he could offer Rankin and Warren was his judgment that he had heard nothing that undermined Castro’s declaration of his innocence in Kennedy’s death. “I’m not saying he didn’t do it,” Coleman said. “But I came back and I said that I hadn’t found out anything that would cause me to think there’s proof he did do it.”

*   *   *

Earl Warren insisted to his colleagues on the commission that he never leaked information about the investigation. By late spring, however, somebody was leaking, and in detail, about the likelihood that the commission would conclude that Oswald had acted alone. The leaks first went to Anthony Lewis, the Supreme Court correspondent of the New York Times, who was close to Warren and Rankin from his years of covering them at the court. In 1963, Lewis won a Pulitzer Prize for his coverage of the court; in June 1964, his book Gideon’s Trumpet, a history of the landmark Supreme Court case Gideon v. Wainwright, was published. The book was effusive in its praise of the chief justice and Rankin for their roles in the case, in which the Warren Court ruled that indigent criminal defendants had to be provided with free lawyers.

Within days of the book’s publication, the Times carried a front-page story by Lewis about the Warren Commission, with the headline: PANEL TO REJECT THEORIES OF PLOT IN KENNEDY DEATH. The article said the commission’s final report, still months from completion, was expected “to support the original belief of law-enforcement authorities in this country that the president was killed by one man acting alone, Lee H. Oswald.” Much of the story was written without attribution, as if the information was unquestioned fact. Lewis reported that “a spokesman for the commission,” unnamed in the article, confirmed that the commission would debunk the many conspiracy theories about the assassination, especially those being spread by Mark Lane. Although it was impossible to identify the “spokesman” with certainty, Rankin’s personal calendars show he met with Lewis in the commission’s offices for nearly forty minutes, three days before the article appeared. Similar leaked articles quickly appeared in other newspapers.

The stories outraged Ford. He saw the leaks as an effort by someone within the commission to manipulate the outcome of the investigation before all the facts were in. It had become a constant complaint among Ford’s behind-the-scenes advisers, who worried that the commission—Warren, in particular—was still ignoring evidence that might point to a Communist conspiracy. Ford requested an urgent meeting to make his protests known, and Warren scheduled it for Thursday, June 4. The leaks were the only item on the agenda. Warren, Dulles, and McCloy attended the meeting, along with Ford.

Warren immediately turned the meeting over to Ford, who warned somberly that there appeared to be a mole among them. “In my judgment, somebody somewhere is planting or leaking these stories,” he said, adding that he thought he knew who the leaker was. “I have some personal conclusions, but I cannot prove them, so I don’t want to make any allegations.” He said the leaks were designed to prejudge the commission’s findings. “They are creating an atmosphere throughout the country that will, I think, create a predetermined public opinion of what we may or may not have come to,” he said. “I don’t like being quoted when I have not made any final judgment.”

Warren tried to reassure Ford. “As far as I am concerned, I share your feelings exactly,” he said. “I am inclined to think that most of this comes from thin air and from speculation. I have no knowledge of anybody talking to anybody.” Ford urged that the commission release a public statement denying it had reached any conclusions. Warren and the others quickly agreed. A brief statement went out to reporters the next day, saying that the commission was nearing the end of its investigation but “is giving thought to the content and form of the report” and had reached no findings.

*   *   *

One more round of witnesses would be called to testify in Washington before the investigation ended. Some who had already appeared needed to be called back after it became clear that their credibility was in doubt. Few faced more doubts about their truthfulness than Marina Oswald and Mark Lane; both were recalled to explain gaps in their earlier sworn appearances.

In the four months since she had first testified, the perception of Marina’s honesty and her larger character had shifted dramatically among the commissioners, and for the worse. Since her appearance in February, the commission had heard the many unflattering reports about her seemingly carefree romantic life and her hard drinking. (The FBI had continued to bug her house, including her bedroom.) “She became a chain-smoker and a drinker of straight vodka,” William Manchester would later write in his book. The commissioners had more substantive concerns about whether she had perjured herself in her earlier testimony, especially in her denial that she had known in advance about her husband’s plans to kill the president. That denial was now in question with the discovery that she had told both her business manager and her brother-in-law—but not the commission—about her husband’s plot to kill Nixon. Staff lawyers on the commission now suspected that if Oswald had told his wife about his plans to kill Nixon and Walker, he would also have told her about his plan to kill Kennedy.

*   *   *

Marina Oswald returned to the commission’s offices on Thursday, June 11. This time, there was no statement from Warren to welcome her or to express gratitude for her testimony. There was no grandfatherly concern for her welfare and that of her children. The questioning, led by Rankin, often bordered on hostile.

Rankin: “Mrs. Oswald, we would like to have you tell about the incident in regard to Mr. Nixon.”

Marina seemed to understand how much trouble she was in. “I am very sorry I didn’t mention this before,” she began, speaking through a Russian translator. “I had forgotten entirely about the incident with Vice President Nixon when I was here the first time. I wasn’t trying to deceive you.”

Ford pressed her: “Can you tell us why you didn’t mention this incident?”

Marina: “I was very tired and felt that I had told everything.”

She then offered what she said was the full story about the Nixon threat—how in mid-April 1963, several days after her husband’s assassination attempt on Walker, Oswald told her that he was about to go to the street in search of Richard Nixon. Oswald, she said, claimed that Nixon was visiting Dallas that day. He grabbed the pistol he kept in the house and said, “I will go out and have a look and perhaps I won’t use my gun. But if there is a convenient opportunity, perhaps I will.” She said she was terrified by the threat and attempted to lock her husband in the bathroom to prevent him from leaving. “We actually struggled for several minutes and then he quieted down,” she said. “I remember that I told him that if he goes out, it would be better for him to kill me.”

Even as she tried to explain away the gaps in her earlier testimony, Marina was creating new confusion, especially since the commission’s staff determined that Nixon did not visit Dallas in April 1963. Some of the commissioners questioned whether she was confusing former vice president Nixon with then vice president Lyndon Johnson, who had been in Dallas that month. She was certain she was not confused, however. “I remember distinctly the name Nixon,” she said. “I never heard of Johnson before he became president.”

Allen Dulles put the question to her: If her husband had tried to kill Walker and threatened to kill Nixon, “didn’t it occur to you then that there was danger that he would use these weapons against someone else? He never made any statement against President Kennedy?”

“Never,” she replied. “He always had a favorable feeling about President Kennedy.”

She made a new plea for the commission’s sympathy. She tried to explain away her failure to warn the police—or anyone else—that her husband was capable of political violence. She had remained silent, she said, because she had been terrified that her husband might someday be arrested and jailed, abandoning her in a country in which she had no family and few friends. She wanted to remain in the United States and worried that she might be deported to Russia if she turned her husband in. “Lee was the only person who was supporting me,” she said. “I didn’t have any friends, I didn’t speak any English and I couldn’t work and I didn’t know what would happen if they locked him up.”

Her husband had been taunting her for months with the possibility that she would be forced to return to Russia without him, she said. He had a “sadistic” streak and made her “write letters to the Russian embassy stating that I wanted to go back to Russia,” she said. “He liked to tease me and torment me in this way.… He made me several times write such letters.” Over her protests, he then mailed the letters. She said she had resigned herself to the possibility of a bleak return to her homeland. “I mean if my husband didn’t want me to live with him any longer and wanted me to go back, I would go back,” she said. “I didn’t have any choice.”

*   *   *

By Thursday, July 2, the date of Mark Lane’s second and final appearance before the commission, he was as well known to the American public as most of the commissioners. At the age of thirty-seven, Lane was now a celebrity, with admirers around the world eager to hear him explain how Lee Harvey Oswald had been framed and how the chief justice was covering up the truth. When the commission forced Lane to return to Washington under threat of a subpoena, he had to cut short a tour of Europe, where he was giving speeches and raising money.

The commission’s stated reason for calling him to testify a second time was to demand that he reveal the source of some of his more shocking allegations, especially his claim of a meeting in Ruby’s Carousel Club a week before the assassination that was attended by Officer J. D. Tippit and a prominent anti-Kennedy activist. The commission’s staff had found nothing to back up the rumor, nor had any of the reporters in Dallas who had all heard it from the same drunken Texas lawyer who had been peddling the story for months. The commission was also still trying to resolve the confusion over Lane’s claim that Dallas waitress Helen Markham, one of the witnesses to Tippit’s murder, had backed away from her identification of Oswald as the killer.

After taking his seat at the witness table, Lane wasted no time: he made it clear that he would answer none of the commission’s central questions and declared that there was no way to force him to.

Warren appeared to struggle to contain his anger. Unless Lane offered up his sources, “we have every reason to doubt the truthfulness of what you have heretofore told us,” the chief justice told Lane, effectively accusing the young lawyer of perjury. Lane felt free to conduct his own “inquisition” into the assassination and repeat any outrageous rumor he came across, Warren said. “You have done nothing but handicap us.”

Lane was defiant: “I have not said anything in public, Mr. Chief Justice, that I have not said first before this commission.… When I speak before an audience, I do hold myself out to be telling the truth, just as when I have testified before this commission, I have also told the truth.” With Lane, the commission would get no further.
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Chief Justice Warren delivers the commission’s report to President Johnson, September 24, 1964
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Warren’s devoted wife, Nina, worried most of all. She said that the chief justice, who had turned seventy-three in March, was working so hard that he had put his health at risk. Through the spring, the commission’s work had soaked up every free minute of his day and night away from the court. Late each evening, before sleeping, he sat up in bed and tried to make his way through a growing stack of transcripts of the testimony of recent witnesses before the commission.

In the decade since he had arrived in Washington, Warren tried to stay in good shape. He liked to swim for exercise. Drew Pearson thought the beefy, white-haired chief justice resembled an aging but contented sea lion as he glided through the water. For most of 1964, though, Warren had to give up his late-afternoon visits to the pool at Washington’s University Club; there was simply no time. “The Warren Commission was a drag on him,” said Bart Cavanaugh, the former city manager of Sacramento, California, and one of Warren’s closest friends. “It was an awful strain.” Cavanaugh visited the Warrens in Washington that spring. “Mrs. Warren said he was awfully worn down, that he’d lost considerable weight.” She urged Cavanaugh to help take her husband’s mind off his work by getting him out of town. “Mrs. Warren said, ‘Why don’t the two of you sneak off and go to New York for the weekend?’ and we did,” Cavanaugh said. “We drove up to New York, went to the ball game.” But the next week, back in Washington, the pressure of Warren’s two full-time jobs returned.

His aggravation rose as each of the deadlines he set for the commission’s work slipped. He had begun to worry that he would not get any summer vacation at all that year. As of early June, only the ever-efficient Arlen Specter—operating without help or hindrance from his long-departed senior partner, Francis Adams—had finished a draft of his portion of the report, outlining the events of the day of the assassination. Most of the other teams had known for weeks that the deadlines were hopeless.

The chief justice had stopped hiding his anger over the delays. Slawson remembered Warren’s fury when his initial June deadlines were not met. On May 29, the last Friday in May, Rankin realized that Warren would have to be told, once and for all, that the staff would fail to meet the deadline the following Monday—June 1—for completing draft chapters of the report. As Rankin prepared to go home for the weekend, he asked Willens to break the news: “You had better tell the chief it won’t be ready.” The chief justice was “furious,” Slawson recalled. Willens said he thought Warren’s anger was understandable. For most of his life, after all, the chief justice had controlled his own schedule, as well as the schedule of the people who worked for him. Now, his schedule was at the mercy of a group of young lawyers, most of whom he barely knew. He felt he was “a prisoner of the staff,” Willens said.

Warren, who normally escaped Washington every July and August to avoid the capital’s swamp-like heat, shortened his vacation to a month. He planned to leave on July 2 to go fishing in his beloved Norway, his family’s ancestral home, and to return in early August, in time to oversee the final writing of the report. Before departing, he got around to answering some of the scolding letters he had been receiving all year from prominent lawyers around the country who wanted to tell him how wrong he had been to accept the job of running the commission. In his belated replies, Warren told his critics that they were right and that he had taken the assignment only because President Johnson insisted. “I share your view that it is not the business of members of the Court to accept outside assignments,” Warren wrote to Carl Shipley, a Washington securities lawyer. “I had expressed myself both in and out of Court circles to that effect.” In explaining why he had taken the job, Warren cited a favorite quotation from President Grover Cleveland: “Sometimes, as you know, we are faced with—as Grover Cleveland said—a condition and not a theory. In this situation, the President so impressed me with the gravity of the situation at the moment that I felt in good conscience I could not refuse.”

The Supreme Court had just completed another eventful term, with the justices deciding several landmark cases, including New York Times v. Sullivan, a unanimous decision announced in March in which the court struck a blow for both free speech and civil rights. The ruling weakened the ability of public officials to use libel laws to punish journalists; at the time, the laws were being used to bankrupt news organizations reporting on civil rights abuses in the South. On June 22, in Escobedo v. Illinois, the court held that criminal suspects had a right to counsel during police interrogations—an extension of the protections granted to criminal defendants in the unanimous Gideon v. Wainwright decision the year before. Unlike the Sullivan and Gideon cases, Escobedo had been a close call: the ruling had a bare 5-4 majority. The one-vote margin suggested to some lawyers that Warren’s campaign to expand the rights of criminal defendants was losing momentum.

Warren said later that he had always understood it would be difficult to achieve unanimity on the commission—to bridge differences among seven men who, in other circumstances, would agree on almost nothing. “Politically, we had as many opposites as the number of people would permit,” he recalled. “I am sure that I was anathema to Senator Russell because of the court’s racial decisions.” He was struck by how much hostility there was between Democratic congressman Boggs and Republican congressman Ford: “They were not congenial—there was no camaraderie between them.” The chief justice had much more respect for Boggs than for Ford, even if Boggs was far less active in the investigation. “Boggs was a good commissioner,” the chief justice said. “He approached things objectively. I found him very helpful.” Boggs also had the nicer disposition, he thought. “Boggs was friendly and Ford was antagonistic.” Warren said he came to have great respect for the common sense of John McCloy, who seemed always to rise above partisanship. “He was objective and extremely helpful.” And despite Allen Dulles’s eccentricity and tendency to nap during meetings, he was “also very helpful … he was a little bit garrulous, but he worked hard and was a good member.”

By late spring, Warren thought he had won over most of the commissioners to his conviction that Oswald acted alone. “The non-conspiracy theory was probably the basic decision of the case.” The most outspoken holdout, he said, was Ford, who continued to suggest the possibility that Oswald had been part of a conspiracy, probably somehow involving Cuba. “Ford wanted to go off on a tangent following a Communist plot,” Warren remembered. He also could not be sure where Russell would come out, given how little the senator had been involved in the investigation.

*   *   *

The work of drafting the report was left almost entirely to the staff, which was typical for a federal blue-ribbon commission. Warren and the commissioners decided they would weigh in after they were presented with draft chapters. As he had long planned, Redlich, now secure in his job thanks to the chief justice, assumed the role of the report’s central editor, working with Willens and Alfred Goldberg. Rankin reserved for himself the final decisions about the editing, at least until the drafts reached the commissioners. His goal, he said, was to edit the report for a uniform, sober style and to stick as much as possible to the facts of the case against Oswald, without overstating them. “I wanted everything to be as precise as possible,” he recalled. Staff members who wanted to complain about the way their chapters had been rewritten would automatically be granted an audience, Rankin announced.

Among the lawyers, the broad outlines of the report had been known for weeks: the commission would conclude that Oswald had assassinated President Kennedy and probably acted alone. The principal debate was over how forcefully to state those conclusions and whether the commission should acknowledge that there was evidence that was inconclusive about Oswald’s guilt. The lawyers would have to decide, for example, how and whether to mention testimony from witnesses at Dealey Plaza who were convinced that bullets had been fired at Kennedy’s limousine from the front instead from the Texas School Book Depository to the rear.

For the first time, Rankin began to worry seriously about the budget and how the commission would pay for the publication of what was likely to be a mammoth final report, accompanied by several additional volumes of witness testimony. For the first several months of the investigation, President Johnson had been true to his word: the White House had provided whatever money and other resources the commission needed. Tens of thousands of dollars would be transferred to the commission’s bank accounts on the basis of little more than a brief phone call to the White House from one of Rankin’s secretaries. “We received any money we needed, and we were never at any time told that we were to limit ourselves,” Rankin recalled with gratitude.

But after meeting with the Government Printing Office that spring, Rankin was startled by the estimate of the cost of publishing the full report and the additional volumes: at least $1 million. “When I told the Chief Justice that, he was very much shocked,” Rankin said.

“My, we can’t spend money like that,” the notoriously frugal Warren said.

Rankin reminded Warren of the commission’s vow of transparency. It was important, Rankin said, for the commission to publish not only its final report, but as much of the testimony and evidence as possible.

“Well, that is up to Congress,” Warren replied, refusing to approve the budget by himself. “I don’t know whether they will approve anything like that or spend the money.” He directed Rankin to talk to the four members of Congress on the commission and ask if they could convince their colleagues in the House and Senate to approve the expenditure.

Rankin began with Russell, who, as chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, oversaw billions of dollars a year of federal spending on military programs.

“How much is it going to cost?” Russell asked.

Rankin told him $1 million.

Russell promised to come up with the money. “You go right ahead,” he told Rankin. “We will get that money for you.” To a senator who oversaw the budget of the Defense Department, $1 million was barely a rounding error.

Rankin asked Russell if he needed to consult separately with the other lawmakers: Boggs, Ford, and Cooper. “I will talk to them,” Russell said. “We will get the money.”

*   *   *

Rankin was also anxious that spring about all the empty desks in the commission’s offices. David Belin had returned home to Iowa in late May, and Leon Hubert was gone days after that. Arlen Specter would stop working full-time in Washington in June, after finishing his draft chapter. Among the junior lawyers who had been there from the start, only Griffin, Liebeler, and Slawson would still be at their desks most days that summer, along with a dozen or so secretaries and other clerical workers. If the final report was ever going to get done, Rankin knew, he needed to hire more lawyers, and fast. Warren agreed to dispatch several Supreme Court clerks to help out, and to begin the process of double-checking information and preparing footnotes for the report. Justice Arthur Goldberg allowed one of his clerks, twenty-five-year-old Harvard Law School graduate Stephen G. Breyer, to join the commission’s staff temporarily.*

Rankin wanted a new, full-time assistant, given how busy he assumed Redlich and Willens would be with the actual writing of the report. On May 12, his twenty-fourth birthday, Columbia Law School student Murray Laulicht got a phone call in New York, asking him to report to Washington immediately for a job interview. Laulicht, a third-year student who was just about to graduate, first in his class, was free to go, he remembered; that same day he had taken his last law-school exam—on trusts and estates. He was in Rankin’s office the next morning and was offered a job on the spot. “Rankin wanted me to start that day,” he said, recalling his shock at the abruptness of the offer. He “begged” Rankin for an additional few days. “I didn’t bring any clothes,” he remembered telling Rankin. “I promise you the night I graduate from law school, I will come down here.”

They compromised. Laulicht agreed to start work on June 4, the day after he was handed his diploma. “So literally the night I graduated from Columbia, I went back down there” to Washington. His new colleagues welcomed Laulicht; he brought fresh eyes to the evidence about the assassination they had been analyzing for months. And what he told them was reassuring. After reviewing several draft chapters of the report, he sensed the commission was right to conclude that Oswald acted alone. He listened to the debates about the single-bullet theory, and the theory sounded logical to him.

He was excited to be working in Washington, if also daunted—as an observant Jew—for cultural reasons. The city did not make it easy for anyone who followed a kosher diet; he recalled ordering a fruit salad at a restaurant near the commission’s office and discovering it was served with Jell-O, which was barred under Jewish dietary laws, since the gelatin was made with animal by-products. For the rest of the summer, “I ate a lot of potato chips and things like that.” In the commission’s offices, he was amazed by the discovery of a machine straight out of science fiction—“a phenomenal new technology called a Xerox machine.” He was so impressed that he urged his family back in New Jersey to invest in the company. “My mother bought some Xerox stock and she did very well with it.”

Rankin had an early assignment for Laulicht. He was asked to help Burt Griffin complete the investigation of Jack Ruby—specifically, to write Ruby’s biography, which would then be included in the report. From what he read of the evidence, Laulicht said he had no trouble believing that Ruby’s murder of Oswald was impulsive and that he had acted alone. “He was just hot-headed enough to do this.” Ruby was so obsessed with avenging Kennedy that he might be compared to a Holocaust survivor, Laulicht thought. “It’s what a survivor might do if he saw a Nazi.”

Laulicht’s knowledge of Jewish culture came in helpful in resolving a lingering mystery about Ruby. Griffin and Hubert, who were not Jewish, had been unable to understand the origins of Ruby’s childhood nickname—“Yank,” or something that sounded like that when uttered by Ruby’s Yiddish-speaking neighbors back in Chicago. Was it short for Yankee, a reference to some strong pro-American views that Ruby held as a child? No, Laulicht could see. Ruby’s real nickname was “Yunk,” a shortened version of the Yiddish translation for the name Jack—“Yunkle.” Mystery solved, Laulicht said.

*   *   *

Another late arrival to the staff, twenty-seven-year-old Lloyd Weinreb, two years out of Harvard Law School, was much less excited than Laulicht to be there. After completing a term as a Supreme Court clerk to Justice John Marshall Harlan, Weinreb had been hired that summer at the Justice Department’s Criminal Division, and assigned to work for Howard Willens. Since Willens was still on assignment to the commission, he asked Weinreb to come help out on the investigation. “He asked me if I would come over there for a few weeks, which I very much did not want to do,” Weinreb remembered. But because Willens “was going to be my boss, I thought it would be injudicious to say no.”

Weinreb was alarmed from the moment he arrived in the VFW building. He could see all the empty desks, and he quickly learned from the remaining lawyers how much work remained to be done. “I remember having a sense of an office where everyone was springing for the hills,” with these few “poor suckers left behind,” he recalled. It would prove to be a “perfectly awful job,” with the staff expected to work fourteen- or fifteen-hour days, seven days a week, throughout the summer until the report was finished. He was startled to discover that the offices were not air-conditioned on weekends, despite temperatures that could sometimes reach one hundred degrees in Washington at the height of summer. “It was a lousy building,” he said. “It was miserable. I think a lot of the poor quality of the Warren reports comes from these very banal things.”

He was given the assignment of writing Oswald’s biography, which would then be published in the final report. The biography had originally been the responsibility of Albert Jenner, but Jenner had proved incapable of finishing it, given his obsession with confirming the tiniest details of Oswald’s life story. “Jenner was still tracking down utterly remote leads,” Weinreb said. “He could not let go of it.” Jenner, he said, “simply had no conception of what doing history was. His idea was that anyone mentioned anywhere—maybe a fifth cousin whom Oswald had never seen—had to be checked out.”

Weinreb had a strong sense that, by midsummer, it was Willens who was holding the investigation together, taking on responsibilities that should have been Rankin’s. “Howard was essentially in charge of the staff at that point,” he said. “Willens was a vastly more powerful person intellectually than Rankin,” he said. “Rankin seemed to be a middle-level bureaucrat.” Weinreb had no contact with Warren, which was no surprise given what he already knew of the chief justice’s “protective perimeters” in dealing with his clerks and clerical staff back at the court.

Weinreb did find the job of writing the biography interesting. He said he first went in search of all of the background reports on Oswald’s life, including the top secret files from the CIA about his time in Russia. It was the first time Weinreb had seen classified national-security documents. “I remember having a sense of wow, this is cloak and dagger stuff.” Most of the biographical material on Oswald was found in large files—four or five inches thick—that had been compiled from FBI and CIA reports. As he started to page through them, though, Weinberg detected a problem. Much of the paperwork he expected to find was missing, apparently taken by other staff members while writing their own parts of the report. “There was absolutely no order to the evidence,” he said. Some staff lawyers appeared to be hoarding files for fear they might otherwise disappear into someone else’s desk. “You literally walked around the halls to see if you could get a hold of something and then you hid it in your bottom drawer to maintain possession. You put it in your bottom drawer because you didn’t want anybody else to take it.”

Weinreb did not agonize over the actual writing of the biography; he had been known to his fellow Supreme Court clerks as an elegant, and quick, writer. He prided himself on not needing to rewrite his work; his first draft was usually his final draft. And he did not agonize, he said, over the question of whether Oswald had killed the president and whether Oswald had been part of a conspiracy. From all that he could see in the commission’s files, Oswald appeared to be the lone assassin. Weinreb could understand why the conspiracy theories had developed, but the evidence against Oswald was overwhelming, he said. “It would have taken a lot to make me think otherwise.”

*   *   *

Richard Mosk began making plans to leave the commission’s staff in mid-August; he had been called back to duty by the air national guard. Before departing, he completed a detailed study of Oswald’s marksmanship skills. He did not have trouble believing that Oswald had the ability to fire the shots that killed Kennedy and hit Connally. The Mannlicher-Carcano rifle was “a very accurate weapon,” Mosk wrote.

Mosk reviewed the testimony taken from four expert marksmen, including that of Major Eugene Anderson, assistant head of the Marksmanship Branch of the U.S. Marine Corps. He testified that the shots that struck Kennedy’s neck and head were not “particularly difficult,” especially given how slowly the president’s motorcade was moving. An FBI firearms specialist, Robert Frazier, told the commission that Oswald would “not have any difficult hitting” his targets, especially since his rifle had been equipped with a telescopic sight. “I mean it requires no training at all to shoot a weapon with a telescopic sight,” Frazier said. A gunman would simply “put the crosshairs on the target” and pull the trigger. “That is all that is necessary.”
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That summer, Silvia Odio was trying to get on with her life. The twenty-seven-year-old Cuban refugee said she had mostly kept quiet about what had happened back in December, when two FBI agents showed up unannounced at the offices of the chemical company where she worked. They wanted her to tell them the story that she had told a few friends, about how Oswald and two young Latino men had appeared on the doorstep of her Dallas apartment before the assassination. Odio had been alarmed by the way the FBI agents had contacted her—by sending agents to her office instead of her home—and the visit had upset her boss. “It brought a lot of problems in my work,” she said later. “You know how people were afraid at the time. My company, some officials of it, were quite concerned that the FBI should have come to see me.” And after the December interview, she said she heard nothing from the FBI. For the bureau then to completely dismiss her story—the one also told by her teenage sister, Annie—was perplexing and insulting.

In June, however, she learned that the Warren Commission might be taking her account more seriously. Wesley Liebeler called from Washington and asked if she would be available to give sworn testimony when he visited Dallas later that summer. She agreed, although she told him she continued to worry that her story, if it became public, might somehow endanger her parents, who remained in custody in Cuba as political prisoners. Her father, Amador, had been a prominent businessman there in the 1950s—he was described by Time as his country’s “transport tycoon”—and become an outspoken opponent of Castro. He had been a leader of a relatively moderate anti-Castro group known as JURE, or Junta Revolucionaria Cubana. In exile, Silvia remained a member of JURE.

*   *   *

Liebeler planned to set off on his trip to see Odio and other witnesses in Dallas and New Orleans as soon as he completed his draft chapter of the commission’s report—an analysis of Oswald’s possible motives for killing the president. He turned in the ninety-eight-page draft on June 23. In it, he offered his judgment that Oswald had not begun to think about killing Kennedy until shortly before the assassination, maybe only hours earlier, and probably not before Tuesday, November 19, the day Kennedy’s motorcade route was first announced in Dallas newspapers.

He acknowledged in the report that no one could say with certainty why Oswald killed Kennedy. Instead, he offered a list of possible motives, tying together Oswald’s troubled childhood, his oft-stated desire for global fame, and his commitment to Marxism and to Castro’s revolution in Cuba. “Lee Harvey Oswald was a man profoundly alienated from the world in which he lived,” Liebeler wrote. “He never seemed to be able to relate meaningfully to any part of it. His life was characterized by isolation, frustration, suspicion, failure at almost everything he ever tried to do, and, increasingly, by a system of delusion and fantasy designed to protect himself from his own failure and impotence.” Oswald’s Marxism made him hostile to American government leaders and “increased his alienation from society around him.”

Even as he wrote those words, however, Liebeler admitted to colleagues on the commission’s staff that he could be wrong and that there might be evidence of a conspiracy that they had missed. He was especially troubled, he said, by the many gaps in the commission’s knowledge about Oswald’s activities in the months before the assassination. He knew how troubled Slawson was about the inability of the FBI and CIA to account for whole days of Oswald’s trip to Mexico; there were similar gaps in the time line of his activities in New Orleans and in Dallas. And Silvia Odio’s account, if true, meant that Oswald was traveling in the company of anti-Castro exiles weeks before the assassination and that he might have talked openly of his desire to see President Kennedy dead.

*   *   *

Liebeler went first to New Orleans, where he was welcomed with the blast of heat and humidity that explained the common wisdom that only the crazy, the poor, and the air-conditioned wealthy remained in “the Big Easy” in the summertime. The city, Oswald’s birthplace, had been his home again for several months beginning in April 1963; Marina thought he went there because he feared arrest in Texas as a result of his failed attempt to assassinate Edwin Walker.

It was in New Orleans that Oswald had first tried to make a name for himself as a public champion of Castro’s revolution and to identify himself with the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. That spring, Oswald purported to set up the committee’s New Orleans branch. He used one of his aliases—Lee Osborne—to print up membership forms, as well as pamphlets bearing the slogan “Hands Off Cuba.”

At the same time, it appeared that Oswald was making attempts in New Orleans to infiltrate anti-Castro groups, possibly to gather intelligence that he could later share with the Cuban government in a demonstration of his loyalty to Castro. On August 5, the FBI determined, Oswald visited Carlos Bringuier, a Cuban-born lawyer who was active in the anti-Castro movement, and asked to join the exiles’ struggle.* Bringuier told the FBI that Oswald identified himself as a former marine who had guerrilla training. The day after their first meeting, he gave Bringuier his Marine Corps handbook as proof of his military background.

If Oswald was in fact attempting to infiltrate anti-Castro groups, that mission came to a violent end a few days later, when Bringuier and two other Cuban exiles encountered him on a street corner as he handed out Fair Play for Cuba flyers. A fight broke out, leading to Oswald’s arrest. Oswald, who spent the night in jail, asked to speak to an FBI agent, seemingly to create an official record at the bureau of what he was doing. He told the agent that he belonged to the Fair Play for Cuba Committee and that the president of the local chapter was a man he identified as A. J. Hidell—the alias that he would use to purchase his Mannlicher-Carcano rifle. Marina Oswald said she thought her husband used the alias Hidell because it rhymed with Fidel. Liebeler had taken Bringuier’s testimony in New Orleans in April and found him credible.

During his return in July, Liebeler met with others in New Orleans who, he believed, had far less credibility but who still needed to be interviewed to be certain that the commission’s record was complete. This included Dean Andrews Jr., a colorful, small-time lawyer who seemed to live in a perpetual state of Mardi Gras. Even in exotic New Orleans, he was hard to miss, both because of his appearance—he was obese and wore sunglasses constantly, including indoors—and from his unusual speaking style. He talked in the language of a Cajun hipster; a stylish man was a “swinging cat” and a good bar was a “freaky joint.”

Within days of the Kennedy assassination, Andrews had contacted the FBI to report that Oswald had visited his law office in the summer of 1963, seeking help in reversing his “undesirable” discharge from the Marine Corps. That part of Andrew’s story made sense to the FBI and to the Warren Commission, since they knew Oswald had been agitated over the less-than-honorable discharge. Andrews’s tale to the FBI went well beyond that, however. Oswald, he said, had visited his office in the company of a trio of young homosexual Latinos—“three gay boys”—and appeared to be a homosexual himself. “He swang with the kids,” Andrews said. “He didn’t swish, but birds of a feather flock together.”

And Oswald appeared to have a mysterious patron in New Orleans. Only hours after the assassination, Andrews claimed, he received a phone call from a local lawyer he knew by the name of Clay Bertrand, who was somehow connected to the “three gay boys” and who was himself known to be bisexual, and who asked Andrews to go to Dallas immediately to defend Oswald. The commission had pressed the FBI to follow up on Andrews’s account, especially to track down Bertrand, but the bureau said it could find no evidence to suggest that Bertrand even existed. Also, Andrews’s description of Bertrand had kept changing, including on Tuesday, July 21, when he gave sworn testimony to Liebeler.

Liebeler asked him, once again, to give a physical description of Bertrand.

“He is about 5 feet 8 inches. Got sandy hair, blue eyes, ruddy complexion,” Andrews replied.

Liebeler looked back at the FBI reports of its interviews with Andrews and could see that he had initially described Bertrand’s height as six foot one or six foot two. How could Bertrand be half a foot shorter than Andrews had originally estimated?

“I am guessing now,” Andrews conceded.*

Liebeler took what he thought of as more useful testimony that same day from a Cuban-American bartender, Evaristo Rodriguez, who had told the FBI that Oswald had visited his bar on Decatur Street, the Habana Bar, sometime in 1963. Oswald had been in the company of two other men, one of them clearly a Latino. Rodriguez recalled that Oswald appeared to be drunk and “draped himself” over the bar before ordering a lemonade. The Latin man ordered tequila. “So I told him the price of the tequila was 50 cents,” Rodriguez said. “The man protested at the price, thought it was too high, and he made some statement to the effect that he was a Cuban … and words to the effect that surely the owner of this bar must be a capitalist.”

Although other witnesses insisted that Oswald never drank heavily after his return from Russia, Liebeler was struck that he might have been in the bar in the company of a Cuban who was so outspoken in sharing Oswald’s anticapitalist views. He asked for a physical description of the Cuban. Rodriguez said he thought the man was in his late twenties and that he had an irregular hairline; he was balding in an unusual way at the front of his head. Liebeler remembered that in her earlier interviews with the FBI, Silvia Odio had described one of the Latin men traveling with Oswald—“Leopoldo”—as having an unusual bald spot at the front of his head.
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For months, the FBI had been aware of reports that the commission was mishandling classified documents. Gerald Ford had been the first to come under suspicion, with the rumors that he was leaking secret files, and maybe even selling them, all of which he furiously denied. The first documented case of a serious security breach by a commissioner centered on Congressman Boggs, who left a copy of a top secret White House document about the assassination on the front seat of his government-issued Mercury sedan in April. Boggs had parked the car, which had markings to show that it was assigned to his House office, at Baltimore’s Friendship International Airport, not far from Washington. A Pennsylvania man who parked in front of the car noticed the document in the front seat, clearly stamped TOP SECRET, and he called the FBI. The car doors were unlocked, the man could see.

Wesley Liebeler’s breach was far more serious than Boggs’s, however, because it was so brazen—and because it was brought directly to the attention of J. Edgar Hoover. The FBI chief learned of the security violation in a letter sent to him by name in June from a retired U.S. naval officer from Wilmette, Illinois, James R. David, who wanted to report what he had witnessed aboard a Northeast Airlines flight from Keene, New Hampshire, to New York, on May 31, the Sunday of the Memorial Day weekend. David was seated in one of two seats at the far rear of the plane. The flight was full, and the last seat was taken a man who had “red hair, a red face and a rather full red beard.” David was unable to determine the man’s name, but he “carried a slim black attaché case” embossed with the initials W.J.L.

Almost as soon as the red-haired man took his seat, David wrote, he opened the case and pulled out a report with a cover identifying it as “U.S. Department of Justice, Copy No. 10 of 10, The President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy.” David said he was astonished as the man then began—“indiscreetly”—to page through what was clearly a highly classified document. “Each page was identified at the top and bottom in large block red letters TOP SECRET,” David wrote. “Without too much difficulty I could have read most of this report. However, because of the security classification of this document, I had no interest in doing so—with the exception that for further identification, I attempted to memorize one sentence which occurred at the top of page 412 and read, to the best of my memory, as follows:

“Mr. Rankin: ‘Did he take money from the wallet from time to time?’

“Mrs. Oswald: ‘No.’”

It took the FBI no time to determine that the red-haired man was Liebeler, who was on the flight, returning to New York from his country home in Vermont.

Hoover passed on the information to Rankin, apparently leaving it to the commission—at least for the moment—to decide how to deal with Liebeler. And Hoover sent a personal thank-you note to David for alerting the FBI to what he had seen in the plane. Hoover’s files show that a background check was conducted on David to be certain he was not himself a security risk. The check found no derogatory information.

Other staff lawyers said they were only vaguely aware of the incident, which Rankin appeared eager to keep quiet for fear that it could become a scandal; certainly he might have feared that Hoover would leak news of the security breach at an opportune moment for the bureau. Slawson said he understood that Liebeler was “just bawled out, very, very strongly” by Rankin and that “Warren let him know, through Rankin, he was extremely displeased.” None of the staff lawyers remembered Liebeler as being especially alarmed over the incident.

He would be far more anxious, his colleagues said, about how the commission intended to rewrite, or even to scrap, his draft chapter about Oswald’s motives in killing the president. He had slaved over the draft for weeks, and now—largely at Redlich’s insistence, he thought—most of his hard work would be edited out of the final report. Redlich and Rankin agreed that Liebeler’s draft amounted to an effort to psychoanalyze a dead man and that it would be impossible for the commission to conclude, as Liebeler had, that Oswald’s Marxism and support for Castro might have had something to do with his decision to assassinate Kennedy. Rankin thought that Oswald’s quest for fame—not his Marxism—was a much more likely explanation of his motives, a view shared by some of the commissioners. Rankin worried that Liebeler’s suggestion that Oswald’s pro-Castro views led him to kill Kennedy might be seized on by conservative lawmakers who wanted to blame Cuba for the assassination.

Liebeler’s draft was circulated among some of the commissioners. Ford passed his copy to Francis Fallon, the young Harvard Law School student from Michigan who was reviewing commission documents at Ford’s request. In late July, Fallon returned Liebeler’s draft with a note suggesting that Ford not bother to read it. The draft “is very poorly done and … is being completely rewritten.”

*   *   *

Liebeler’s summer trip to New Orleans and Dallas gave him a chance to turn his mind to something other than his internal struggles on the commission. After completing his interviews in New Orleans, he flew to Texas, where he would meet with Silvia Odio and Marina Oswald. He dedicated most of the day on July 22, a Wednesday, to take Odio’s testimony in the offices of the United States attorney. He set aside Friday for testimony from Marina, who would be asked follow-up questions about the Walker shooting and about her life with her husband in New Orleans.

Odio said she was nervous about her session, which began at nine a.m., and she made sure to be on time. She turned heads as she walked into the building. She was as lovely as the photographs that Liebeler had seen back in Washington suggested.

“We want to ask you some questions about the possibility that you saw Lee Harvey Oswald,” Liebeler began.

Odio: “Before you start, let me give you a letter of my father’s which he wrote me from prison. You can have it.”

She handed him a one-page handwritten letter, dated December 25 and written in Spanish, that her father had sent jointly to Silvia and his other nine children to wish them a Merry Christmas. Castro’s government mostly barred political prisoners from sending out mail, apart from a single letter to family to mark the holidays.

The letter was significant, she explained, because in it, her father replied to a question she had asked him in a letter that she had sent to him in October—a month before the Kennedy assassination. In her letter, she had mentioned the strange encounter on her doorstep with the American man she now believed to be Oswald and with his two Latino companions. She asked her father if it was true that he knew the three men. Writing back, her father replied that he did not know them and that she should be cautious. “Tell me who this is who says he is my friend,” he wrote. “Be careful.” His reply lent credibility to her account since it seemed to provide additional proof that the encounter at Odio’s apartment, or something like it, had indeed happened.

In hours of testimony, Odio came off as an intelligent, sophisticated woman who believed that what she was saying was true. “Odio might be right,” Liebeler said to himself, wondering why the FBI had been so insistent that she was mistaken. The bureau had dismissed her story because it believed that Oswald was in Mexico at the time Odio placed him at her apartment. After dealing with the FBI for months, though, Liebeler knew better than to accept anything its agents said at face value. He wondered if the bureau had misread the calendar or misunderstood Oswald’s itinerary to and from Mexico. When he got back to Washington, he decided, he would ask Rankin’s permission to press the FBI to look again at the time line of Oswald’s travels. He would also ask that the FBI begin to search in earnest for “Leopoldo” and the other Latin man.

*   *   *

What happened in Dallas on the evening of Odio’s testimony would remain her secret for years, she said. She chose not to tell anyone because it might mean a scandal that could damage her and her family, pitting her word against Liebeler’s.

Liebeler, she said, tried to seduce her.

The trouble began immediately after she finished her testimony, when Liebeler asked her out to dinner. “That surprised me, but I was afraid, and I went.” They ate at the Sheraton hotel in downtown Dallas, where Liebeler was staying, and were joined at the table by a man she remembered as one of Marina Oswald’s lawyers; years later, she could not recall his name.

“There was a kind of double-talk at the table between the lawyer and him,” Odio recalled. “I wasn’t sure they wanted me to hear the conversation.” Soon, however, the conversation became bizarrely confrontational, with Liebeler turning to Odio and demanding to know if she had lied in her testimony. He suggested that she was hiding information, perhaps about her involvement in other anti-Castro groups. “I wasn’t hiding anything,” she said. It seemed to her that Liebeler was engaged in “a little game” to test her credibility. Liebeler “kept threatening me with a lie-detector test.”

The three were drinking, she said. Liebeler seemed to hope that “maybe if I had a few drinks and the conversation became very casual, I would go ahead and volunteer information he thought I was hiding.” Odio was thankful, she said, that she had limited herself to a single drink—a Bloody Mary. She recalled being relieved at the thought that, “My God, I’m not that drunk.” She also remembered thinking: “Silvia, the time has come for you to keep quiet. They don’t want to know the truth.”

Liebeler kept pressing her, trying to bait her with what seemed to be outrageous statements about the commission’s investigation. She remembered him telling the other man, “If we do find out that this is a conspiracy, you know that we are under orders from Chief Justice Warren to cover this thing up.” (Years later, Odio was asked by a congressional investigator if Liebeler had used those exact words. “Yes, sir, I could swear on that.”)

After the dinner, the other lawyer went home, and Liebeler asked her to join him in his hotel room to review some photographs related to the investigation. “He invited me to his room upstairs,” she said, acknowledging that she had not been naive about this; she suspected that Liebeler’s invitation had nothing to do with the commission’s work and that he was trying to seduce her.

“I did go,” she said. “I went to his room. I wanted to see how far a government investigator would go and what they were trying to do to a witness.” When they were in the room, “he made advances,” she said. “Of course nothing happened because I was in my right senses.… I told him he was crazy.”

She said Liebeler tried to flatter her, telling her that his colleagues in Washington were jealous. “He mentioned that they had seen my picture and that they had even joked about it at the Warren Commission—saying like what a pretty girl you are going to see, Jim, and things like that.”

Odio said she was shocked to find herself, supposedly a significant witness in the investigation of the president’s murder, turned into the sexual target of one of the investigators. “I was expecting the highest respect,” she said. “I wasn’t expecting any jokes in the investigation of the assassination of a president.” To Liebeler, she said, “it was a game.… I was being used in this game.”

*   *   *

When Liebeler returned to Washington, he said nothing to the other lawyers about an awkward encounter with Odio. He did, however, make an odd boast about what had happened when he met with Marina Oswald in Dallas on July 24, two days after Odio’s testimony.

He announced that he had tried—and failed—to seduce Oswald’s widow. He “had a smile on his face” as he described the encounter, said Slawson, who recalled that he and his colleagues had no doubt of the truth of the story. That was Liebeler’s nature; he could not help himself if a pretty woman was nearby.

Years later, some of his former colleagues were embarrassed to admit that—at the time, in the summer of 1964—they found it amusing, not offensive, that Liebeler would try to have sex with the widow of the president’s assassin. On reflection, Slawson said, “it was, of course, reckless and stupid.” He was more horrified to imagine Liebeler’s attempted seduction of Odio. On the staff, it had been Slawson, more than anyone else, who had seen her potential importance as a witness, and understood how she might link Oswald to a conspiracy involving anti-Castro Cuban exiles. He knew of Odio’s struggles as a young refugee in Dallas and her decision to seek psychiatric help. It would have been “just cruel” for Liebeler to prey on her, Slawson said. He thought how lucky Liebeler had been that Odio’s allegations did not surface publicly at the time; it could have ended his career.
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During the trip to Dallas, Liebeler interviewed several other witnesses, including Abraham Zapruder, the local women’s wear manufacturer whose home-movie camera had captured the essential, nightmarish moments of the assassination. Zapruder—under oath and between bouts of sobbing as he recalled the scene in Dealey Plaza—came close to perjuring himself as he was questioned.

Warren, in particular, had been alarmed for months about the fact that Zapruder had sold the rights to the film to Life magazine, and Liebeler had been directed to press Zapruder on how much money he had been paid. Warren said he thought the film’s sale had set a terrible precedent for the marketing of trial evidence.

“I would like to ask you if you wouldn’t mind telling us how much they paid you for the film,” Liebeler asked Zapruder. “The commission feels it would be helpful.”

Zapruder resisted. “I just wonder whether I should answer it or not because it involves a lot of things and it’s not one price.”

Liebeler tried the question again.

“I received $25,000,” Zapruder replied, explaining that all of that money had been given to a local benevolence fund for Dallas police officers and firemen, with a suggestion that it go to the widow of Officer J. D. Tippit.*

“You gave the whole $25,000?” Liebeler asked.

“Yes,” Zapruder replied. “I am surprised that you don’t know it. I don’t like to talk about it too much.”

Liebeler seemed impressed by Zapruder’s generosity. “We appreciate your answer very much,’” he said. “I want to tell you that your film has been one of the most helpful things to the work of the commission.” He explained to Zapruder how the film had been used to determine “with a fair degree of accuracy” the facts about the ballistics evidence.

Zapruder insisted modestly, “I haven’t done anything.”

What he hadn’t done, in fact, was tell Liebeler the whole truth about the sale of the film. Years later, Life would acknowledge that it agreed, within days of the assassination, to pay Zapruder at least $150,000 for the rights to the film, in annual installments of $25,000. (In 2009, the federal government would purchase the rights from Zapruder’s heirs for $16 million, after rejecting the family’s initial request for $30 million.) Zapruder had sold the film to Life after screening it for several news organizations—including CBS News, the Saturday Evening Post, and the Associated Press—and weighing rival bids. Richard B. Stolley, Life’s Los Angeles bureau chief and the man who negotiated the deal, said Zapruder was worried about “exploitation” and obtained the magazine’s promise to treat the images as respectfully as possible. But Zapruder also clearly “understood its value to his family’s financial future,” Stolley said.

*   *   *

In Dallas, Liebeler also took testimony from Edwin Walker, the retired army general apparently targeted for assassination by Oswald seven months before Kennedy’s murder. Walker, an outspoken segregationist and a prominent member of the ultraconservative John Birch Society, had been forced out of the military by President Kennedy in 1961 after it was learned that he had distributed Birch Society materials to troops under his command in Germany. Walker recalled how he had narrowly escaped being shot in the head when a bullet was fired into his Dallas home on the evening of Wednesday, April 10. “I was sitting behind my desk,” he testified. “It was right at 9 o’clock and most of the lights were on in the house and the shades were up.” He was crouched over the desk, working on his income taxes, when he heard a blast over his head. He turned around to see a bullet hole in the wall.

Marina Oswald had told the commission that her husband admitted to her that same night that he had been responsible. According to Marina, Oswald called Walker a “fascist” and compared him to Adolf Hitler, saying Walker’s assassination was justified because of his political views. Photos of Walker’s home were found among Oswald’s possessions.

Although Marina said she was convinced her husband had acted alone in trying to kill Walker, the retired general was not sure. Walker said he had been conducting his own investigation to try to determine if Oswald had coconspirators, including Jack Ruby. Walker, whose anti-Semitism was well known, would refer to Ruby only by his birth name, Rubenstein. “The indications seem to be not only mine, but all over the country, that Rubenstein and Oswald had some association.” Pressed by Liebeler, Walker admitted that he had no evidence of any conspiracy, beyond the theories of Mark Lane and others.

Walker’s testimony to the commission was his idea. He had demanded it in a telegram to Warren weeks earlier; he said he wanted to testify in part because he wanted to end speculation that he and his right-wing supporters in Texas had something to do with Kennedy’s death. “I am tired of them blaming the right wing, and I have had enough of this, and it is about time that the commission cleared the city of Dallas,” he told Liebeler.

*   *   *

A few days earlier, Arlen Specter had also been in Dallas on commission business, overseeing Ruby’s polygraph examination. Specter was annoyed that the task had been handed to him by the chief justice, who—to Specter’s mind—had made such a “stupid blunder” six weeks earlier in agreeing to Ruby’s request. The polygraph was scheduled for Saturday, July 18, which meant that Specter would have to spend yet another stifling summer weekend in Texas.

The FBI had been reluctant to administer the polygraph. Aides to Hoover told the commission that it might be improper to subject a man on death row, especially one who appeared to be mentally ill, to the test. The commission insisted, however, and in the end the bureau sent one of its most experienced polygraph specialists, Bell Herndon, to Dallas. The setting was the county jail, and Specter opened the session at eleven a.m. with a discussion of whether Ruby really wanted to go through with it. If Ruby had changed his mind, Specter said, the commission was ready to cancel the test on the spot. “That will conclude the issue, so far as the commission is concerned.”

One of Ruby’s defense lawyers, Clayton Fowler, had advised him against the polygraph, and he left the room to discuss the question with Ruby one last time. “If he insists on it, I can’t and won’t hold him back,” Fowler warned as he stepped outside. He and Ruby returned a few minutes later. “He’s says he’s going to take the test, regardless of his lawyers,” Fowler announced.

Specter turned to Ruby, reminding him that the results of the polygraph could be used by prosecutors to undermine his appeal. Ruby, however, was certain of his decision; he said he welcomed the test. “I will answer anything, without reluctance,” he said. “There’s no punches to be pulled. I want to answer anything and everything.”

He sat down in the chair that had been rigged with the polygraph equipment. Herndon, the examiner, pulled a rubber tube around Ruby’s chest to monitor his breathing. Small sensors were attached to his fingers to measure electrical patterns in his skin; a blood-pressure cuff was placed on his left arm. Strapped to the devices, Ruby repeated what he had told Warren the month before—that he had killed Oswald on impulse. “There was no conspiracy,” he said. “I felt so carried away—that at that particular time of the great tragedy, I felt somehow in my little bit of a way I could save Mrs. Kennedy the ordeal of coming back for trial here.”

“Is everything you told the Warren Commission the truth?” Specter asked.

“Yes,” Ruby replied.

Specter had two lists of questions for Ruby—one that he had drawn up, another that Ruby and his lawyers had prepared. The combined lists were so long, and Ruby’s answers were so disjointed, that an examination that would normally take about forty-five minutes lasted nearly nine hours, Specter remembered; he said he exaggerated only slightly in describing it as “the longest polygraph test in the history of the world.” The questioning would not end until nine p.m. The next day, Specter and Herndon flew back to Washington together. Herndon told Specter that Ruby “had passed the test with flying colors and clearly was not involved in the assassination.” While Specter was still skeptical about the accuracy of polygraph exams, he was also convinced that Herndon was right.

*   *   *

The FBI and the commission were trying to tie up other loose ends in Dallas. There was still confusion about why the city’s police department and its hapless chief, Jesse Curry, had not done more to protect Oswald on the morning of his murder, especially since both the department and the FBI had received scores of phone threats against Oswald’s life in the hours before his death.

The fifty-year-old Curry was already a target of the commission’s ridicule. It was Curry who had allowed Dallas police headquarters to become a circus in the days after the assassination, with an armed Jack Ruby wandering the halls virtually at will. Curry and the city’s district attorney, Henry Wade, had made repeated errors in their statements to reporters in the hours after Kennedy’s murder—statements that complicated the work of the commission and provided Mark Lane and others with the opportunity to allege a cover-up. One of the worst of the misstatements came on the night of the assassination, when Wade told reporters that the police had recovered a German-made Mauser rifle from the book depository; in fact, the weapon was Oswald’s Italian-made Mannlicher-Carcano. Wade later admitted the error, but it was too late to stop Lane, who would argue for decades that a Mauser had been found in the assassin’s perch, more proof that Oswald was not the president’s killer.

The commission had not been able to resolve a serious discrepancy between accounts given to the FBI by Curry and one of his officers, Captain W. B. Frazier, about events in the early morning hours before Oswald’s death. Frazier had worked the overnight shift beginning Saturday night and was alarmed when he was told of a seemingly credible report that a mob of as many as one hundred people would gather downtown on Sunday to kill Oswald. He consulted with the head of the department’s Homicide Division, who said that Curry should be notified immediately, so that the department could beef up security for Oswald that morning. Frazier repeatedly tried to call Curry’s home telephone between five forty-five and six a.m. The line was constantly busy, and Frazier said he asked an operator for help. She told him that the phone appeared to be out of order. When he finished his shift at six, Frazier said the call had still not gone through, and he left it in the hands of the relief officer to try to contact the police chief to warn him that Oswald’s life appeared to be in danger.

Questioned by the FBI after Oswald’s murder, Curry insisted that his home telephone had worked fine and that he received no call about threats to Oswald. Frazier’s account, he said, was wrong.

In July, the commission asked the FBI to try to work out the discrepancy between the accounts. And in an interview with the bureau on July 17, Curry announced that he needed to correct the record. It turned out, he said, that his wife had taken the phone off the hook that Saturday night to allow the couple to get some sleep. He acknowledged what that meant: on the last night of Lee Oswald’s life, and only two nights after the president of the United States was gunned down in the streets of Dallas, the city’s police chief was unreachable.
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The commission suffered from public-relations stumbles throughout the year. None was more damaging, it was clear to the commission’s staff, than Warren’s statement to reporters in February that the full truth about the assassination might not be known “in your lifetime.” David Belin, back at his law firm in Iowa that summer, wrote Willens in August to say that Warren’s “lifetime” comment was so damaging that it needed to be addressed—and formally repudiated—in the commission’s report. The report needed to make clear that the chief justice had seriously misspoken, he said. “There is no other way that I know of to take away the fears of so many people that we are glossing over matters and not letting the people know the true facts.”

But that recommendation, like so many others offered by Belin, had no effect on the final report, which would make no reference to Warren’s blunder. And while Belin and the other young staff lawyers appeared to have no way of knowing the extent of it, the commission did in fact begin to censor its records heavily that spring. Most significantly, it abruptly stopped keeping a verbatim record of its own deliberations.

For the first six months of the investigation, closed-door meetings of the commission had been carefully transcribed by a court reporter, with the understanding that the transcripts would be classified as top secret and not released publicly for years, if ever. The approach was designed to give the commissioners confidence that they could speak openly but also to give assurance to the public that there was a complete record that future investigators could consult. Warren hired Ward & Paul, a respected private court-reporting company in Washington that often worked for the CIA and FBI when the agencies needed to take testimony involving classified material. The company employed a number of court reporters who themselves had high-level security clearances.

That changed in June, however, when the commission, for reasons it did not explain, ended the arrangement with Ward & Paul and stopped keeping transcripts of its internal deliberations. The commission’s files do not reveal who made the decision, but it meant that the public would forever be deprived of knowing exactly what was said among the commissioners in their final and most important deliberations, and of how close the commission had come to producing a divided final report.

The commission’s last fully transcribed meeting took place on the afternoon of Tuesday, June 23, with three members—Warren, Ford, and Allen Dulles—in attendance. It focused on a question of censorship: Should the commission strip the final report of references to Yuri Nosenko, the Russian defector? The CIA’s lobbying campaign to censor the Nosenko material had been effective, and there was little debate among the three commissioners. “I have been led to believe, by people who I believe know, that there is a grave question about the reliability of Mr. Nosenko being a bona fide defector,” Ford said. “I would have grave questions about the utilization of what he says concerning Oswald.” Warren agreed: “I am allergic to defectors, and I just think we shouldn’t put our trust in any defector unless it is known absolutely and positively that he is telling the truth—unless it can be corroborated in every respect. And we cannot corroborate this man at all.”

*   *   *

The next executive session was scheduled for Monday, June 29, when the commission would begin to debate, in earnest, the conclusions of the final report. All seven commissioners attended. Instead of a transcript, the commission prepared a nine-page summary of what was discussed at the session, and even that summary would disappear from the commission’s files. A copy was uncovered decades later in Rankin’s personal papers.

According to the summary, most of the meeting was taken up by a discussion of a checklist of seventy-two questions that the commission’s staff believed the report would need to address, including the all-important question of whether there was evidence of a conspiracy. As they went down the list, the commissioners mostly sided with the staff about the conclusions they should reach. Although the debate continued over the single-bullet theory, they agreed that the evidence suggested that the three shots were probably fired at the motorcade from behind the president’s limousine (and that at least two of them hit); that all of the shots came from the sixth floor of the book depository; and that Oswald was the lone gunman.

The commissioners hesitated, however, when they came to Question 48: “Is there evidence of any foreign conspiracy?” According to the summary, the commission “reserved its answer on this question—and said this would be answered later.”

The commissioners rejected, once and for all, the draft chapter by Liebeler on Oswald’s motives. According to the summary, the commissioners “were unwilling to assign any particular motive or get involved in psychiatric theories or terminology.” The draft “was too soft and sympathetic about Oswald.”

*   *   *

There was a different type of censorship under way at the commission, much of it aimed at presenting a final report that would not make delicate readers blush. Rankin wanted it scrubbed clean of anything that might be considered distasteful, scurrilous, or a violation of privacy—even of Oswald’s privacy.

David Slawson urged one last time that the commission reveal in the report that Oswald had been stricken with venereal disease while in the marines. In a memo to Rankin, he wondered if Oswald’s gonorrhea had been properly treated and if that could have affected his mental health: “It is worthwhile at least to inquire confidentially of a competent physician who specializes in this kind of disease or a related area to find out whether gonorrhea in particular can have this kind of serious aftereffect?” In fact, as Slawson learned later, untreated gonorrhea could lead to devastating physical complications, but not directly to mental illness. As Rankin had already decreed, there would be no mention of Oswald’s venereal disease in the report.

Stuart Pollak, the young Justice Department lawyer detailed to the commission, was given the task of reviewing the draft chapters, as well as some of the witness transcripts that would be published later, for other instances of bad taste or violations of privacy. In memos, he went page by page through the drafts, citing every instance in which someone named in the report was accused of a crime, a sexual indiscretion, or some other character flaw. He was not surprised by several examples of off-color material involving Ruby’s Carousel Club and witness descriptions of his strippers and their onstage performances. In a memo, Pollak questioned whether the report should retain a witness’s descriptions of one of Ruby’s most popular strippers, Janet “Jada” Conforto, who was said to be “just a little indecent about her act,” requiring Ruby to “turn off the lights every once in a while and tell her to clean it up a little.”

Pollak cited every instance of profanity. “The record includes several mild profanities, such as reference to a ‘goddamn,’” he wrote. He also questioned whether the report needed to include some of the grislier details about the president’s corpse and his bloodied clothing. Pollak asked: Was it really necessary “to include a description of the president’s underclothing?”

As for the alleged assassin, Pollak wrote: “I take it that everything about Lee Harvey Oswald is fair game and essential to a complete evaluation of the individual.” Still, he wondered if the commission should cite every distasteful detail it had learned about Oswald’s private life, especially about his sexuality. “Attention should perhaps be directed to the references to him as a possible homosexual … and to his unsatisfactory sexual relations with Marina.”

Rankin also asked the staff to censor out some of more graphic descriptions of the army experiments that had been conducted, at the commission’s request, to try to replicate Kennedy’s and Connally’s wounds. The commissioners were squeamish, Rankin suggested, over how to describe the tests in which live goats were shot. He asked that “the words ‘animal flesh’ be substituted for the term ‘goat’ wherever it appears.” Similarly, Rankin said, the commissioners did not want to reveal that the army had fired shots at human cadaver wrists in trying to duplicate Connally’s wrist wounds. The commission, Rankin wrote, “directed that where there were references to ‘cadaver wrist,’ there be substituted ‘bone structure’ or some other expression.”

*   *   *

That summer, senior government witnesses who appeared before the commission were given the right to request changes to the written record of their testimony. Few took up the offer, although there was a last-minute editing request by Secret Service director James Rowley. In a brief note to the commission in late June, Rowley requested a subtle, but telling, change to his answer to a question about the Secret Service agents who had gone out drinking the night before the assassination. It came in a passage of the transcript in which a clearly agitated Warren asked whether the agents could have better protected the president if they had not been out drinking hours earlier.

Rowley’s original answer was: “Yes sir, but I don’t know of anything they could have done that they did not do.”

In his note, Rowley asked that those words be replaced with: “Yes sir, but even so, I still do not believe this would or could have prevented the tragedy.”

With his revision, Rowley was qualifying his defense of his agents. He seemed now to be suggesting that the agents might have been able to do something more to save the president if they had remained fully sober the night before. After consulting with Warren, Rankin agreed to revise the transcript using slightly different words, so that Rowley’s answer for posterity would read: “Yes, sir, but I don’t believe they could have prevented the assassination.”
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CHAMBERS OF THE CITY COUNCIL

KRAKÓW, POLAND

MONDAY, JUNE 29, 1964

The Polish man looked nervous as he stood to ask Robert Kennedy what he described as “a personal question.” The young Pole, a local Communist Party official in Krakow, the country’s second-largest city, said his countrymen wanted to hear Kennedy’s “version of the assassination.”

Kennedy appeared taken aback. For nearly seven months, he had managed to avoid any public comment about his brother’s murder. The creation of the Warren Commission had given the attorney general an excuse for his silence; he could insist he did not want to prejudge the investigation or influence Warren’s findings. But Kennedy’s triumphant trip to Europe in June—first to Germany, where he had unveiled a plaque honoring his brother in the newly named John F. Kennedy Platz in Berlin, and now to Poland—had appeared to lift his spirits. The crowds in Communist Poland had repeatedly cheered the mention of his brother’s name.

So he decided to answer the young Pole’s question.

President Kennedy, he said, had been assassinated by a “misfit” named Lee Harvey Oswald who had been motivated by his anger against American society. “There is no doubt” about Oswald’s guilt, Kennedy declared. “He was a professed Communist, but the communists, because of his attitude, would have nothing to do with him.” Kennedy continued: “What he did he did on his own and by himself.… Ideology, in my opinion, did not motivate his act.… It was the single act of one person protesting against society.” His remarks made for instant headlines back in the United States, since the attorney general seemed to be endorsing what the Warren Commission was expected to conclude in its final report.

*   *   *

For much of 1964, Kennedy had been beyond grief, it seemed; he had effectively gone into hiding. He had accepted Johnson’s offer to stay on as attorney general, saying he was committed to pursuing his late brother’s agenda at the Justice Department, especially on civil rights. But he then largely ignored his responsibilities at the department, staying away from the headquarters building on Pennsylvania Avenue for days at a stretch. He spent his time instead at Hickory Hill, the Civil War–era mansion that he and Ethel had bought from Jack in 1957, or in Georgetown with Jacqueline and her children. He seemed to find real comfort only from the company of family, especially his eight children; Ethel was pregnant with their ninth.

Kennedy literally wrapped himself in evidence of his despair; he had taken to wearing his dead brother’s clothes. When he made his regular nighttime visits to the gravesite at Arlington National Cemetery, he was sometimes seen wearing either Jack’s favorite leather jacket or the slain president’s old overcoat. Before his trip to Europe, when the subject of his brother’s assassination came up, Kennedy insisted that he was paying no attention to the work of the Warren Commission and that he had little interest in the question of whether Lee Harvey Oswald had acted alone. “Why should I care?” was the answer he offered routinely when asked about the commission’s work. “None of it is going to bring Jack back.”

But as his aides and closest friends knew, those comments were meant largely for public consumption. They would admit years later that Kennedy had never stopped suspecting that there had been a conspiracy to kill his brother. Throughout 1964, some of his Justice Department deputies—and friends elsewhere—continued to search, at his request, for evidence that might point away from Lee Oswald as the lone gunman. Kennedy appeared worried, in particular, about the possibility that Castro or the Mafia was behind the assassination.

Kennedy would have known that there was a terrible logic to theories about a Cuban connection to his brother’s murder, since the United States had been trying for so long to assassinate Castro, sometimes with the help of the Mafia. By 1964, he had known for at least two years about the plots to kill the Cuban strongman, government records would later show. After the debacle at the Bay of Pigs in April 1961, his brother placed him in charge of the administration’s secret war against Castro, known at the CIA as Operation Mongoose. Among officials who took part in Mongoose, there was little doubt that the operation was intended to bring about Castro’s violent death.

Kennedy had been aware of the Mafia’s involvement in CIA plots against Castro since at least May 1961, only four months after he was sworn in as attorney general, when he was warned by J. Edgar Hoover in a memo that the CIA was involved in “dirty business” in Cuba with Chicago Mafia boss Sam Giancana. Kennedy clearly read the FBI memo because he wrote a note in the margin: “I hope this will be followed up vigorously.” A year later, he was told explicitly that the “dirty business” included CIA plots to assassinate Castro. In a meeting in May 1962 that he requested, Kennedy was told by CIA briefers the names of the organized crime figures involved in the plots, including Giancana. According to a CIA summary of the briefing, he claimed to his briefers from the spy agency that the Mafia’s involvement in the schemes came as an unwelcome surprise: “I trust that if you ever try to do business with organized crime again—with gangsters—you will let the attorney general know.” But was it a surprise, given Hoover’s report to him a full year earlier? And while Kennedy’s friends would later insist that he would never have approved of an order to assassinate a foreign leader, the fact is that the CIA’s efforts to murder Castro would continue until the final hours of the Kennedy administration, at a time when Robert Kennedy was running the secret war against Cuba. The CIA’s inspector general, the agency’s internal watchdog, would determine years later that on November 22, 1963, the day of President Kennedy’s murder, a CIA officer was meeting in Paris with a Cuban agent to hand him a poison pen—a ballpoint pen rigged with a hypodermic needle that could be filled with a deadly, commercially available poison known as Blackleaf 40—to take back to Havana. The inspector general wrote that “it is likely that at the very moment President Kennedy was shot, a CIA officer was meeting with a Cuban agent … and giving him an assassination device for use against Castro.” Even after his brother’s murder, Kennedy continued to receive reports about ongoing efforts by the Mafia, with or without the CIA’s backing, to kill Castro. In June 1964, at about the time of the attorney general’s trip to Germany and Poland, the CIA forwarded a detailed memo to his office about reports of a new offer by “Cosa Nostra elements,” working with anti-Castro Cubans, to murder the Cuban leader. “They have offered to assassinate Castro for $150,000,” the agency’s memo said.

Whether President Johnson knew in 1964 about the Castro plots could never be determined with certainty, although the long-secret recordings of his White House telephone calls suggest that the CIA told him nothing about the plots, and the Mafia’s involvement, until 1967. Still, in the first months of his presidency, Johnson appeared to have a strong suspicion that the assassination was somehow an act of revenge by a foreign government. That winter, Johnson told his press secretary, Pierre Salinger, who held the same job under Kennedy, that the assassination had been “divine retribution” for reported American involvement in the deaths of Rafael Trujillo, the dictator of the Dominican Republic, and of President Ngo Dinh Diem of South Vietnam; the Vietnamese leader had been killed less than three weeks before Kennedy, during an American-backed coup d’état.

Johnson’s remark was quickly relayed to Kennedy, as the president might have suspected, and the attorney general was furious. “Divine retribution?” Kennedy asked in astonishment. In a conversation in April 1964 with his friend, the historian Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr., Kennedy described it as “the worst thing that Johnson” had ever said.

But was Johnson wrong? Whatever his fury toward the new president, Kennedy had his own suspicions that a foreign leader targeted for assassination by the Kennedy administration had simply struck first: Castro. According to Schlesinger, he asked Kennedy that fall—“perhaps tactlessly”—if he really believed that Oswald had acted alone. “He said that there could be no serious doubt that Oswald was guilty, but there was still argument if he had done it by himself or as part of a larger plot, whether organized by Castro or by gangsters.”

So Kennedy faced a dilemma that June, when he received the letter from Chief Justice Warren, writing on behalf of the commission, asking if the attorney general had “any information suggesting that the assassination of President Kennedy was caused by a domestic or foreign conspiracy.”

Should Kennedy reveal what he knew about the Castro plots and his suspicions of a conspiracy that might involve Cuba? What would be the impact of the disclosure that he had been aware, for years, that the CIA had not only tried to kill Castro but had recruited Mafia chieftains to do it—the same mobsters who were supposedly targeted for prosecution by his Justice Department?

Kennedy’s political strategists would certainly not have welcomed any of that information becoming public, especially in the summer of 1964, when they were—sometimes bizarrely, it seemed—trying to whip up speculation that the attorney general was the obvious choice to be Johnson’s running mate that November. Although he did little to hide his loathing for Johnson, Kennedy also did not dampen the speculation about his candidacy. Opinion polls showed him, by a wide margin, the most popular choice for number-two on the Democratic ticket.

Kennedy delayed responding to Warren’s letter. “What do I do?” he wrote in a tiny, undated handwritten note to an aide who reminded him weeks later that the commission was awaiting his response.

Ultimately, though, on August 4, he signed a one-page letter to the chief justice that hinted at none of what he really knew or what he suspected:

I would like to state definitely that I know of no credible evidence to support the allegations that the assassination of President Kennedy was caused by a domestic or foreign conspiracy. I would like to assure you that all information relating in any way to the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in the possession of the Department of Justice has been referred to the President’s Commission for appropriate review and consideration. I have no suggestions to make at this time regarding any additional investigation which should be undertaken by the Commission prior to the publication of its report.

Given what would later be learned about Kennedy’s suspicions, the letter was, at best, evasive and, at worst, an attempt to throw the commission off the trail of evidence of a possible conspiracy. The wording of the letter might be literally true, but it masked his dark fears that Oswald had not acted alone. Kennedy might have no “credible evidence” of a conspiracy, but he had plenty of suspicion. He might not be aware of evidence “in the possession of the Department of Justice” to suggest a conspiracy, but it might exist elsewhere—at the CIA, especially.

Although the commission had already ruled out the need for his testimony, Kennedy closed the letter with an offer to appear before the panel and answer questions; it was an offer he could be confident would not be accepted. Other than President Johnson, the attorney general was the highest-ranking government official not required to give sworn testimony to the investigation.
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THE OFFICE OF THE DIRECTOR

THE FEDERAL BUREAU OF INVESTIGATION

WASHINGTON, DC

AUGUST 1964

Lee Rankin was genuinely embarrassed over the demands that the commission made on the FBI, he said. The requests for information and assistance continued nonstop throughout the summer of 1964, even as the commission was moving to finish its report. On August 18, Rankin telephoned Alex Rosen, head of the bureau’s General Investigative Division, to thank the FBI for its willingness to carry out requests “regardless of how ridiculous the request might have seemed.”

In the final weeks of the investigation, FBI agents in Texas and across the border in Mexico fanned out to chase the commission’s new leads. Agents in Mexico City were asked to contact every silver store in that massive city in search of one that might have sold Oswald the bracelet he had given to Marina. The commission wanted the search conducted, even though its staff was convinced the bracelet was actually made in Japan and bought by Oswald after he returned to the United States. The FBI’s Mexico City office was asked to conduct a similar investigation of every photo shop where Oswald might have had passport photos taken for his visa application to Cuba.

More significantly, the commission wanted the FBI to conduct a thorough reinvestigation of the allegations of Silvia Odio. “Mrs. Odio’s reliability has been vouched for by several reputable people who know her,” Rankin wrote to Hoover on July 24, adding that the commission wanted Annie Odio, Silvia’s sister, to be reinterviewed as soon as possible. Hoover wrote back on August 12 to report that the FBI had interviewed Annie Odio and that, although she supported her sister’s account, the FBI was still convinced that the investigation was at a dead end. “No further action is contemplated in this particular matter in the absence of a specific request from the commission,” Hoover wrote.

Wesley Liebeler said that he was astonished by the letter. Why did the FBI have so little interest in following up on a seemingly credible witness whose account might point to conspirators in the president’s murder? He began his own detailed review of Odio’s claims, matching her account against what was known of the chronology of Oswald’s trip to Mexico. The outcome suggested to Liebeler that although time would have been extraordinarily tight, Oswald could have made the trip to Dallas in late September. If he had had access to a private car or had flown, he could have slipped into Dallas, if only for a matter of hours, before crossing the border into Mexico.

In late August, Liebeler drafted a detailed letter for Rankin to sign in which the commission would, effectively, demand that the FBI reopen and reinvestigate every part of the Odio story. Rankin could be sure the letter would not be well received by Hoover, but he sent it anyway. “It is a matter of some importance to the commission that Mrs. Odio’s allegations either be proved or disproved,” the letter said. “Would you please conduct the investigation necessary to determine who it was that Mrs. Odio saw in or about late September or early October 1963?” The letter offered Liebeler’s detailed analysis of the timetable of Oswald’s travels, and it noted the similarities between Odio’s description of one of the two Latino men at her door—“Leopoldo”—and a man who was reportedly seen in Oswald’s company in a New Orleans bar.

The commission’s request was passed on to the FBI’s Dallas field office, and the task of following up was handed to Special Agent James Hosty, the same agent who had investigated—and dismissed—Odio’s claims back in December. Hosty said later that he rolled his eyes at the assignment; he would be reviewing exactly the same evidence that he had gone over eight months earlier. At what point, he wondered, “would this nightmare end?” Hosty was a public figure in Dallas for all the wrong reasons that summer, he said. Anyone in the city who closely read a newspaper knew his name; all of his neighbors knew he was the beleaguered FBI agent who had investigated Oswald before the assassination and failed to see the threat he posed. Hoover and his deputies in Washington seemed determined to prove that Oswald had acted alone in killing Kennedy, and nothing Hosty had discovered since the assassination undermined their argument. It would take a “brave, if not foolhardy” FBI agent to dare suggest that Hoover was wrong. “How much longer do I have to hear the name Lee Harvey Oswald?” Hosty asked himself. “I was sick of this.”

*   *   *

By late summer, Hoover’s contempt for Warren and several of the other commissioners was all but total, even as he continued to fear how their final report would treat the FBI. Hoover’s internal files had become a running, venomous commentary on the commission and its work. His views were often expressed in brief notes, written in his distinctive, looping cursive, at the bottom of his deputies’ memos.

Many of his angriest comments were prompted by press coverage. From a reading of his handwritten notes, Hoover seemed to assume any article in a major newspaper or magazine that criticized the FBI for its actions before or after the assassination had been planted by the commission—in some cases, by the chief justice himself. After the magazine the Nation questioned that winter whether Oswald had ever been an FBI informant, Hoover wrote to aides that he wanted a thorough analysis of who was feeding information to the magazine. He guessed the chief justice: “The Nation is Warren’s Bible,” he wrote. When the Dallas Times-Herald revealed details of the commission’s investigation of whether Oswald had been prone to violence while serving in the marines, an aide to Hoover prepared a summary of the article, writing that it appeared to be based on a “leak on the part of a commission member.” At the bottom of the memo Hoover wrote: “Sounds like Warren.”

Hoover thought the commission, far from ending rumors about Oswald and a possible conspiracy to kill Kennedy, was continuing to fuel them, especially after Warren’s statement to reporters about not knowing the full truth about the assassination “in your lifetime.” “If Warren had kept his big mouth shut about this, these conjectures would not have arisen,” Hoover wrote.

He became convinced that the FBI was also the victim of the incompetence—and, he said, the venality—of the Dallas police department and the Dallas district attorney’s office. He believed the city’s law-enforcement officials were continuing to feed disparaging information about the FBI to the commission in hopes of more lenient treatment in the final report. For a time earlier that year, Hoover had quietly ordered the FBI’s Dallas field office to cut off all contact with the city’s chief homicide prosecutor, William Alexander, because Hoover believed Alexander was spreading the rumor that Oswald had been an FBI informant. He was also suspicious of Alexander’s boss, district attorney Henry Wade. “This fellow is just a low s.o.b.,” Hoover wrote of Alexander. “Instruct our Dallas office to have no contact with him and to be most circumspect with Wade.”

As the commission’s investigation began to wind down, Hoover admitted to aides that the bureau had mishandled its dealings with the commission, often creating suspicion where he believed none had been justified. After an incident in which midlevel FBI officials gave a narrow reading to a request for background information about Jack Ruby, leading to protests from the commission about why some documents had been withheld, Hoover wrote that he was “becoming more and more concerned about our failure to properly handle this matter.” He said in a later memo: “I don’t understand why we give narrow interpretations to the commission’s requests.”

In March, a top Hoover aide, William Branigan, wrote to recommend that the FBI reject the commission’s request for closer surveillance of public appearances by Mark Lane and Marguerite Oswald. He suggested the potential for a scandal if it became known that Warren’s investigation was having its critics followed. “The requests of the commission are extremely broad and, if literally interpreted, could pose a serious investigative burden on us which would also be of great potential embarrassment,” Branigan wrote. Hoover, however, was wary of turning the commission down. “I do not like this constant reluctance on our part to comply fully with the commission’s requests. I realize how impractical and absurd many of them are,” he wrote. “But it is a fact that at least Warren is hostile to the Bureau & we are furnishing him ammunition by our equivocation.”

Rankin would later say that much of his energy that year had to be directed to trying to salvage some sort of relationship with the bureau. Behind the scenes, the investigation was faced with repeated threats by Hoover and the bureau to shut off the FBI’s assistance. There was a showdown that spring over the commission’s decision to have outside experts review some of the physical evidence that had already been inspected by the FBI Laboratory, including the bullets and bullet fragments from Dallas. The move was seen by senior aides to Hoover as an affront to the bureau, suggesting that the commission did not trust the lab’s findings. Hoover seemed to be offended, too: “I concur it is getting to be more and more intolerable to deal with this Warren Commission.”

At one point, he appeared to authorize Assistant Director Alex Rosen to threaten to cut off the laboratory’s assistance to the commission entirely. “I pointed out to Mr. Rankin that our Laboratory was greatly burdened with a large volume of work and that if the examinations that we made were not going to be accepted, it would appear there would be no reason for our Laboratory experts to be tied up on these examinations,” Rosen wrote.

Rankin tried to make amends. He repeatedly spoke by phone with Rosen and apologized for the many “unreasonable requests” the commission had made. Rankin tried to be conciliatory, praising the FBI Laboratory and insisting that the outside experts would simply confirm the accuracy of the bureau’s findings. After more pleas from Rankin, including more statements of “my respect for the FBI and the work of its laboratory,” the bureau lifted its threat. Still, Hoover felt the dispute was a useful moment to remind his deputies to ignore any words of praise or other “sweet-talk” they heard from Rankin and his colleagues at the commission. “I place no credence in any complimentary remarks made by Warren or the commissioners,” Hoover wrote on a copy of one of Rosen’s memos. “They are looking for FBI ‘gaps’ and, having found none, they try to get ‘syrupy.’”

*   *   *

Whatever his hostility toward Warren, Hoover worked to maintain a good relationship with the commissioner who, he felt, would defend the FBI in the writing of the report: Gerald Ford. His files show that he met Ford at a party given at the home of Cartha DeLoach in April. The next day, Hoover followed up with a note to Ford: “I want to let you know how much I enjoyed talking to Mrs. Ford and you during the party at DeLoach’s home last night. Particularly, I was very pleased to discuss in this informal manner some vital matters of interest to you, as well as the FBI.” The letter did not reveal what the “vital matters” were. “It is always encouraging to know that we have alert, vigorous Congressmen, such as you, who are aware of the needs and problems confronting our country,” he continued. “Whenever you have an opportunity, I would be happy to have Mrs. Ford and you drop by FBI headquarters for a special tour of our facilities. And of course, I would like you to feel free to call on me any time our help is needed or when we can be of service.”

The bureau also kept tabs throughout the year on William Manchester, as he gathered research for his book. DeLoach asked for a background check on the writer, and the results were encouraging. As a Washington correspondent for the Baltimore Sun, Manchester had dealt with the bureau occasionally, and a review of FBI files showed that “our relations with him in the past have been most cordial,” DeLoach reported. That spring, Robert Kennedy asked Hoover to meet with Manchester; the request came to the FBI director through Edwin Guthman, Kennedy’s press secretary, whose office was helping schedule the author’s appointments. Hoover, who was rarely in a mood to do favors for the attorney general, initially refused to be interviewed for the book. Instead, Manchester was invited to speak with DeLoach, and Kennedy’s office organized the meeting for April 22.

While outlining his research plan for DeLoach, Manchester pressed for the chance to speak directly with Hoover; he said he wanted a full understanding of what happened in Washington in the hours after the president’s murder, including the exact sequence of phone calls between the FBI director and Robert Kennedy in which Hoover broke the news of the assassination. (Kennedy had already told Manchester how appalled he had been at Hoover’s cold, almost robotic tone during the calls.) Manchester signaled to DeLoach that Hoover took a risk if he chose not to tell his side of the story because the other side of the story—as told by Kennedy—might be very unflattering. The writer made clear how much he already knew. According to DeLoach, Manchester said that he had “visited the Attorney General’s home and the swimming pool where the Attorney General had been standing at the time the Director had called him.”

*   *   *

Hoover gave in and agreed to the interview, setting aside an hour for Manchester in early June. As expected, much of the interview focused on Hoover’s telephone calls with Robert Kennedy on the day of the assassination. Hoover portrayed his tone in those calls as professional, not cold, and he appeared to suggest that it was Kennedy who had drawn the initial conversations to an end, not him. After telling Kennedy in the first call that his brother had been shot and was being rushed to a hospital, Hoover recalled, “the Attorney General had been quiet for a few moments and had then requested” that the FBI “keep him informed of any further facts” before ending the call. The attorney general, he said, was “not the explosive type” and seemed reasonably calm during the call, given the circumstances.

Hoover offered Manchester his long-standing defense of the FBI’s failure to alert the Secret Service to Oswald’s presence in Dallas—“we did have some information regarding Oswald; however, it was quite flimsy in nature”—while repeating his attack on the competence of the Dallas police. “If the FBI had taken custody of Lee Harvey Oswald … he never would have been killed by Jack Ruby,” he said. “All of this could have been avoided had the Dallas police taken proper action.”

The interview ended with what Hoover and his deputies might have seen as an odd question from Manchester: Why had Hoover not attended the president’s funeral services or burial, which were conducted only a few minutes’ drive from FBI headquarters in downtown Washington? It would have been impossible, Hoover replied; there was too much work to be done, both in managing the investigation in Dallas and Mexico City—“leads had spread to Mexico”—and in overseeing the security arrangements for the many foreign dignitaries who traveled to Washington that weekend for the funeral ceremonies. As Hoover explained it, he had “been at his desk constantly.”
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ONE CHASE MANHATTAN PLAZA

NEW YORK, NEW YORK

TUESDAY, JULY 21, 1964

For much of the summer, John McCloy, like most of the commissioners, dealt with the investigation from a distance. He worked from his luxurious offices in One Chase Manhattan Plaza, the sixty-story white-steel skyscraper in lower Manhattan that was home both to Chase Manhattan Bank, which he had run as chairman from 1953 to 1960, and the white-shoe law firm that bore his name, Milbank, Tweed, Hadley & McCloy. His name was so synonymous with the bank and the law firm that there was no suite or floor number on his office stationery; it was unnecessary. There were hundreds of offices and thousands of workers in the building, but a letter addressed simply to John McCloy, One Chase Manhattan Plaza, New York, would reach him.

After reading through some of the draft chapters sent up from Washington, McCloy decided that the commission should just admit it: Oswald might have been trained by the KGB to spy. That did not mean there was a Russian conspiracy to kill Kennedy—not at all. McCloy had told the other commissioners he agreed that Oswald had been the lone gunman and that it was hard to imagine that the Soviet Union had anything to do with the assassination. But it was possible that the Russians might at some point have considered using Oswald as a “sleeper” agent who, after returning to the United States, would lie in wait, maybe for years, to carry out an operation on Moscow’s behalf. The fact that Oswald seemed to know some spycraft—using false names to open post-office boxes, for example—suggested that he might have undergone KGB training. The commission’s report would only be stronger, McCloy said, if it acknowledged that there were still many mysteries about Oswald’s past.

On July 21, McCloy dictated a letter for Lee Rankin and asked his secretary to mark it PERSONAL. He wrote to praise the latest draft of the chapter in which the commission addressed—and ruled out—the possibility of a foreign conspiracy. “I think this draft is much better than the earlier one,” McCloy told Rankin. But he had a suggestion. “Somewhere,” he wrote, “I feel there should be added something like this”:

The Commission has noted that Oswald did exhibit some tendency toward the use of undercover practices which raises a suspicion that he did receive some rudimentary instruction in undercover activities.… It is not beyond the realm of possibility that the Soviet authorities may have considered using him as a sort of “sleeper” in the United States, on whom they might call at some future time, but our more considered view is that even in this capacity they would have had serious doubts regarding his reliability.

In other words, the KGB might have considered using Oswald as a spy but, ultimately, the Russians were too smart to have anything to do with “that punk,” as McCloy often referred to him.

The letter effectively disappeared after it reached Washington. If McCloy’s suggestion inspired debate within the commission, it would not be reflected in its records or in the final report. The letter, which several of the staff lawyers say they never saw, was filed away in Rankin’s personal papers at the National Archives, apparently forgotten. Years later, the lawyers were not surprised that the chief justice would have resisted McCloy’s suggestion to leave open the possibility of ties between Oswald and the KGB. By that summer, Warren seemed determined to produce a final report that ended speculation about Oswald as anything other than a delusional, violent young man who was alienated from all people and institutions—certainly not someone who would be seen by the Kremlin as a potential spy.

*   *   *

David Slawson had written much of the draft that McCloy had just read, and the young lawyer was pleased with the way his material in the report had taken shape. As the writing had begun in earnest, Slawson felt convinced that there was no foreign conspiracy, or at least no credible evidence of one. He reserved final judgment on the question until the FBI completed its late-summer review of the claims of Silvia Odio in Dallas. If her account of meeting Oswald proved to be true, everything changed, and the question of a conspiracy would have to be reopened. If Odio’s allegations proved false, however, Slawson felt comfortable with the conclusion, as stated in a July 15 draft, that the commission had investigated “all rumors and allegations” and “found no credible evidence indicating that the Soviet Union, Cuba or any other foreign nation was involved in the assassination. All of the facts on Lee Harvey’s life, literally from his birth to his death, have been examined for evidence of subversive foreign connections.”

Not that he was completely satisfied, Slawson admitted. He was still troubled that so much of the information about Oswald’s Mexico trip would be attributed directly—on the commission’s orders—to the central witness he had not been permitted to interview: Silvia Duran. She would be identified by name more than thirty times in the report, with reference to the statements she had made—under duress and possibly even under threat of torture—to the Mexican police. The staff settled on the final wording about her credibility. She would be labeled “an important source of information” whose account had been confirmed by “sources of extremely high reliability,” a cryptic reference to the CIA’s wiretapping and bugging operations in Mexico City. “Her testimony was truthful and accurate in all material respects,” the report would conclude.

William Coleman took on the assignment of writing the report’s chronology of Oswald’s Mexico trip. His draft made sweeping statements suggesting that he, even more than Slawson, was confident that the CIA and the FBI had shared all they knew. “I did trust the CIA especially,” Coleman said later.

According to his twenty-five-page draft on the Mexico trip, dated July 20:

The commission undertook an intensive investigation to determine what Oswald did on this trip and its purpose. As a result, it has been able to reconstruct and explain most of Oswald’s actions during this time.… The Commission is confident that what it does know about Oswald’s activities in Mexico is representative of all his actions there, and that while in Mexico, Oswald made no contacts having any relation to the assassination.

As the summer wore on, the staff began to fall into two camps: those who were content with the way their drafts were being edited by Rankin and his deputies, and those who were unhappy, or even furious. There seemed to be no middle ground. Arlen Specter felt his summary of the events of the day of the assassination, and his explanation of much of the medical evidence, had been edited carefully and respectfully by Redlich. Others might still find Redlich testy and territorial, but Specter only had praise; the two would be lifelong friends. “Norman was the architect of the report, and he essentially let my work stand,” Specter recalled. “You’ve got to remember that the report was put together lickety-split. I give Redlich a lot of credit.”*

Specter would become aware only later, after the drafts were edited, how reluctant some of the commissioners had been to accept the single-bullet theory, or at least the way he had presented it. After reading through draft chapters about the ballistics, McCloy wrote to Rankin in June to warn that the commission should be wary of overstating its confidence in the theory. “I think too much effort is expended on attempting to prove that the first bullet which hit the president was also responsible for all of Connally’s wounds,” he said. “In many respects, this chapter is the most important chapter in the report and it should be the most convincing.” McCloy attached an eight-page typewritten memo to his letter in which he proposed sixty-nine other editing changes in the report, many intended to tone down what he considered its overheated language. He said he was alarmed by the use of needlessly dramatic turns of phrase, including a reference to the “fateful day” of the assassination. “If this is to be an historical document, there is no need and indeed it would appear to be improper to use phrases such as ‘fateful day.’” The phrase was removed. A more direct attack on the single-bullet theory came from Senator Cooper, who had otherwise been such a secondary figure in the investigation. On August 20, he sent a memo to Rankin in which he suggested that the theory was, simply, wrong. Cooper had been impressed by Connally’s testimony. “On what basis is it claimed that one shot caused all the wounds?” Cooper asked. “It seemed to me that Governor Connally’s statement negates such a conclusion. I could not agree with this statement.”

*   *   *

No one seemed angrier about the way the report was being edited than David Belin. Now back at his law firm in Des Moines, he said he seethed as he read through the drafts sent to him from Washington. In letters back to Rankin, he complained that the report was raising needless questions about the commission’s confidence in its own findings. The report, he said, was written defensively, focusing too much on rebutting the conspiracy theories being spread by Mark Lane and others. Belin was shocked, he said, to discover that a full chapter would be devoted to proving that all the shots fired at Kennedy’s motorcade had come from the Texas School Book Depository and not, as the conspiracy theorists argued, from the grassy knoll. “The evidence of the source of the shots is among the strongest evidence there is to show that Oswald was the assassin,” Belin wrote. “To set it aside in a separate chapter by itself is a case of gilding the lily.” The conspiracy theorists “have succeeded in steering the commission onto a false course,” he continued. “There can be absolutely no doubt about the source of the shots, and it does not take 69 typewritten pages to prove it.”

Belin was angered, as well, to discover that the commission intended to ignore his one-man investigation that spring of a mystery that had nagged at him from the start of the investigation: Where was Oswald heading after the shooting? It was known that Oswald had left the book depository minutes after the assassination and made his way to his rooming house across town—first by bus, then by taxi after the bus was stopped in the suddenly chaotic traffic. At the rooming house, he collected his .38 Smith & Wesson revolver and began walking east; it was then that he encountered and killed Officer Tippit before hurrying on. The question was: To where? The absence of any obvious escape route fed rumors that Oswald knew Ruby and was heading in the direction of Ruby’s apartment, which was about two-thirds of a mile away in the direction he was walking. Belin, however, was convinced that the rumors were wrong. “We made every effort to uncover credible evidence of a possible link between Oswald and Ruby,” Belin said. “None was found.”

Was it possible that Oswald had no escape route? Some of Belin’s colleagues suspected that Oswald had no destination in mind and always intended to be captured or killed. That might explain why he had left the money in his wallet—$170—for Marina that morning; he had also left behind his wedding ring. But Belin was convinced that Oswald was fleeing, and to somewhere specific, and that there were clues to his destination in a small slip of paper found in his pockets: a bus transfer, issued in the minutes after the assassination. To Belin, the transfer slip suggested that Oswald—who routinely traveled by public bus in Dallas and knew the schedules by heart—planned to connect to another bus that would take him out of town. “There must have been a reason for him to keep that bus transfer.”

Belin thought Oswald’s most likely destination was Mexico, and then Cuba. Liebeler reminded him of testimony from one of Oswald’s fellow marines, who had said that Oswald had talked about going to Cuba through Mexico if he ever got in trouble with the law. It was significant, Belin thought, that Oswald had lied so blatantly to the Dallas police about the Mexico trip when he was interrogated after the assassination, claiming that he had never been to Mexico. “Is it not reasonable to assume that the denial of his trip to Mexico is strong circumstantial evidence, pointing to someone in Mexico who was in some way involved, directly or indirectly, with the assassination?” Belin asked. “Who would that person be?” He suspected those questions led back to Oswald’s visit that fall to the Cuban embassy in Mexico, where he almost certainly would have encountered Cuban diplomats and others who saw the Kennedy administration as a mortal threat. Belin thought there was at least a possibility then that while in Mexico, “Oswald had a conversation with a Castro agent or sympathizer about getting back at Kennedy and was promised financial and other support if he was ever able to succeed” in killing the president. Someone might have been waiting for Oswald on the border to help him—by definition, it seemed, a coconspirator in the assassination. It was “pure speculation,” Belin admitted, but it sounded logical.

With the FBI’s help, he analyzed bus routes out of Dallas to see if Oswald had an easy way of getting to Mexico. After days with maps and timetables spread out on his desk, Belin thought he had identified Oswald’s likely route, and it was not so complicated. With the transfer slip, Oswald could have reached a pickup point for Greyhound bus lines, which that day had a bus leaving Dallas at three fifteen p.m. headed for Laredo, Texas, on the Mexican border.

Belin laid out his theory in a detailed memo to Rankin and Redlich. He offered an explanation for why Oswald had left the money behind for Marina instead of saving it for bus fare; he had not needed the money because he had his handgun. “Even if he did not have enough money to get to Mexico, the pistol would have helped him obtain some,” he said. After Tippit’s vicious murder, Oswald would seemingly have had no qualms about using the gun again to rob passersby, or even a bank. Belin acknowledged that he could not prove Mexico was Oswald’s destination, but he thought it was important for the commission report to at least suggest where Oswald was headed, if only to dampen the rumors about a rendezvous with Ruby.

It was Norman Redlich, above all, who objected to any mention of the theory in the report. The commission should not raise questions about Oswald’s route—especially to suggest that he was headed to Mexico, where so many questions had already been raised and left unanswered—without proof, he declared. “Norman argued that because it was a theory and not a fact, no mention of it should be made in the final report,” Belin remembered. “Norman won the argument.”

*   *   *

Alfred Goldberg was stunned that summer when he learned what the chief justice intended to do with the commission’s internal files—he wanted them shredded or incinerated. “Warren wanted to destroy all the records,” Goldberg recalled. “He thought these records would stir up more than they should,” providing conspiracy theorists with evidence about internal disputes on the commission’s staff, which Mark Lane and others would then use selectively to raise doubts about Oswald’s guilt. Warren had other reasons for destroying the files, Goldberg recalled. He worried that much of the paperwork turned over by government agencies, and the CIA in particular, revealed national-security secrets only tangentially related to the president’s murder. “He thought the country and the world would be better off with those things never being made public,” said Goldberg, who decided that he had to move fast—and quietly—to convince Warren to change his mind. As a historian, Goldberg was appalled at the idea that so much raw evidence about a turning point in American history would be lost to future scholars. Worse, he was convinced that if the public ever learned what had happened, the conspiracy theories would spin out of control; Lane and the others would seize on the document destruction as proof of a cover-up.

Goldberg thought that if anyone could change Warren’s mind, it was Richard Russell. Whatever the differences between Warren and the senator, the Georgian was one of the most respected men in the capital, and the chief justice would listen to him. “No one in Washington dared to ignore the advice of Senator Richard Russell,” Goldberg said. So he went to Alfredda Scobey, Russell’s representative on the staff, and asked her for help. She, in turn, went to Russell, who agreed to talk to the chief justice. And the senator convinced Warren that, whatever the risk of the disclosure of government secrets, “it would be a whole lot worse if we destroyed the documents,” Goldberg said. Warren quickly reversed his order. Russell, Goldberg said, had “saved the day.”

*   *   *

That summer was the busiest of Goldberg’s life. In the final weeks of the investigation, he promised himself that he would always get home each night for at least a few hours of sleep, but beginning in June, fourteen-hour workdays were the rule, and he worked seven days a week. He had one day off that summer—the Fourth of July, which Rankin insisted that the staff honor by staying home. Typically Goldberg would not leave the offices until well after midnight. “Most of us were there until 1, 2, 3 o’clock in the morning.”

Especially during those late-night hours, he and the other lawyers were thankful for the commission’s increasingly loose rules for handling classified documents. “We could just pile things on tables,” Goldberg said. “I thought it was great.” FBI agents who visited the offices in mid-September reported back to headquarters that they found “a complete lack of organization insofar as records are concerned,” with “no document control whatsoever and no accountability for such documents, classified or not.” The commission’s two Xerox photocopiers “are used constantly by any member of the staff or any employee” to copy files, including many stamped TOP SECRET.

Goldberg took on several writing assignments. He wrote the special chapter that listed—and rebutted—every major rumor and conspiracy theory. He divided the rumors into ten categories, ranging from the source of the bullets that struck the motorcade to the events at the scene of Officer Tippit’s murder, and the many allegations about ties between Oswald and Ruby. He whittled down the list to 122 “speculations and rumors,” and then answered each one with the “commission finding” that spelled out the truth, as determined by the investigation. In his introduction to the chapter, he noted that every major assassination had produced conspiracy theories and that they began to circulate almost instantly. “The rumors and theories about the assassination of Abraham Lincoln that are still being publicized were for the most part bruited within months of his death.”

As part of his research, Goldberg tried to read every one of the hundreds of magazine and newspaper articles that suggested an alternative explanation for Kennedy’s murder. “There was so much literature,” he recalled. “There was an underground network operating already—all kinds of allegations, speculations, rumors.” He was outraged after reading the first of the major conspiracy books—Who Killed Kennedy? by Thomas Buchanan, the expatriate American writer for L’Express. The book, released in the United States by the publishing house G. P. Putnam’s Sons, alleged that there had been at least two gunmen in Dealey Plaza. Buchanan hinted that the conspiracy was underwritten by right-wing Texas businessmen. “I thought it was nonsense, the way most of those books were,” Goldberg said. He was offended by the way so many supposedly legitimate scholars and journalists did not trouble themselves to research the basic facts of the assassination before rushing garbled conspiracy tales into print. “It was a good money-making thing for a lot of people,” Goldberg said. The conspiracy theorists “were, in the main, either ignorant, crazy or dishonest.” Goldberg believed that Buchanan, Mark Lane, and others were preying on the confusion of millions of Americans who found it difficult to accept that the most powerful man in the world could be brought down by “such a pathetic little man” as Lee Harvey Oswald. “They’d be much more comfortable knowing it was the result of some conspiracy, that some major figures were involved,” Goldberg said. “How could this pipsqueak do all this?”

He was proud that his own detective work put to rest one specific, well-publicized set of rumors. For months, Lane and others raised an alarm about the disappearance of a Texas man named Darryl Click who had been identified as the cabdriver who drove Oswald back to his rooming house after the assassination. The New York Times, the Washington Post, and other newspapers had published a transcript of a news conference on November 24 at which Dallas district attorney Henry Wade had referred to the taxi ride and seemed to identify Click by name. But Lane and others could find no record of Click in phone books or other public records. The confusion about Click and his whereabouts was “seized on by all the conspiratorial people,” Goldberg recalled. “There were hints of a dark mystery.” To try to resolve it, Goldberg obtained a tape recording of Wade’s news conference. “I listened to it over and over again,” he said. “I went thru it 75 times.” And he found the error. It had been made by the transcriptionist, who had obviously been baffled by Wade’s deep Texas drawl. The transcript published in the Times and elsewhere quoted Wade as saying that Oswald “caught a taxicab driver, a Darryl Click,” and was driven to his rooming house. Wade had actually said that Oswald “caught a taxi to Oak Cliff” and then went home. The rooming house was in the city’s Oak Cliff neighborhood. To an ear unaccustomed to a Texas accent, “Oak Cliff” sounded like “Darryl Click.” There was no Darryl Click.

In preparing the “rumors” appendix, Goldberg made use of the final report of staff lawyer Richard Mosk and IRS supervisor Philip Barson, an accountant who had been loaned to the commission to complete the investigation of whether Oswald had income from unexplained sources, possibly from coconspirators. Goldberg was impressed. In their report in July, Mosk and Barson had been able to account—almost to the penny—for the money that went in and came out of Oswald’s pockets in the final weeks of his life, beginning on September 25, the day he reportedly left New Orleans for Mexico. His income, including salary and unemployment insurance, totaled $3,665.89, while his expenses, including the cost of the Mexico trip, totaled $3,497.79. It was a difference of $168, and that money was apparently accounted for, since Oswald left the $170 in cash for Marina in a drawer in the bedroom dresser.

*   *   *

After figuring that he had spent almost every waking hour of his life since January thinking about the troubled life of Jack Ruby, Burt Griffin was finally willing to accept the conclusion that the commission seemed likely to adopt—that Ruby had not been part of any conspiracy in the killing of Oswald. He bristled, though, at the early draft chapters that focused on Ruby. He thought they went too far in suggesting that the commission had answered every significant question about Ruby’s past. “I think it is a mistake for the Commission to make any statement which indicates that its investigation in that regard has been exhaustive,” Griffin wrote to Willens on August 14.

That month, Griffin and the other lawyers who remained in Washington were asked to take on the additional duty of reading through the draft chapters that they had not written, acting as editors and fact-checkers on one another’s work. Characteristically, no one approached the job more eagerly—and at times, aggressively—than Liebeler. He became, in many ways, the commission’s principal in-house contrarian. As Griffin described it, Liebeler was “the cross-examiner who was looking for the weaknesses” that the commission’s critics would otherwise find. “He wanted the report to be so well written and the evidence to be so accurate that a lawyer on the other side could not say that the commission staff had done an inadequate job or had drawn unwarranted conclusions.”

Griffin and his colleagues said they had no inkling of it at the time, but by establishing himself as their chief internal critic, Liebeler was about to create an angrily worded paper trail that conspiracy theorists would cite decades later in order to argue that the commission—and Liebeler himself—had been part of an monstrous cover-up.
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Norman Redlich’s energy was almost superhuman. He existed on little sleep, often less than four hours a night, and could wolf down a meal at his desk in the few minutes it took for one of the secretaries to change a typewriter ribbon. He was honored to have the job of the principal writer and editor of the report. The document was likely to be read and studied centuries into the future—by his grandchildren and their children “and on and on,” he told his family. More than anything else he might do in a long career, Redlich—thirty-eight years old and younger than most of his colleagues on the faculty back at NYU law school—understood that this might be what he would be remembered for.

His wife, Evelyn, recalled that, reasonably early in the investigation, her husband had become convinced that Oswald had acted alone. “Norman never entertained any conspiracy notions,” she said. “None.” And so it was that much easier for Redlich to do what Warren wanted him to do that summer: complete the report as quickly as possible and put to rest the swirling rumors about the assassination.

The pressure to finish was not only coming from Warren. Although the chief justice insisted that President Johnson had imposed no deadlines, the commission’s lawyers heard differently. Repeatedly that summer, word reached them that the president, through his top aides, was demanding that the report be completed before the end of August, when the Democratic National Convention would be held in Atlantic City, New Jersey, and Johnson would receive his party’s nomination to run for a full four-year term as president; his Republican challenger in November would be Barry Goldwater, the Arizona senator. Johnson, the lawyers were told, did not want to be blindsided by anything in the report before the campaign. “Every once in a while, someone would say to us, ‘Johnson just sent over a message,’” Lloyd Weinreb remembered. “And the message is, ‘Where’s the fucking report?’”

The staff felt the pressure. Weinreb said an aunt, visiting Washington and seeing how exhausted he was, demanded that he take a weekend off with his wife. “She said, ‘Lloyd, you’ve simply got to go away,’” he said. “She gave us some money to do it.” He planned a single Sunday night away in the nearby seaport of Annapolis, Maryland. “So midday on Sunday we drove to Annapolis to a motel and we were going to stay for the night,” he said. But almost as soon as they arrived, the phone rang. “We got a call from Lee Rankin saying that we had better come back to Washington.” There was no time for even a single night away; the couple returned home immediately. “I was pissed,” Weinreb said. He was blessed, he said, with a spouse who was slow to anger. “My wife is a very agreeable person.”

For the first time, tempers began to flare among some of the lawyers. Weinreb recalled several blowups that summer with Wesley Liebeler, especially over how the report should describe Oswald’s self-proclaimed Marxism and whether it would have motivated him to kill Kennedy. “That was a source of great controversy between us,” Weinreb remembered. “Liebeler was a right-wing guy” who argued that Oswald’s motivation “was all political, that it was something about Castro.” Weinreb was convinced Liebeler was wrong. “I didn’t think it was political, I still don’t.”

Liebeler’s battles with Redlich were far nastier. Beyond the stark differences in their political views, the two men had never gotten along, and now they argued over the writing of the report. Liebeler warned that Redlich might be so eager to finish the report and please Warren that he was maneuvering to shut down important, last-minute lines of investigation that might still point to a conspiracy. There were a number of examples, Liebeler said. Several staff members were alarmed, for instance, by the discovery that summer that the FBI had never determined the sources of fingerprints on cartons found on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book Depository; they were the cartons that Oswald had apparently stacked around his sniper’s perch. At least eleven of the fingerprints belonged to someone other than Oswald.

No matter how little time remained in the investigation, Liebeler and other staff lawyers felt that the FBI had to determine whose fingerprints they were. Redlich, however, resisted and tried to write around the issue, as if it was unimportant. Griffin joined with Liebeler in protesting to Redlich: “You can’t dismiss 11 fingerprints. You’ve got to find out whose prints those are.” It was possible that the prints would identify coconspirators in the assassination. “Hell, there could be a whole football team up there,” Griffin warned. Murray Laulicht, the new arrival on the staff, remembered that Redlich felt it was too late to worry about the prints, especially if it meant holding up the report. “What, you want to fingerprint the whole city of Dallas?” he remembered Redlich asking with annoyance.

Redlich also resisted asking the FBI about a conflict over whether Oswald’s palm print had been identified on the barrel of the rifle found at the book depository. A Dallas police fingerprint expert claimed the print appeared to be Oswald’s, while an FBI expert who inspected the rifle later found no print at all. Liebeler believed both issues—the source of the fingerprints on the cartons and the discrepancy over a print on the rifle—had to be resolved. “The record could not be left in the condition it was in,” he declared.

Rankin sided with Liebeler, and he signed letters to J. Edgar Hoover in late August pressing for answers about the prints. The responses came back in the final days of the investigation: the bureau reported that most of the previously unidentified fingerprints were those of an FBI clerk and a Dallas police officer who had handled the cartons as evidence. The FBI concluded that Oswald’s palm print had in fact been on the rifle barrel, as the Dallas police had found. The FBI expert who inspected the rifle had been unaware that the Dallas police preserved the palm print by lifting it off the barrel with a piece of adhesive tape.

*   *   *

Liebeler had a more sweeping complaint: he felt that Redlich was writing the final report like a “prosecutor’s brief,” leaving no question at all about Oswald’s guilt. Liebeler told his colleagues he agreed that Oswald was the lone assassin. Even so, he said, the report should state clearly that there was evidence that might have pointed away from Oswald if there had been a trial.

In late August, Liebeler’s frustration boiled over in conversations with Redlich and Willens in which they seemed to suggest that Liebeler was to blame if the commission had missed evidence of a domestic conspiracy. “I personally cannot be held responsible for the present condition of the work on conspiracy,” Liebeler wrote in an angry memo in late August to both of them. “I am more than willing, if able, to accept my full share of responsibility for the work of this staff. I cannot, however, leave myself in the position implied by the … oral statements made by both of you which I hope you will both admit upon reflection are false and unfair.”

With only days supposedly left in the investigation, Liebeler was astonished at how much work was left to be done. He was startled by the news in August that Marina Oswald had—she claimed—only just recalled that there were still mementoes from Oswald’s Mexico trip inside a small brown suitcase that she had kept after the assassination. The FBI, she said, had never bothered to inspect the case. It raised a new, last-minute alarm for the commission’s staff about the bureau’s basic competence; Liebeler wondered what other evidence the FBI might have missed due to the bungling or laziness of its agents. Several items were found inside the suitcase, including a bus-ticket stub from Oswald’s Mexico trip.

*   *   *

On Friday, September 4, as Liebeler was preparing to leave Washington to spend Labor Day weekend at his country home in Vermont, he was given galley proofs of Redlich’s edited version of Chapter 4—the chapter that focused on evidence establishing that Oswald was the assassin. There would be little time for Liebeler to enjoy the holiday because, as he read, he became more and more agitated over what Redlich had done—or more precisely, what Redlich had allowed to remain in the chapter from earlier drafts.

Liebeler was troubled, first, by the many factual errors, large and small, that he detected. He thought some of the mistakes were understandable given the large number of people involved in “an extremely painful process” of writing and editing. He was more upset, he recalled, about the overall tone of the report and the way it was still being “overwritten” to suggest that Oswald was so clearly guilty that there was no need to trouble readers with facts that might contradict that conclusion. “It made statements that could not really be supported,” Liebeler said. There was a tendency “to downplay or not give equal emphasis to contrary evidence.”

Liebeler decided to do something dramatic to protest. And so he sat down at a typewriter he kept in the Vermont house and batted out a twenty-six-page memo, finally totaling more than sixty-seven hundred words, that deconstructed the chapter, paragraph by paragraph. He pointed to dozens of instances of what he described as errors or exaggerations. The memo was, in its own way, a masterwork, proof of Liebeler’s keen intelligence and his phenomenal memory; he could recall even the tiniest details of the evidence and witness testimony and match them up against what he was reading in the draft.

In perhaps the most contentious part of the memo, Liebeler said he disagreed fiercely with Redlich and other staff members who believed that Oswald’s weapons training in the marines meant that he had an easy shot in Dealey Plaza. Liebeler felt that the report needed to point out that Oswald had been mocked at times by fellow marines during target practice and that he barely passed at least one marksmanship test. The evidence, he said, tended “to indicate that Oswald was not a good shot and that he was not interested in his rifle while in the Marine Corps,” yet that conflicting evidence was missing from the draft. “To put it bluntly, that sort of selection from the record could seriously affect the integrity and credibility of the entire report.” He continued: “The most honest and the most sensible thing to do given the present state of the record on Oswald’s rifle capability would be to write a very short section indicating that there is testimony on both sides of several issues. The commission could then conclude that the best evidence that Oswald could fire his rifle as fast as he did and hit the target is the fact that he did so. It may have been pure luck. It probably was to a very great extent. But it happened.”

When he returned from Vermont that weekend, Liebeler placed the memo on Redlich’s desk. Initially he heard back nothing. “There was really no response to it for a considerable period of time,” Liebeler recalled.

Then, several days later, new page proofs for the chapter arrived in the commission’s offices, and Liebeler began to read to see what, if anything, had changed as a result of his memo. The answer, he recalled, was almost nothing; his most serious complaints had been ignored. He marched into Rankin’s office to protest. Seeing how angry Liebeler was, Rankin agreed to review the chapter with him—that minute. He asked Liebeler to get a copy of his memo and a set of the galleys and come back to his office. “We sat down, the two of us, and started going through the chapter,” Liebeler said. Willens joined them, but apparently not before calling Redlich, who was home in Manhattan that day and at his desk at NYU. Realizing that his editing was being undone, Redlich dashed to LaGuardia Airport to catch a flight to Washington. He was in the commission’s offices that same afternoon. The four of them then “spent the rest of that day and long into the night going over this memorandum and the page proofs, and my recollection is that we considered and discussed all the issues,” Liebeler recalled. He got some, but far from all, of the changes he requested. Over the next two weeks, he bombarded Rankin and the others with more memos, totaling an additional eight thousand words.

Liebeler knew his voluminous memos that summer had created a permanent record of how strongly he had fought, over what he considered matters of principle, in the writing of the report, so at some point, he decided to keep copies of his memos for himself. He began to slip the copies out of the commission’s offices, putting them in his attaché case, and then filing them away at home, initially at his apartment in Washington. If there ever came a time when the commission’s legacy was under attack and he needed to defend his own reputation, Liebeler would have all of his memos and files available; he could make them all public.

*   *   *

Senator Richard Russell was always apologetic about how many of the commission’s meetings he missed. As he had predicted from the start, 1964 had turned out to be an awful year in his long career in the Senate. He spent most of the first six months of the year trying, and ultimately failing, to block the momentous civil rights legislation that Johnson had offered as a tribute to Kennedy, most important the Civil Rights Act of 1964. Some of Russell’s fellow segregationists had hoped his close friendship with Johnson might convince the White House to weaken the act. Russell, however, had sensed from the start that it was hopeless. He described the Senate vote on the bill on June 19 as “the final act of the longest debate and the greatest tragedy ever played out in the Senate of the United States.” It passed overwhelmingly, 73 to 27, and was signed into law by Johnson on July 2. Russell was praised by the president after the Georgian repeatedly urged fellow southerners to comply peacefully with the law. “Violence and defiance are no substitute for the campaign of reason and logic we must wage,” Russell said.

Russell’s absence from the commission meant that he had mostly forfeited his ability to control how the investigation was conducted, including how the staff was chosen and what they were assigned to do. The controversy over Norman Redlich that spring had created trouble for Russell with conservative constituents back home. Russell drafted a letter that could be sent out to Georgians who wrote in to complain. “Let me tell you again that I did not know that Redlich was working for the commission until the hearings were practically concluded,” he wrote, blaming the hiring on Lee Rankin. “When the matter was before the commission, I made it clear that had I known of his employment and background, I would have vigorously opposed his employment, and I told Mr. Rankin that I thought he had been derelict.” In May, he had complained directly to Johnson about Redlich. “I sat up last night until 11:30 readin’ the FBI reports on some son-of-a-bitch that this fellow Rankin hired over here on the Warren Commission,” he told the president in a recorded phone call. “Everybody’s raisin’ hell about him bein’ a Communist and all … a left-winger.”

But even while he participated little in the day-to-day work of the commission, Russell continued to monitor the investigation with the help of Alfredda Scobey. Every night, he insisted, he took home transcripts of the commission’s witness testimony. He read through the commission’s paperwork “until I thought my eyes were going to burn up,” he complained to an aide. And from a distance, he did not like what he was reading. He repeatedly told his Senate staff that he was disturbed by the way Warren was running the “assassination commission.” (Russell’s former press secretary, Powell Moore, said later that the senator refused to call it the Warren Commission. “Senator Russell always insisted on calling it the assassination commission.”) While the commission might be moving toward a conclusion that Oswald had acted alone, Russell was never certain of it; he said he found it hard to believe that Oswald “could have done all this by himself.” He was troubled by what he was reading about Oswald’s visit to Mexico and about his friendship while he lived in the Russian city of Minsk with a group of young Cubans.

The passage of the Civil Rights Act allowed Russell to become involved—reluctantly, he said—in the commission’s work. He announced that he wanted to see the scene of the assassination for himself and to interview Marina Oswald. He asked Rankin to organize a trip to Dallas. The other two southern lawmakers on the commission—Senator Cooper of Kentucky and Congressman Boggs of Louisiana—agreed to join him. Cooper recalled that Russell hoped he might be able to break Oswald’s widow and convince her to tell him secrets that she was still keeping from the commission. Warren, Russell complained, had treated her too gently, even after all her lies had been exposed. The chief justice “was all too grandfatherly,” he told his Senate secretary. “She should have been given something closer to a third-degree type of questioning.”

Russell’s delegation arrived in Dallas on Saturday, September 5, and toured the book depository the next day. Russell nearly created a panic on the streets outside the warehouse. The Dallas Morning News reported that about 150 sightseers were startled when they looked up and noticed an elderly man with a rifle standing at the window of the sixth floor, seeming to take aim at them. It was explained to them that it was Senator Russell, holding the weapon as he tried to imagine what Oswald would have seen. “Well, I just hope he’s not using real bullets,” said a woman scurrying for cover.

That afternoon, the delegation went to a nearby military base to meet Marina Oswald. Russell arrived with a long, handwritten list of questions. The session lasted more than four hours, with the congressmen learning almost nothing that had not been revealed before. Russell focused his questions on the relationship between Mrs. Oswald and her husband; he goaded her, suggesting that Oswald had actually been a “very devoted husband” who had been entitled to her loyalty.

“No,” Mrs. Oswald replied. “He was not a good husband.”

Russell reminded her that she had testified that Oswald had helped her with the housework and was good with his daughters.

“Well, I also testified to the fact that he beat me on many occasions,” she replied. “He was not good when he beat me.”

Russell: “He beat you on many occasions?”

Marina: “Many.”

Russell pressed her on aspects of her life in Russia before meeting Oswald, including her ties there to the Communist Party and about an uncle who worked for the Russian interior ministry. She could see where the questions were heading; he seemed to be suggesting that she was herself some sort of spy. “I want to assure the commission that I was never given any assignment by the Soviet government,” she declared.

The only surprising development in her testimony came when Mrs. Oswald volunteered her new theory that her husband had not intended to kill the president but had instead aimed his rifle at Governor Connally. The governor was the target, she said, because he, as navy secretary, had refused to intervene to overturn her husband’s less-than-honorable discharge from the Marine Corps.

Russell doubted she was right: “I think that you have your evidence terribly confused.”

Mrs. Oswald readily acknowledged that it was only speculation. “I have no facts whatsoever,” she said.

Her appearance that day reflected a seemingly newfound confidence. At her earlier appearances before the commission, she had always brought a lawyer along. This time she did not. “The attorney costs me too much,” she said.

During the questioning, Russell, like Warren before him, seemed to soften in the presence of the pretty young widow. He said he was glad that she was writing her memoirs and had found so many other ways to sell her story to newspapers and magazines, since it offered her a way to support herself and her daughters. “I was hoping that you had found some means of commercializing on it either to the moving picture people or to the publishing world.”

*   *   *

On matters of national security, Russell was almost certainly the best-informed man in Congress, and it had been that way for years. In 1965, he would mark his tenth year as chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee. In that job, he was privy to the most highly classified national-security information gathered at both the Pentagon and the CIA; at the time, the budgets of both agencies came under his oversight.

After Fidel Castro came to power in Havana in 1959, Russell would have known many secrets about Cuba, especially. He knew how the Kennedy administration had struggled since its first days in power to oust the Cuban government. That appeared to explain why, in his conversations with President Johnson and others after the assassination, Russell sensed, almost immediately, that Castro might have been involved, and if not Castro personally, some element of the Cuban government that believed it was operating on his behalf. He offered no similar dark suspicions about Soviet leaders.

Russell also sensed that, whatever the truth about the assassination, the CIA and the FBI were not necessarily eager to find it, if only to protect themselves from the discovery that there had been a conspiracy that the two agencies should have been able to disrupt. In his office files, Russell kept a small, ominous note that he had written to himself after the first meeting of the commission back in December. “Something strange is happening,” he wrote, referring to the investigation by the CIA and FBI of Oswald’s visit to Mexico. The investigation was only just getting under way, yet there already seemed to be a rush to demonstrate that Oswald was the lone assassin, whatever the evidence—to show that Oswald was the “only one ever considered” as the assassin, Russell wrote. “This to me is an untenable position.”

He knew that the CIA and the FBI had insisted from the start that they could find no evidence of a foreign plot. But through long experience, he also knew that the agencies were capable of lying—or so muddying the facts that no one would ever be able to figure out the truth. Also alarming to Russell was the possibility that Warren was being privately briefed—by the CIA? the White House? the president himself?—regarding sensitive elements of the investigation. At that first December meeting, he wrote, the chief justice seemed to know more about the possibility of Cuban involvement than he was telling. Warren appeared to know, for example, about the unconfirmed report from the CIA that Oswald might have received thousands of dollars at the Cuban embassy in Mexico. It surprised Russell that Warren had already been told that. The chief justice “knew all I did and more about [the] CIA.”

*   *   *

Russell’s last-minute trip to Dallas had not ended his suspicion of a conspiracy. Nor had the trip ended his skepticism about the single-bullet theory. He respected Governor Connally, and if Connally believed he had been hit by a separate bullet, Russell was not going to doubt him. So after returning to Washington, he knew he faced a dilemma as the commission prepared to meet to approve a final report. He needed to ask himself if he could put his name to conclusions that he could not accept. In mid-September, he called in a secretary and began dictating his formal dissent—a document that would remain secret in his Senate files until years after his death.

He began by rejecting the single-bullet theory: “I do not share the finding of the Commission as to the probability that both President Kennedy and Governor Connally were struck by the same bullet.… . Reviewing the Zapruder film several times adds to my conviction that the bullet that passed through Governor Connally’s body was not the same bullet as that which passed through the President’s back and neck.”

He then moved on to questions about whether Oswald acted alone: “While I join with my colleagues in the finding that there is no clear and definite evidence connecting any person or group in a conspiracy with Oswald to assassinate the President, there are some aspects of this case that I cannot decide with absolute certainty.” He said he was still alarmed by reports about Oswald’s association with the Cuban students in Minsk and by the lack of a “detailed account of all of Oswald’s movements, contacts and associations on his secret visit to Mexico.” He wrote that he could not share “in a categorical finding that Oswald planned and perpetrated the assassination without the knowledge, encouragement or assistance of another person.”

*   *   *

In the final days of editing the report, the staff at last heard back from the FBI about Silvia Odio and her claim of meeting Oswald on her doorstep in Dallas. The bureau said it had new information to prove that the young Cuban woman was wrong. FBI agents had finally identified the three men who were seen at Odio’s door—and Oswald was not among them. The news arrived on September 21 in a letter from J. Edgar Hoover. According to Hoover, the bureau had tracked down a thirty-four-year-old Cuban-American truck driver named Loran Eugene Hall who claimed he was one of the anti-Castro militants who went to see Odio. Hall identified himself as a professional mercenary who turned against Castro after serving in his guerrilla army.

In September 1963, Hall said, he had been traveling in Dallas with two fellow anti-Castro guerrillas—Lawrence Howard, who was Mexican-American, and William Seymour, who was not a Latino and spoke only a few words of Spanish—to raise money for the cause, and they had gone to the home of a woman he believed was Odio. Hall thought she might have mistaken Seymour for Oswald.

Hoover acknowledged that the investigation was ongoing and that FBI agents were still searching for Howard and Seymour. Still, there was a sense of relief at the commission about the last-minute news from the FBI. Now the final report could rule out what had previously seemed to be the strongest testimony from any witness suggesting that Oswald might have had coconspirators.

David Slawson, who had pressed so vigorously to pursue Odio’s claims, could not recall years later if he had read Hoover’s letter, nor did he remember the details of how the bureau had apparently resolved Odio’s claims. Like his colleagues, Slawson was simply too busy with the task of completing his part of the report. There was no discussion, or at least none that Slawson could recall, about having someone from the commission interview Hall; there was no time for it. “We could only assume that the FBI had it right.”

With Hoover’s letter in hand, the portions of the report that dealt with Odio were hurriedly rewritten to explain—and rebut—what she had claimed. In the report, the commission saluted itself for pushing the FBI to revisit Odio’s story: “In spite of the fact that it appeared almost certain that Oswald could not have been in Dallas at the time Mrs. Odio thought he was, the Commission requested the FBI to conduct further investigation to determine the validity of Mrs. Odio’s testimony.” The report noted the FBI’s success in tracking down Loran Hall and how it was Hall and his two companions who had appeared at Odio’s door. “While the FBI had not yet completed its investigation into this matter at the time the report went to press, the Commission has concluded that Lee Harvey Oswald was not at Mrs. Odio’s apartment in September of 1963.”

*   *   *

Although the commission was about to close its doors and could no longer monitor the FBI investigation in Dallas, the bureau did continue to pursue the Odio inquiry, and the account it had provided to the commission fell apart almost instantly. Over time, Loran Hall would change his story more than once, eventually insisting—under oath to congressional investigators—that the FBI had misrepresented him and that he had never visited Odio’s apartment. He thought the FBI agents who had initially interviewed him might have concocted a false story to appease the commission. Seymour and Howard were also located; both insisted that they did not know Odio and had never been to her apartment. There was evidence to support their denials. The FBI was able to confirm that Seymour had been working in Florida on the night that he was supposedly in Texas.

FBI agents in Dallas paid another visit to Odio on October 1, a week after the commission’s report was issued, and showed her photographs of Hall, Howard, and Seymour. She recognized none of them, and she insisted again—as she would insist for decades to come—that it was Lee Harvey Oswald she had seen at the door of her Dallas home in September 1963.
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Gerald Ford’s book project was becoming harder to keep a secret. A fast-growing circle of editors in the publishing industry in New York were aware of his plans to write a book that would be an inside account of the investigation, with publication soon after the commission’s report was made public. Ford and his friend and coauthor, Jack Stiles, had lined up the William Morris talent agency to negotiate a deal with the publishing house Simon and Schuster.

The final contract called for Ford to be paid an advance of $10,000, and up to 15 percent of the retail price on each book sold after the advance was recouped; a contract for the paperback rights to the book would be negotiated later. The advance alone was equivalent to nearly half of Ford’s $22,500 annual salary in the House.* The book, which would center on Oswald’s life story and his possible motives for assassinating Kennedy, was given the title Portrait of the Assassin, although Ford had initially suggested Kennedy’s Killer. Ford had been introduced to the publisher by the editor of Life magazine, Edward K. Thompson, who wanted to publish an excerpt of the book in conjunction with the release of the commission’s final report.

Simon and Schuster decided to go ahead with the book despite internal qualms, both about the quality of the sample chapters they were reading—“effortful, awkward suspense writing,” one editor said—and the propriety of Ford taking on the project at all. “I am still disturbed by the idea of one member of this august body writing a one-man ‘behind-the-scenes story,’” another editor wrote.

Ford had worked throughout the summer to keep Life and Simon and Schuster interested in the project, even inviting editors from the magazine and the publishing house to come down to Washington to read through internal commission documents stored in his office. He made the offer even at a time when he knew he was facing questions from the FBI about whether he had leaked Oswald’s “Historic Diary” to Life. “Got Jerry Ford on the telephone,” Thompson, the magazine editor, wrote on July 8 to an executive at Simon and Schuster. “He suggested that someone might want to see some of the basic documents in his Washington office … and if you think that ought to be done, let me know.” Thompson put his own journalistic curiosity aside and passed up the offer to see the secret files. He had reminded Ford, he wrote, that documents by themselves would not sell books. Readers would instead want to read Ford’s “personal contribution”—his private thoughts about the investigation and about Oswald. “I didn’t see much purpose to be served by going over the documents, which so far are strictly from the commission.”

In the face of later criticism that he was trying to profit off the assassination, he insisted that the book was a valuable contribution to the historical record. Ford also saw nothing wrong, he said, with his decision to allow Stiles and his other informal advisers—including John Ray, the retired congressman, and Francis Fallon, the Harvard Law student—to review classified documents. “They made a good team,” he said of his circle of advisers. “Jack was a writer, John a lawyer. They prepared questions for me to ask at commission hearings, they analyzed the transcripts, looking for discrepancies.” Without them, he said, he might have fallen far behind on his work for the commission.

*   *   *

The year had proved unusually busy anyway for Ford. He was always swamped with work as a result of his membership on the House Appropriations Committee, and in 1964 he was drawn deeply into national politics. That summer, it was widely reported that he was on the short list of vice presidential candidates being considered by Barry Goldwater. Fallon, who turned twenty-three that year, came away impressed with Ford’s commitment to the investigation, despite his heavy duties in Congress. He thought Ford’s only failing as a commissioner was his tendency to assume the best about the FBI and J. Edgar Hoover.

As the summer wore on, Fallon urged Ford to press the commission to keep looking for evidence of a conspiracy. In a memo on July 31, he told Ford he was worried that the report was being written to gloss over evidence suggesting that Oswald had been trained for espionage in the Soviet Union. “Don’t allow a whitewash job,” Fallon told Ford. “In too many areas, we just don’t have enough information. Try to get more info if possible. Be sure you see sources for statements attributed to ‘confidential sources.’” Ford’s friend Stiles expressed even stronger suspicions. On September 4, with the investigation nearly at an end, he urged Ford to consider again the possibility that Oswald had been someone’s spy. “Do we have any real proof that Oswald was not an agent? We have no proof that he was, but it is a different matter to totally close the door on the subject.”

Ford was closing no doors prematurely, he insisted. He said later he carefully weighed all of the conspiracy theories, including some that had not been widely shared with the public. In May, a reporter for the Detroit Free Press, the largest morning newspaper in Ford’s home state, contacted him to ask what he made of rumors that Oswald had been part of a conspiracy to kill Kennedy that was launched in New Orleans when he lived there in 1963. The rumors were complicated to follow and they had elements of the salacious, which explained why many reporters outside Louisiana had declined to pursue them.

The rumors focused on a New Orleans man who was involved in right-wing groups seeking Castro’s overthrow: a former Eastern Airlines pilot named David Ferrie, who had been questioned by both New Orleans police and the FBI shortly after the assassination. As a teenager, Oswald had belonged to a Louisiana squadron of the Civil Air Patrol, or CAP—a volunteer group sponsored by the United States Air Force to encourage aviation enthusiasts. Records showed that Oswald had been a member of the local squadron at a time when Ferrie was helping run it; Ferrie would adamantly deny knowing Oswald, although a photograph would emerge years later that seemed to show them together at a CAP meeting.

Ford scribbled down notes to himself as he heard the increasingly bizarre story about Ferrie (he misspelled the name as “Ferry”), who had been dismissed by the airline “for homosexual activity” involving teenage boys and who—the reporter said—“wears a wig and false eyebrows.” (Ferrie suffered from alopecia, an ailment that causes the loss of body hair.) According to the Detroit reporter, Ferrie was also tied to organized crime figures; he worked as a part-time investigator for a New Orleans lawyer who represented local mob chief Carlos Marcello, and it was rumored that he had flown Marcello back into the United States after a Justice Department attempt to deport him during the Kennedy administration.

“Probably knew O in CAP,” Ford wrote in his notes, referring to Oswald and the Civil Air Patrol. “Lee Harvey Oswald—Homosexual?” He tried to imagine how these details might come together: if Oswald was tied to Ferrie, possibily through a shared sexual orientation or through Cuban exile groups, could that mean that he was also tied to a Mafia boss who might have wanted revenge against Kennedy?

On the commission’s staff, the investigation of the rumors about Ferrie—and about the possibility of other ties among Oswald and organized-crime figures in New Orleans—was assigned to Wesley Liebeler. During his New Orleans trip in July, Liebeler found nothing to support the idea of any larger conspiracy involving Ferrie or the Mafia. As a result, there was no mention of the rumors about Ferrie at all in the commission’s final report. “The FBI did a very substantial piece of work on Ferrie,” Liebeler said later. “It just did not lead anywhere.”*

*   *   *

By the end of the investigation, Ford said he had come to accept that conspiracy theories about the assassination were unavoidable given “the complexity of events, the freakish coincidences of facts” that the commission was uncovering. “In retrospect, the unbelievable coincidences that took place couldn’t happen—and yet they did.” In conversations with Stiles, Ford tried to talk through all of the possible conspiracies. They found useful ways of framing the discussion, especially after they realized that most conspiracy theories required that Oswald be a “plant” at the Texas School Book Depository. Could that be true? They reviewed the facts of how he had gotten the job in October—how at Marina Oswald’s urging, Ruth Paine had phoned a supervisor at the book depository, who agreed to meet with Oswald and then hired him. The book depository had two warehouses in Dallas. Unless the supervisor was somehow in on the conspiracy, it was only chance that led him to assign Oswald to the building that overlooked Dealey Plaza.

Ford found another effective way to frame the debate—by analyzing calendars for the final months of 1963. If Oswald and his coconspirators had somehow arranged for him to get a job at the book depository, they would have needed to know that Kennedy’s motorcade would pass in front of the building. Ford reviewed the chronology of Kennedy’s Texas trip and how it had been organized by the White House. The timelines showed that Kennedy’s plans to visit Texas on November 21 and 22 had been known publicly since late September. But the inclusion of Dallas in the itinerary was not confirmed until November 9—three weeks after Oswald had been hired at the book depository. And it was not until November 19, only three days before Kennedy’s arrival, that the motorcade route past the book depository was made public. It was “sheer coincidence” that put Oswald in a building where he would have a clear shot at the president, Ford could see. “Fate put him in the right place at the right time to play his black role.”

Similarly, Ford felt that the timeline of the events of Sunday, November 24, the day Oswald was killed, proved that Ruby had not been part of a conspiracy. It was “pure happenstance” that had given Ruby the time he needed to get to the basement of police headquarters to gun down Oswald. The transfer of Oswald to the county jail had been held up at the last minute at the request of a federal postal inspector who wanted the chance to ask a few questions of the accused assassin; the inspector had been at Sunday church services and could not get there earlier. That brief delay gave Ruby—who had been across the street at a Western Union office, wiring $25 to one of his strippers—the time he needed. If Oswald’s transfer had been moved up just two or three minutes, Ruby would have arrived too late.

*   *   *

Ford was frustrated by the commission’s failure to reach a judgment about Oswald’s motives. In his book with Stiles and in his later comments on the assassination, he offered his best guess about what drove Oswald to kill President Kennedy, and it would prove to be the most detailed, and in many ways the most thoughtful, explanation offered by any of the commissioners.

In Ford’s view, many of the answers could be found in Oswald’s “Historic Diary.” Oswald was not motivated principally by politics in anything he did, Ford thought. His “so-called Marxism” was “a mishmash of revolutionary dialectics and dreams of a better society he could not put his finger on.” Instead, Ford believed, Oswald was motivated by a desperate craving for attention and a childlike stubbornness that blocked his ability to call off an act to which he had committed himself. Ford was the father of four young children, three of them boys, and he thought he knew enough about child psychology to sense that Oswald had not outgrown the impulses of a juvenile. The “Historic Diary” was a “vivid self-portrait of a young man, who, when he couldn’t have his own way, resorted to melodramatic and rash actions to call attention to himself,” he wrote. “When thwarted by circumstances, an ordinary person might beat his fists on the table or, better yet, learn a lesson. But not Lee Harvey Oswald.… He was like a child who, failing to gain the attention he wants, finds that smashing a toy or making a mess is the easiest way to obtain recognition.”

Ford thought something else had motivated Oswald, although he did not put it in his book or say it publicly. It involved Oswald’s sexuality. The commission had heard from witnesses, several times, about the Oswalds’ sexual problems. Ford guessed that Oswald was impotent and that Marina’s mocking of his sexual performance had left him so humiliated that he set out to prove his masculinity with a rifle. “I have a feeling, and I think others shared it, that he, Oswald, was being prodded by his wife on his impotence,” Ford said in a 2003 interview published after his death. “He had to do something to display his bravado.”

*   *   *

As Ford and his advisers read through draft chapters of the report, they pulled together long lists of editing suggestions that Ford then submitted to the commission. His editing changes were easy to track, since he submitted them—for each draft chapter—in a letter on House stationery addressed to Rankin. Many of his suggestions were welcome, since he often caught errors, reflecting the close reading that his advisers had given the drafts. On September 2, he wrote Rankin to insist that the commission correct a statement suggesting that Oswald rarely drank alcohol, an assertion that would undermine possibly credible witnesses who had claimed to see him in bars in New Orleans and Dallas. “The record is clear that he drank liquor, sometimes to excess, while he was in Russia, and also in New Orleans in 1963.” As Ford had recommended, the passage was deleted.

He urged another change that would later become controversial, asking that a key sentence about the medical evidence be rewritten to clarify the location of the entrance wound on Kennedy’s body from the first bullet to hit him—the one that had apparently also hit Connally. The draft had originally said that “a bullet had entered his back at a point slightly above the shoulder and to the right of the spine.” On his copy, Ford crossed out those words and changed them to: “A bullet had entered the base of the back of his neck slightly to the right of the spine.” The change was made. Ford explained years later that he was only trying to clarify the wound’s location. “To any reasonable person, ‘above the shoulder and to the right’ sounds very high and way off to the side—and that’s the way it sounded to me.” Conspiracy theorists would later claim that Ford was instead trying to deceive readers about the bullet’s trajectory in an effort to bolster the single-bullet theory. In fact, Ford’s change appeared to reflect the commission’s continuing confusion about exactly where the bullets had landed.

Decades later, a congressionally authorized review by a team of independent medical experts determined that the navy pathologists who conducted the autopsy at Bethesda Naval Hospital had made astonishing errors, including misstating the location of both entrance wounds in Kennedy’s body. When outside pathologists were finally shown the autopsy photos, they concluded that the first shot struck lower in the back than the autopsy report suggested and that the entrance wound in the head was a full four inches higher.

*   *   *

Warren said it was alarming for him to look at the calendar in September and realize how few days remained until the first Monday in October—that year, Monday, October 5—and the start of a new term for the Supreme Court. He and Rankin announced a schedule for the completion of the commission’s work. The final executive session was set for Friday, September 18, at ten a.m., in the hearing room at the VFW building, with the full day set aside for the commissioners to debate and approve the report. The final edited galleys would then be transferred to the Government Printing Office, with a copy of the bound report ready to be hand-delivered to President Johnson the following Thursday, September 24, at the White House.

Warren was more determined than ever to produce a unanimous report; anything less might lead the public to conclude that the facts about the president’s murder were still uncertain or that they were being hidden. “It would have been disastrous if we hadn’t been unanimous,” he told Drew Pearson. To Pearson, he recalled again, with pride, the behind-the-scenes campaign he had mounted to achieve a unanimous decision in Brown v. Board of Education in 1954. He remembered the satisfaction he felt at the moment the Brown ruling was read out, by him, in the court: “When the word ‘unanimously’ was spoken, a wave of emotion swept the room,” he said. It was an “instinctive emotional manifestation that defies description.”

But to obtain a unanimous verdict in an important Supreme Court case, Warren often needed months of planning—and coaxing. In the Brown decision, he mounted what was, in effect, an aggressive lobbying campaign over several months to convince colleagues to sign on to the ruling, even appearing at one justice’s hospital bedside to press the case. To obtain unanimity on the assassination report, however, the chief justice would have only weeks, or even days. If Warren intended to adhere to the deadlines he had set, the final executive session on September 18 would be his last and only chance to convince the commissioners that they needed to speak with one voice about the president’s death.

Since the commission was no longer keeping transcripts of its deliberations, at least none that would ever be made public, there would be no way of saying with certainty how Warren achieved the unanimous report or how close he might have come to failure. Over the years, however, some of the commissioners would give accounts of what happened that day.

Russell revealed later that he had gone into the meeting ready to sign a dissent—he had already written one, after all—and he suspected other commissioners would join him in defying Warren. He had been saying for weeks that he did not believe, or at least could not support, the single-bullet theory. Yet the draft chapters he was shown before the meeting concluded that the theory had to be true. Russell felt almost as strongly, he said, that the commission had to leave open the possibility that Oswald had been part of a conspiracy. But the draft chapters, as he read them, stated flatly that Oswald had acted alone.

Russell told aides after the meeting that Warren had, at first, stubbornly refused to alter the report to raise any questions about the single-bullet theory. “Warren just wouldn’t give in,” he told his longtime Senate secretary. “He was adamant that this was the way it was gonna be.” According to Russell’s account, Warren explained the necessity for a unanimous report and then urged the commission to adopt the findings as they had been laid out by the staff: Russell recalled that Warren looked around the room at the other commissioners and declared, before inviting any discussion, “We’re all agreed and we’re going to sign the report.”

That was when Russell spoke up to correct—and to challenge—the chief justice. They were not in agreement. There would be a dissent, he warned, especially about the single-bullet theory. “I’ll never sign that report if this commission says categorically that the second shot passed through both” Kennedy and Connally, he declared. He was offended, he said, by the idea that the commission would challenge Connally’s certainty that he had been hit by a separate bullet. Senator Cooper spoke up to support Russell, saying he also believed Connally and would sign the dissent. Russell remembered Congressman Boggs suggested that he, too, was not fully convinced by the single-bullet theory.

On what he expected would be the final substantive day of the commission’s work, Warren was suddenly faced with a rebellion, and the possibility of a divided report. Two, and perhaps three, commissioners were prepared to dissent.

Warren said consistently in the years after the investigation that he believed, strongly, in the single-bullet theory and that he understood the argument made passionately by the staff that the theory had to be true if Oswald had acted alone. But Warren had spent most of his career not on the bench but in politics. He knew—probably as well as anyone in that room—that while compromise could be distasteful when it meant shading the truth, it could also be the price of getting something done. So he agreed to negotiate.

The result was language, approved by both Warren and Russell, that watered down the original text and left open the possibility that Connally had been hit by a separate bullet—an assertion that the commission’s staff believed simply made no sense. The awkward compromise language inserted into the report read:

Although it is not necessary to any essential findings of the commission to determine just which shot hit Governor Connally, there is very persuasive evidence from the experts to indicate that the same bullet which pierced the President’s throat also caused Governor Connally’s wounds. However, Governor Connally’s testimony and certain other factors have given rise to some difference of opinion as to this probability, but there is no question in the mind of any member of the Commission that all the shots which caused the President’s and Governor Connally’s wounds were fired from the sixth floor window of the Texas School Book Depository.

Russell wanted other changes in the report. He announced that he was again prepared to dissent if the commission did not leave open the possibility of a conspiracy. He said he agreed that Oswald appeared to be the lone gunman. But he declared it wrong to suggest that there was not even a remote possibility that Oswald had coconspirators in Dallas or elsewhere. “I agree wholly with the facts before us, but we cannot say that at some point in the future there may not be some other evidence,” Russell told Warren. “We cannot categorically close the door to the facts that may arise.”

This time, Ford said, he stepped forward to support Russell, and the rewriting on this point was less tortured. Rather than make an unqualified statement that there had been no conspiracy, the report was rewritten to say that instead, the commission had found “no evidence” of a conspiracy, leaving open the possibility that the evidence might emerge someday. And with that, the chief justice had what he wanted: a unanimous report that, he hoped, would forever end the dark rumors about the assassination of a president he had so admired, even loved. Warren announced that the seven commissioners would meet again in six days’ time at the White House to present the report to President Johnson.

*   *   *

Lee Rankin came out of the meeting to explain to his deputies, Howard Willens and Norman Redlich, what had happened. Willens was appalled. By backing away from full support for the single-bullet theory, the commission was being dishonest, several staff lawyers agreed. “Rankin made an effort to explain the commission’s decision to Redlich and me, but we could not accept the excuses that he offered,” Willens recalled. The changes had obviously been made “out of deference to Connally,” not because of any commitment to the truth. The Texas governor’s mistake in insisting that he was hit by a separate bullet was understandable, but it still was a mistake. Yet the commission was now suggesting that Connally might be right, which left open—forever—the possibility of a second gunman. “The compromise was indefensible and endangered the credibility of the report,” Willens said later. “It raised more questions than it answered and gave comfort to conspiracy theorists for decades to come.”

None of the commissioners reported any serious debate at the meeting about the harshness of the wording of the report’s criticism of the FBI and the Secret Service. The agencies would be castigated for their failure to share information about possible threats to the president; in particular, the bureau’s Dallas office and FBI agent James Hosty would be singled out for having failed to share Oswald’s name with the Secret Service ahead of Kennedy’s visit. “The FBI took an unduly restrictive view of its role in preventive intelligence work prior to the assassination,” the report concluded. “A more carefully coordinated treatment of the Oswald case by the FBI might well have resulted in bringing Oswald’s activities to the attention of the Secret Service.”

The Secret Service was more harshly criticized, with the commission calling for the agency to “completely overhaul” the way it gathered information about potential threats to the president. The report called on President Johnson to set up a cabinet-level committee to monitor the performance of the Secret Service. As Warren had insisted, the report recounted how agents in the Dallas motorcade had gone out drinking the night before the assassination; the report seemed to suggest, but did not say explicitly, that the agents could have saved the president’s life: “It is conceivable that those men who had little sleep, and who had consumed alcoholic beverages, even in limited quantities, might have been more alert.”

Despite his outspoken support for Hoover, Ford said later that he did not seek to soften the report’s criticism of the FBI; he thought Hoover would be comforted to see that the Secret Service was the far bigger target. From his reading of the findings, Ford said, “roughly 80 percent of our criticism” was directed at the Secret Service. “We found fault with the FBI only to a minor degree.”

Nor was there any debate, the commissioners recalled, about the report’s harsh criticism of municipal law-enforcement officials in Dallas, especially the city’s police department and the incompetence that had allowed Oswald to be murdered on live national television. As Russell said later, apparently facetiously, “It appeared to me that the Dallas police department was determined to let Oswald be executed without a trial.”

One prominent federal agency escaped criticism: the CIA. The report did not say it directly, but the commission seemed to accept the spy agency’s assessment that it had performed competently in its occasional surveillance of Oswald over the years, including in Mexico City. The CIA appeared to come out of the investigation with the respect of most of the commissioners, as well as of the staff, if only because the agency—in such sharp contrast to the FBI—had appeared willing to cooperate.

The only official record of the commission’s last executive session was a drily written, seven-page summary that said nothing about the heated debates later described by Russell and Ford. In purporting to explain what had happened in the meeting, the summary was fundamentally dishonest. The typewritten document—its author is not identified—made no mention of the dispute over the single-bullet theory, nor did it describe the debate that led the commission to leave open the possibility of a conspiracy. The summary made no reference at all to Russell’s threats of a dissent. The record would only show that the final report was approved and that it was approved unanimously.
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THE OVAL OFFICE

THE WHITE HOUSE

WASHINGTON, DC

FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 18, 1964

President Johnson wanted to talk to his old friend Richard Russell, and he had the White House switchboard track Russell down at his home in Georgia, where the senator had gone for the weekend. The final meeting of the Warren Commission to approve its report had taken place earlier in the day, and Russell—exhausted, he said—fled Washington within hours.

If Johnson was even aware of the commission’s meeting that day, it was not clear from the recording that was made of the phone call. He seemed far more eager to talk with Russell in his old mentor’s role as chairman of the Armed Services Committee. Johnson had been consumed with reports throughout the day of a clash in the South China Sea between a pair of American destroyers and four North Vietnamese patrol boats. Just a month earlier, a skirmish between American and North Vietnamese warships in the Gulf of Tonkin had led Johnson to order bombing raids on North Vietnamese military compounds and prompted Congress to pass the so-called Gulf of Tonkin Resolution, granting Johnson broad powers to respond to threats from the Communist North. The resolution would eventually enable Johnson to order the first large deployments of American troops to Vietnam.

By day’s end Friday, Johnson was relieved by news that the initial reports of the clash with the North Vietnamese that morning were overstated. Still, with the presidential election six weeks away and Vietnam a potential flashpoint in the campaign, Johnson wanted to discuss the situation in Southeast Asia—and its political implications—with Russell, whose support he would want for any move to escalate the fight in Vietnam.

Johnson reached Russell just before eight p.m.

“Well, you’re always leavin’ town,” Johnson told the senator in a joking tone. “You must not like it up here.”

“Well, you left,” Russell replied, referring to a trip that Johnson had made to the West Coast a few days earlier. “No, that dang Warren Commission business has whupped me down so.”

He explained that the commission had approved the final report that afternoon. “You know what I did? I went over, got on the plane, came home. I didn’t even have a toothbrush. I got a few little things here. I didn’t even have my antihistamine pills to take care of my emphysema.”

Johnson: “Why did you get in such a rush?”

Russell: “Well, I was just worn out, fightin’ over that damn report.”

Johnson: “Well, you oughta taken another hour and gone to get your clothes.”

“No, no,” Russell replied. “Well, they were trying to prove that same bullet that hit Kennedy first was the one that hit Connally … went through him and through his hand, his bone, into his leg and everything else.”

Johnson: “What difference does it make which bullet got Connally?”

Russell: “Well, it don’t make much difference. But they believe … the commission believes that the same bullet that hit Kennedy hit Connally. Well, I don’t believe it!”

“I don’t either,” Johnson replied, a comment that seemed to reflect his respect for Russell, not any detailed understanding of the single-bullet theory.

“And I couldn’t sign it,” Russell continued. “And I said that Governor Connally testified directly to the contrary, and I’m not gonna approve of that. So I finally made ’em say there was a difference in the Commission, in that part of ’em believed that that wasn’t so.”

Johnson wanted to know what the rest of the report would say: “What’s the net of the whole thing? What’s it say? That Oswald did it, and he did it for any reason?”

Russell: “Well, just that he was a general misanthropic fella that … had never been satisfied anywhere he was on earth, in Russia or here, and that he had a desire to get his name in history and all. I don’t think you’ll be displeased with the report. It’s too long, but…”

Johnson: “Unanimous?”

Russell: “Yes, sir.”

Johnson: “Hmmm.”

Russell: “I tried my best to get in a dissent, but they’d come round and trade me out of it by giving me a little old thread of it.” (Russell appeared to be referring to Warren’s concession to rewrite the report to leave a “thread” of doubt, both about the single-bullet theory and a possible conspiracy.) With that, the conversation moved on to the developments in Vietnam.

*   *   *

The last days before publication were a frenzy, with the remaining staff lawyers—and the team of Supreme Court clerks, called in to help—checking and double-checking the text. “I just worked like a dog the last days,” David Slawson remembered. His law firm in Denver was desperate to have him return to work on a major antitrust case—the firm’s partners had originally been assured that Slawson would return by mid-spring—and so Slawson declared that Friday, September 18, would be his last day in the office. It was the same day the commissioners approved the report.

In his final hours at his desk, Slawson began to feel ill. “I thought, ‘Oh Christ, I’m coming down with the flu,’” he said. But it was not the flu. Instead, he was exhausted to the point of collapse. “When I left on Friday night, I went to bed and … I didn’t get up until Sunday. I didn’t eat anything for two days. I just slept.” On Sunday, he felt well enough to begin the three-day drive back to Denver.

John McCloy said he was disturbed, slightly, by the hurry to complete the investigation. He thought the commission had reached the right conclusions but that the report could have been better, more clearly written. “We had no rush to judgment,” he recalled, but “there were some questions of style.… I had a feeling at the end we were rushing a little bit.” That helped explain several sloppy errors in the report, including a number of misattributed footnotes and misspelled names, and many instances in which information in one chapter was repeated, almost word for word, in another.

In preparing to close down the office, the commission determined which staff lawyers had worked the hardest—as measured by the workdays for which they had billed the commission—and who had done almost no work at all. To no one’s surprise, the records showed that Frank Adams, Specter’s long-absent partner, had worked the least—a total of 16 days, five hours. Coleman came in second, although he worked four times as many days as Adams, for a total of 64 days. Among the junior lawyers, Burt Griffin had worked the most days—225—followed by Liebeler with 219 and Slawson with 211. The senior staff lawyer with the most workdays was Lee Rankin: 308, which meant that he had, effectively, worked more than a full workday every day, including weekends, since he was hired in December. Few on the staff doubted it was true.

*   *   *

In the final weeks of the investigation, the trio of women who, more than any other, had held the panel’s attention—Jacqueline Kennedy, Marina Oswald, and Marguerite Oswald—made contact with the commission. Mrs. Kennedy sent word through intermediaries that she wanted to take custody of her husband’s blood-soaked clothes. In their final executive session, the commissioners gave their consent, so long as she agreed to make the clothes available to later investigations “to support the work the commission has done.”

Warren said later he refused to turn over the clothing unconditionally. “Little Mrs. Kennedy asked me for the president’s clothing,” he told Drew Pearson, according to Pearson’s diary. “I suspected she wanted to destroy it, but I declined. We couldn’t be in the position of suppressing or destroying any evidence.” Ultimately, she did not take the clothes. “In the end, we sent his clothing, the X-rays and the photographs to the Justice Department with instructions that they should not be shown to the public,” Warren said. The clothes were later turned over to the National Archives for preservation in perpetuity.

Oswald’s widow and mother would also be left unsatisfied. Until the final days of the commission’s work, Marina Oswald asked for the return of all of her husband’s belongings, including both the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle and Smith & Wesson pistol. The request for the weapons was denied, a decision made easier by the discovery that she was trying to sell them to collectors.

The staff lawyers said they were not surprised when a letter arrived in mid-August from a Manhattan literary agent representing Marguerite Oswald. Mrs. Oswald, the agent said, was insisting that the commission be blocked from making any use of her testimony or any of the material she had given to the investigation—“photographs, documents or any other kind of property of hers”—without her permission. The commission needed her “written consent, which you do not presently have,” the agent warned. For good measure, the agent sent copies of the letter to the White House, the Speaker of the House, and the president of the Senate; Mrs. Oswald, he made clear, wanted to put everybody in the federal government on notice of her demands. To no avail, however: the commission ignored the letter and published her testimony in full.

Like her daughter-in-law, Mrs. Oswald was busy selling off souvenirs of her son’s life. Earlier that year, she had sold Esquire magazine sixteen letters that her son had written to her from Russia, for a reported $4,000; the letters were published along with photos of Mrs. Oswald taken for the magazine by the celebrated photographer Diane Arbus. Mrs. Oswald also recorded a phonograph album that year in which she read from the letters.

*   *   *

On Thursday morning, September 24, Chief Justice Warren lifted the navy-blue box that contained a copy of the final report—four inches thick, 888 pages, 296,000 words—and handed it to President Johnson in the White House Cabinet Room. A swarm of reporters and photographers recorded the scene. “It’s pretty heavy,” the president said—the only words he spoke that reporters could make out clearly. The White House released a letter that day that the president had written to Warren: “The Commission, I know, has been guided by a determination to find and tell the whole truth of these terrible events.”

Warren was joined for the ceremony by the other six members of the commission. Under an agreement with the White House press corps, the report was not released to the public that day. Johnson planned to take it with him to his ranch in Johnson City, Texas, to read over the weekend. On Saturday, news organizations would be given copies with the understanding that their stories would be embargoed for release at six thirty p.m. Sunday, Eastern time. The three television networks announced plans for live programs that night to reveal the report’s conclusions. CBS News planned a two-hour special that would include interviews with many of the eyewitnesses to the murder of either President Kennedy or Officer Tippit. “We ended up with 26 witnesses, all of whom had appeared before the commission and all of whom told us the same story they told the commission,” said Leslie Midgley, the show’s producer. The New York Times announced plans to publish the entire report in Monday’s edition and, two days later, to publish the full report as a softcover book in conjunction with Bantam Books, with a retail price of $2. For readers in Washington who did not want to wait, the official report published by the Government Printing Office would be available for sale at eight thirty Monday morning—$3.25 for the hardcover edition, $2.50 for the softcover. The commission announced plans to release the twenty-six volumes of the appendix—containing much of the evidence of the investigation, as well as witness testimony—later that year.

The headline in the New York Times that Monday ran across the entire front page in black type only slightly smaller than the font size used ten months earlier for the headline reporting Kennedy’s death:

WARREN COMMISSION FINDS OSWALD GUILTY

AND SAYS ASSASSIN AND RUBY ACTED ALONE;

REBUKES SECRET SERVICE, ASKS REVAMPING

Anthony Lewis of the Times, the recipient of so many of the commission’s leaks, wrote a sweeping, three-thousand-word article on the front page that—in its opening paragraph—stated the report’s findings as fact, without attribution, as if there was no question about the truth of what the investigation had found:

WASHINGTON, Sept. 27—The assassination of President Kennedy was the work of one man, Lee Harvey Oswald. There was no conspiracy, foreign or domestic.

The article praised the report for its “painstaking detail, fairness and neutrality” and “genuine literary style.” The article continued: “Few who loved John Kennedy, or this country, will be able to read it without emotion.” In an editorial, the Times declared that the report was “comprehensive and convincing,” adding: “The facts—exhaustively gathered, independently checked and cogently set forth—destroy the basis for the conspiracy theories that have grown weedlike in this country and abroad.”

Time magazine was also full of praise: “In its final form, the Commission’s report was amazing in its detail, remarkable in its judicious caution and restraint, yet utterly convincing in its major conclusions.”

There were a few discordant notes in the nation’s major newspapers. James Reston, the respected Washington columnist for the Times, suggested that while the commission had “tried, as a servant of history, to discover truth,” the report was disappointing because it had left many questions unresolved. “The central mystery of who killed the President has been answered by the commission only in the process of raising a new catalogue of mysteries,” including why Oswald had done it; his motives were only guessed at in the report. On that question, Reston concluded, “the distinguished members of the commission and their staff obviously gave up.”

*   *   *

Warren was pleased with the response from the Kennedy family. Just weeks before the report’s release, Robert Kennedy had stepped down as attorney general to join the race for a Senate seat in his newly adopted home state of New York. On the day of the release, he provided reporters with a written statement in which he said he believed the Warren Commission had established the truth about his brother’s murder. His praise was unqualified. He noted that he had “not read the report, nor do I intend to.” It would simply be too painful, his friends said. “But I have been briefed on it and I am completely satisfied that the commission investigated every lead and examined every piece of evidence. The commission’s inquiry was thorough and conscientious.… As I said in Poland last summer, I am convinced Oswald was solely responsible for what happened and that he did not have any outside help or assistance. He was a malcontent who could not get along here or in the Soviet Union.”

At his request, his surviving brother, Senator Edward Kennedy of Massachusetts, did read through the report and arranged a meeting with the chief justice in the commission’s offices to discuss how the panel had reached its conclusions. “Bobby asked me … because he emotionally couldn’t do it,” Kennedy recalled later in his memoirs. “When I reached him by telephone, Warren told me he would be glad to give me a briefing and go over the parts of the report that were particularly contentious.” The chief justice “gave me a full briefing, as I requested,” he said. “I asked many questions. The whole process took about four hours.” He recalled that Warren “told me quite persuasively that he felt a responsibility to the nation to get it right.” And Kennedy said he came away convinced that the commission had gotten it right, and that Oswald had acted alone. “I reported to Bobby that I accepted the commission’s report and thought he should, too. Bobby agreed readily.” According to Edward Kennedy, at least, his brother “did not want to continue to investigate Jack’s death.”

For Warren there was also a heartening initial response from the public. Opinion polls suggested that the investigation had convinced millions of Americans that there had been no conspiracy. The Harris Survey conducted polls in September 1964, just before release of the report, and in October, just after it was issued. The polls showed that after the report, 87 percent of respondents believed that Oswald had killed the president, up from 76 percent days before. The share of the polls’ respondents who believed that Oswald had accomplices fell to 31 percent, from 40 percent just before the report’s release. It would be the last time a major national poll showed that a plurality of Americans accepted the idea that Oswald acted alone.

Some of the commissioners reveled in the early praise. Congressman Boggs was quoted in the weekly newspaper the National Observer on October 5 as saying he should write a book because he had kept such extensive notes. “It was he who wrote many of the 300,000 words in the final report,” the newspaper declared, a statement that drew chuckles from staff lawyers who knew the truth.

One commissioner, however, wanted to distance himself almost immediately from the report: Richard Russell. He gave an interview to the Atlanta Constitution, his state’s largest newspaper, for an article published two days after the report’s release. Although he described the report as “the very best we could have submitted,” he expressed skepticism that the commission knew the full truth. It was still unknown, he said, if Oswald acted “with the encouragement or knowledge of anyone else,” adding that speculation about Kennedy’s death would “continue for hundreds of years or longer.”

*   *   *

J. Edgar Hoover got his copy of the report on September 24, the same day as President Johnson, and he immediately turned it over to Assistant Director James Gale, the head of the FBI’s internal affairs department. Hoover attached a note: “I want this carefully reviewed as it pertains to FBI shortcomings. Chapter 8 tears us to pieces.”

For Hoover, the news was as bad as he had long feared. As he saw it, the bureau had been disgraced, and it might even be dismantled, as a result of the report, given the suggestion that the FBI had missed a chance to prevent the president’s assassination. The commission did not accuse Hoover himself of any personal misconduct, although it would later become clear from his own files that he had lied repeatedly—and under oath. His most obvious lie was his repeated statement that FBI agents had not mishandled the investigation of Oswald before the assassination, even as he was quietly disciplining those same agents.

After reading the report, Gale urged Hoover on September 30 to begin a second round of punishments of FBI employees. The report, Gale wrote, “has now set forth in a very damning manner some of the same glaring weaknesses for which we previously disciplined our personnel, such as lack of vigorous investigation after we had established that Oswald visited the Soviet Embassy in Mexico.” Gale said it was “appropriate at this time to consider further administrative action against those primarily culpable for the derelictions in this case, which have now had the effect of publicly embarrassing the bureau.” Hoover agreed. In the new wave of disciplinary action, seventeen FBI agents and others would be demoted or otherwise punished; all but three of them had been disciplined in the first round, as well. Agent James Hosty was demoted and immediately transferred to Kansas City. “There is no question in my mind but that we failed in carrying through some of the most salient aspects of the Oswald investigation,” Hoover wrote to a group of his senior aides on October 12. “It ought to be a lesson to us all, but I doubt if some even realize it now.”

As with the first round of punishments, some of Hoover’s inner circle feared that the news would leak. “I think we are making a tactical error by taking this disciplinary action in this case at this time,” Assistant Director Alan Belmont wrote Hoover in October. “The Warren Commission report has just been released. It contains criticism of the FBI. We are currently taking aggressive steps to challenge the findings of the Warren Commission insofar as they pertain to the FBI. It is most important, therefore, that we not provide a foothold for our critics or the general public to say, in effect, ‘See, the Commission is right.’”

Hoover angrily disagreed; there would be no delay. “We were wrong,” he replied to Belmont. “The administrative action approved by me will stand. I do not intend to palliate actions which have resulted in forever destroying the Bureau as the top level investigative organization.” In a separate note to a deputy on October 6, he wrote that “the FBI will never live down this smear, which could have been so easily avoided if there had been proper supervision and initiative.”

Even as he was effectively, if secretly, agreeing with much of the commission’s criticism of the bureau, Hoover lashed out against the report. In a series of letters to the White House and Acting Attorney General Nicholas Katzenbach, Hoover complained that the report was “seriously inaccurate insofar as its treatment of the FBI is concerned.” He offered a detailed list of what he said were errors in the commission’s portrayal of the bureau.

Hoover’s office instructed FBI inspector James Malley, the bureau’s day-to-day liaison with the commission, to telephone Rankin on Hoover’s behalf. Malley was instructed to inform Rankin that he “did the bureau a great disservice and had out-McCarthy-ed McCarthy.” Hoover also prepared himself to strike back, if necessary, against members of the commission’s staff. After reading a flattering article in the Washington Post in late September that profiled Rankin and the staff lawyers (“Praise Is Voiced for Staff Engaged in Warren Report”), Hoover ordered that FBI files “be checked” for background information on all eighty-four people on the commission’s official staff roster, including secretaries and clerks—a move that was understood by Hoover’s aides to be an order to search for derogatory information. On October 2, Hoover’s office was informed that the background searches were complete and that “bureau files contain derogatory information concerning the following individuals” who had worked for the commission—sixteen of them—“and their relatives.”*

*   *   *

The commission’s offices on Capitol Hill were closed down once and for all in December, the two floors of office space returned to the Veterans of Foreign Wars. Alfred Goldberg was one of the last staff members to leave. He had remained to compile the twenty-six volumes of evidence, witness statements, and hearing transcripts that were released to the public in November.

Before leaving Washington, Rankin had one last confrontation with Hoover, and some of the staff lawyers laughed out loud when they heard about it. On October 23, as the twenty-six volumes of the appendix were being prepared for publication, Hoover sent an angry letter to Rankin, expressing alarm that the commission was ready to violate the privacy of so many people who were identified in raw FBI files that the commission would make public in the volumes. Suddenly, it seemed, J. Edgar Hoover had become a champion of personal privacy. The files “contain considerable information of a highly personal nature which was furnished to our agents during the investigation of these cases,” Hoover warned. “I again want to specifically call this matter to your attention and point out the responsibility which must be assumed by the Commission in the event these documents are made available to the public.”

Rankin replied on November 18. He told Hoover that the commission intended to “minimize the use of information of a highly personal nature” while providing the public “with the fullest possible record of the investigation.”

That same day, Rankin sent another letter to Hoover—one that may have given him some pleasure to write. Hoover had pledged publicly that he would pursue the investigation of the president’s murder indefinitely, with the bureau aggressively following up new leads. And so Rankin’s second letter on November 18 amounted to the commission’s last assignment to the FBI—one final tip that the bureau would need to chase.

“In view of your continuing investigation of the assassination of President Kennedy, I wish to draw your attention to the following,” Rankin wrote. As the commission’s officers prepared to close, a staffer had received a telephone call from a New York man, identified as Louis Kleppel, who reported that he needed to share “information of vital importance concerning the assassination of the President,” Rankin wrote.

“Mr. Kleppel stated he was a mental case, specifically a schizophrenic, but that he felt that the government had nothing to lose by taking his statement.”

Rankin would leave it to Hoover’s men to investigate.

*   *   *

Senator Russell had one last way in 1964 to show how much he disapproved of the commission’s report. It might bear Russell’s name, but that did not mean the report had to bear his actual signature, in fresh ink.

As a memento of the investigation, Warren had wanted to give each of the commissioners—and every member of the staff—a copy of the final report that was hand-signed by all seven of them. (The report’s cover-page bore a printed version of their signatures.) He also wanted to give everyone an autographed copy of the official joint portrait of the commissioners. So more than one hundred copies of the report and the photo were set aside for that purpose, and the commissioners were invited to stop by the office at their convenience to do the signings.

On December 7, after all the other commissioners had turned up to sign copies of the report and the photograph, Julia Eide, Rankin’s secretary, told him that she was giving up on Russell. The senator had refused to sign, insisting for weeks that he was too busy with Senate business to cross the street to the commission’s offices. She called Russell’s office that day and spoke to one of his secretaries, who said the senator had just left for Georgia and did not intend to return until the new year.

“I guess they will have to be sent out without his signature,” Eide wrote to Rankin, hinting that she knew just how close the commission had come to a divided report because of Russell. “And what’s the difference?” she wrote. “It didn’t seem to me that he did anything except cause us some trouble, so perhaps the books don’t deserve his ‘John Henry.’”
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View from the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City, 1964


 

Almost immediately after the Warren Commission released its report in September 1964, information began to appear in classified government files that suggested that the history of the assassination would need to be rewritten. Most of that information would remain secret for decades. But in the swirl of unanswered questions about the president’s murder, the conspiracy movement would grow stronger in the 1960s, quickly convincing a majority of Americans that Lee Harvey Oswald had not acted alone. The commission’s legacy would come under harsh criticism from critics who would, over time, include some of the men who wrote the commission’s report.
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OCTOBER 1964 THROUGH 1965

There was relief—delight, even—at the CIA in the days after the release of the Warren report. The fear that the CIA would be accused of bungling its supposedly aggressive surveillance of Oswald in Mexico a year earlier—that the agency might somehow have prevented the assassination—had been misplaced. The outcome was a credit, the agency thought, to Mexico City station chief Win Scott, who had taken such a personal role in convincing the commission that the CIA had done its job properly.

In a cable to the Mexico City station on September 25, the day after the commission’s report was presented to President Johnson, CIA headquarters offered its congratulations and thanks to Scott: “All Headquarters components involved in the OSWALD affair wish to express their appreciation to the Station for its effort in this and other facets of the OSWALD case.” The name of Scott’s old friend James Angleton, who had quietly controlled what information was shared with the commission, was not on the congratulatory cable from Langley. That would have been entirely in character for Angleton, who seemed to prefer always to lurk in the shadows, even within the hallways of the CIA itself.

So after all the good news from Washington and the pats on the back from his friends at Langley, the report that landed on Scott’s desk just two weeks later must have come as a surprise.

Dated October 5, it was from a CIA informant whose information, if true, meant that Scott and his colleagues—and through them, the Warren Commission—had never known the full story about Oswald’s trip to Mexico City. The informant, June Cobb, an American woman living in Mexico, had a complicated background. A Spanish-language translator, the Oklahoma-born Cobb had lived in Cuba earlier in the 1960s and had actually worked in Castro’s government; she was apparently sympathetic at the time to the Cuban revolution. Now in Mexico City, she was renting a room in the home of Elena Garro de Paz, the Mexican writer whose fame had grown with the 1963 publication of her much praised novel Los Recuerdos del Porvenir (Recollections of Things to Come). Scott knew the talented, opinionated Garro from the diplomatic party circuit.

Cobb described listening in on a conversation among Garro, her twenty-five-year-old daughter, Helena, and Elena’s sister, Deva Guerrero, that was prompted by the news from Washington about the just-released Warren Commission report. The three Mexican women told a remarkable story: they recalled how they had all encountered Oswald and his two “beatnik-looking” American friends at a dance party thrown by Silvia Duran’s family in September 1963, just weeks before the assassination. The Garros were cousins, by marriage, of Duran.

When Elena and her daughter “began asking questions about the Americans, who were standing together all evening and did not dance at all, they were shifted to another room,” Cobb reported. Elena said she continued to ask about the Americans and was told by Silvia’s husband that he “did not know who they were,” except that Silvia had brought them. When Elena pressed again to meet the Americans, she was told there was no time for an introduction. “The Durans replied that the boys were leaving town very early the next morning,” according to Cobb. They did not depart the city so quickly, as it turned out; Elena and her daughter saw the young Americans the next day walking together along a major Mexico City thoroughfare called Insurgentes.

The three women then described their astonishment when they saw photographs of Oswald in Mexican newspapers and on television in the hours after Kennedy’s assassination; they instantly remembered him from the “twist party.” The next day, they learned that Duran and her husband, Horacio, had been taken into custody by the Mexican police; the arrests “underlined” their certainty that it had been Oswald at the party. According to Cobb, Elena said she did not report any of her information about Oswald to the police out of fear that she and her daughter might be arrested, too. They did act immediately to distance themselves from the Durans, however. The Garros were “so sickened” at the thought that Silvia Duran and her family might have had some sort of connection to the president’s assassin that “they broke off their relations with the Durans.” 

*   *   *

Scott might have hoped that the release of the Warren Commission meant he had put the questions about Oswald—and the threat they had once seemed to pose to Scott’s career—behind him. But given the potentially explosive information from June Cobb, he knew the embassy had to follow up. The job was given to FBI legal attaché Clark Anderson. He was the same FBI agent who, in the immediate aftermath of Kennedy’s assassination, had been in charge of the local investigation of Oswald’s activities in Mexico. If anyone should have tracked down the Garros earlier, it was Anderson.

The story that the Garros told Anderson was consistent, down to small details, with the account that Cobb had overheard. Elena Garro said she thought the party had taken place on Monday, September 30, 1963, or on one of the two following days: Tuesday, October 1, or Wednesday, October 2; she recalled thinking how unusual it was to have a dance party on a weekday. There had been about thirty people at the party, which was held at the home of Ruben Duran, Silvia’s brother-in-law. It was at about ten thirty p.m., she said, that “three young, white Americans arrived at the party. They were greeted by Silvia Duran and spoke only to her. They more or less isolated themselves from the rest of the party and, insofar as she observed, they had no conversation with anyone else.” Garro said the Americans “appeared to be between 22 and 24 years of age.” (Oswald was twenty-three at the time.) Oswald, she said, was dressed in a black sweater and appeared to be about five foot nine inches in height. (That was exactly Oswald’s height.) One of his two American companions was “about six feet tall, had blond, straight hair, a long chin, and was a bit ‘beatnik’ in appearance.” Anderson asked Garro if she recalled anyone else at the party. She did: a young Mexican who had flirted with her daughter. The man was contacted by the FBI and confirmed some elements of the Garros’ story, although he insisted he saw no one who looked like Oswald.

Anderson sent his report to Washington on December 11 and, his files suggest, did nothing more. There was no recorded effort to contact Garro’s sister, who had also been at the party. Anderson drew no final conclusion in the report but suggested that the Garros were simply mistaken about seeing Oswald. It was a judgment based largely on the fact that Oswald would not have been in Mexico City on two of the three possible dates offered by Elena Garro for the party, assuming that he was also seen on the street the next day. “It is noted that investigation has established that Lee Harvey Oswald departed Mexico City by bus at 8:30 a.m. on Oct. 2, 1963, and could not have been identical with the American allegedly observed by Mrs. Paz at the party if this party were held on the evening of Oct. 1 or Oct. 2,” Anderson reported. He did not point out the obvious: that on the first date offered by Garro, September 30, Oswald was in Mexico City and could have been seen on the street the next day.

It was not clear from Scott’s files that he notified CIA headquarters about any of this at the time. A later internal CIA chronology of the actions of the CIA Mexico City station suggested that none of the material reached Langley in 1964. If true, that would mean that CIA headquarters would learn nothing about the Garros—and the “twist party”—for another year.

*   *   *

As always, it seemed, Wesley Liebeler could not resist making trouble.

In the summer of 1965, he had agreed to meet a Cornell University graduate student, Edward Jay Epstein, who wanted to interview him about the Warren Commission. The thirty-year-old Epstein was writing a master’s thesis in government, using the commission as a case study in answering a question posed by one of his professors: “How does a government organization function in an extraordinary situation in which there are no rules or precedents to guide it?” Liebeler invited Epstein up to his vacation home in Vermont, where he had always found it easier to think.

In the ten months since the release of the commission’s report, Liebeler, now thirty-four, had made many changes in his life. Instead of resuming his promising career at a Manhattan law firm, he had moved west, accepting an appointment to teach law at the University of California at Los Angeles, specializing in antitrust law. The Southern California lifestyle was enticing to Liebeler, as were all the pretty young women on campus.

Liebeler was intrigued by Epstein’s Ivy League credentials. Here was a scholar, not a scandal-mongering reporter, and Liebeler thought Epstein’s research might help blunt the army of conspiracy theorists who were continuing to attack the commission’s findings. Several new books promoting conspiracy theories in Kennedy’s death, including one by Mark Lane, were in the works. Liebeler knew he was not alone in talking to Epstein, who also requested interviews with the seven commissioners. The young graduate student eventually talked to five of them—all except Warren, who declined, and Senator Russell, who was forced to cancel an interview because of illness. Epstein also interviewed Lee Rankin, Norman Redlich, and Howard Willens.

Liebeler told Epstein that, although he stood by the conclusions of the commission’s report, he was critical of the investigation. His comments were characteristically pithy—and indiscreet—and he would be quoted by name throughout Epstein’s thesis. Liebeler explained how the commission’s staff lawyers had done virtually all of the real detective work. Asked by Epstein how much work was done by the seven commissioners, Liebeler replied: “In one word, nothing.” (He would later say he did not recall making the comment to Epstein, although he did not dispute its accuracy.) Epstein would later recall how—in comments that were not published in his thesis—Liebeler “ridiculed the seven commissioners, saying the staff called them ‘Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs’ because of their refusal to question the claims of Oswald’s Russian wife, Marina, who was ‘Snow White.’” Liebeler had a slightly different roster than some of his colleagues in identifying which dwarf was which. He thought that “‘Dopey’ was Warren, who dismissed any testimony that impugned Marina’s credibility,” while “Sleepy” was Allen Dulles “because he often fell asleep during the testimony of witnesses and, when awakened, asked inappropriate questions.” John McCloy was “Grumpy” because “he became angry when staff lawyers did not pay sufficient attention to his theories about possible foreign involvement.”

Liebeler revealed the intense time constraints faced by the staff, a situation made worse by the FBI’s incompetence; he described the bureau’s investigation of the assassination as “a joke.” He told Epstein about Rankin’s ill-chosen comment at the end of the investigation regarding the need to draw the work to a close, even if there were still unanswered questions: “We are supposed to be closing doors, not opening them.” That quotation, when published by Epstein, would be cited regularly by conspiracy theorists as proof that the investigation had been rushed to a preordained conclusion.*

Liebeler went one step further to help Epstein: he turned over copies of most, if not all, of the internal files he had taken from the commission, including the memos he had written to protest that the report was being written as a “brief for the prosecution” against Oswald. In his thesis, a grateful Epstein did not identify Liebeler by name as the source of the files, offering thanks only to an unnamed “member of the staff.” Years later, Epstein would recall his excitement when Liebeler agreed to give him two large cardboard boxes crammed with “staff reports, draft chapters … and two blue-bound volumes of preliminary FBI reports, which had not been released to the public.”

Liebeler told friends that he did not foresee what was about to happen. Epstein, it turned out, had found a respected publisher, Viking Press, to turn his thesis into a book, Inquest: The Warren Commission and the Establishment of Truth, with publication set for June 1966, just two months after he submitted his thesis to his advisers at Cornell. The publication date meant that his book would reach bookstores ahead of Lane’s Rush to Judgment, which was scheduled for release later that summer. Before publication, Epstein was coy about what would be in Inquest, telling the New York Times, “It may be dull—let’s wait and see.” Reviewers were intrigued that the book’s introduction would be written by Richard Rovere, the Washington correspondent for the New Yorker. Whatever was in the book, it would apparently be a serious work.

Inquest turned out to be a fierce attack on the Warren Commission, alleging that it had ignored evidence that pointed to a second gunman in Dealey Plaza. In his most alarming charge, Epstein suggested that Kennedy’s autopsy report had been altered to fit the single-bullet theory and that the theory itself might be fiction. His allegations centered on the discrepancies between the autopsy report and a pair of FBI memos, prepared within weeks of the assassination, about what had happened to the first bullet to hit the president; it was the bullet that the commission’s staff was certain had also struck Connally. The FBI memos stated that the bullet penetrated only a short distance into the president’s body from behind, possibly before falling out. The commission’s lawyers, especially Arlen Specter, had been convinced early on in their investigation that the FBI memos were wrong and reflected the initial confusion among the pathologists at Bethesda Naval Hospital about the bullet’s path; two FBI agents who witnessed the autopsy had taken down the doctor’s faulty speculation as fact. To Epstein, however, the differences between the FBI memos and the autopsy report were possible evidence of a cover-up. If the FBI reports were right, the bullet could not have hit Connally.

Epstein said he found other gaps in the commission’s investigation; he identified seemingly important witnesses who were never questioned by the commission. And he seemed to have the best possible evidence to back up his attacks—previously unpublished commission records, especially Liebeler’s detailed, harshly critical internal memos.

The book was a sensation, prompting respectful news articles, as well as glowing reviews, in major newspapers and magazines. In his introduction, Rovere praised Epstein as a “brilliant young academician” who had proved that the Warren Commission investigation “fell far short of being exhaustive” and that evidence supposedly showing Oswald to be the sole gunman was “highly vulnerable.” Inquest would be remembered as the book that gave credibility to the conspiracy-theory movement. Under the headline “Pandora’s Box,” Eliot Fremont-Smith, a critic for the New York Times, described it as “the first book to throw open to serious question, in the minds of thinking people, the findings of the Warren Commission.” For the paperback edition of Inquest, the cover was redesigned to make it more eye-catching, with a silhouette of a man with a rifle standing behind a photograph of Oswald beneath the words, in red: “Is one of the murderers of John F. Kennedy still on the loose?”

Liebeler’s obvious cooperation with Epstein infuriated some of his former colleagues; it was now one of their own, they thought, who was fueling the conspiracy movement. Albert Jenner, who already loathed Liebeler from their time together on the commission, wrote to David Belin that he “glanced through those portions of Epstein’s odious screed in which Herr Liebeler is copiously quoted” and could see that “Jim is still a frustrated, envious, inferiority-complex plagued man,” and went on: “I might forgive him this if he had exhibited good taste.” He thought that “Epstein and his Harvard Ph.D. supervisors should be, but very likely are not, thoroughly ashamed.” (Epstein had gone on to a doctoral program at Harvard.) Norman Redlich wrote to Epstein’s thesis adviser at Cornell to protest the book, which he described as a “wholly specious work.” He said he had been wildly misquoted. “Frankly,” he wrote, “I am appalled by the inaccuracies of the book and the statements which he had attributed to me which I never made.” Belin said he had sensed, during the investigation, that Liebeler would do something like this. “When I left Washington, I was sure on the basis of conversations I had with Jim Liebeler that he was going to talk to someone,” Belin said later. “The fact that he did and the fact that he tried to make himself out as the real hero of the investigation is not surprising.” In the months after publication of Inquest, Liebeler tried, futilely, it seemed, to distance himself from the book, insisting in letters to friends that he did not question the commission’s central findings. He described Epstein’s book as a “shallow, superficial and poorly thought-through piece of work.”

The damage, however, was done. In late July, Richard Goodwin, a former Kennedy speechwriter, became the first member of the slain president’s senior staff at the White House to call for an official reexamination of the findings of the Warren Commission. “Inquest,” Goodwin said, “not only raises questions but demands explorations and answers.”

At the Supreme Court, Warren refused to be drawn into any new debate, telling the court’s press office to make no comment to reporters about the book. Still, the questions came at the chief justice—to his face. He appeared startled in late June 1966 when, minutes after stepping off a plane in Israel, where he had gone to participate in the dedication of a memorial to President Kennedy, he was confronted by a reporter with questions about Inquest. “I would not care to comment,” Warren said. “We wrote our report—it was the best we could do after 10 months of intensive research.… It was unanimous.”

In August, Rush to Judgment was released. Lane’s book did not receive the overwhelming critical praise that Epstein had enjoyed; Lane was just too controversial, and too many reporters said they had learned from experience not to trust what he said. But there was praise. The Houston Post described it as “a compelling, powerful and patriotically impassioned plea in behalf of the unvarnished truth.” The New York Times Times said that while the book suffered from “bias and shrillness,” it was “an eloquent summary of the defense.” And the book became a massive bestseller, much larger than Inquest, and rose to number one on the New York Times nonfiction bestseller list. It would remain on the list for twenty-six weeks.*

*   *   *

After the commission, David Slawson had returned to work at his law firm in Denver, but he stayed only briefly in Colorado before turning around and heading back to Washington. Like Liebeler, who would remain a lifelong friend, Slawson decided that he did not want to spend the rest of his career behind a desk at a law firm. He, too, wanted a career in teaching. He decided to begin applying for faculty jobs at major law schools while taking another brief detour into public service. In the summer of 1965, he was delighted with an offer to join the staff of the Justice Department’s elite Office of Legal Counsel in Washington.

Slawson felt some regret that he had missed the chance to work at the department under Robert Kennedy, who had since been elected to the Senate; the Kennedy years at the department had obviously been a thrilling time. Slawson was also disappointed that he had so little chance to resume contact with a treasured old friend from Denver who now worked for Kennedy—Joseph Dolan. “I just loved Joe,” Slawson said. “A wonderful guy, with a big Irish sense of humor.”

Slawson and Dolan had both been active in Democratic politics in Colorado. They met when they worked together in John Kennedy’s 1960 presidential campaign; they were introduced by Kennedy’s campaign manager in the state, Byron “Whizzer” White, Slawson’s mentor at his law firm. After Kennedy’s victory, White and Dolan both left for jobs at the Justice Department in Washington. White had first worked as deputy attorney general under Robert Kennedy, and was then nominated to the Supreme Court. Dolan had emerged as one of Robert Kennedy’s “Irish mafia” of trusted aides in the attorney general’s office, and he then followed Kennedy to Capitol Hill, where he ran Kennedy’s Senate staff.

In his first months at the Justice Department, Slawson usually faced a sea of anonymous faces on the side streets of Pennsylvania Avenue when he left work for the day. As efficient as ever, he could usually get all of his work done by five p.m. and join the crush of federal workers heading home in the afternoon rush. So it was a happy surprise for Slawson when he left the office one afternoon and saw a face he instantly recognized.

It was Dolan, standing off in the distance on the sidewalk. He quickly began walking toward Slawson, his arm outstretched.

“Joe? Here? What’s he doing here?” Slawson thought to himself.

He said he realized almost instantly that this encounter was no coincidence; Dolan was not the sort of person you found loitering on a sidewalk in the middle of the afternoon, at least not anymore. Dolan, it seemed, had been standing there, waiting for Slawson to exit the building.

That this was no coincidence was reflected on Dolan’s face. If this had been a surprise, he would have been all smiles. Instead, as he walked toward Slawson, “he was somber, purposeful.”

“Dave, great to see you,” Dolan said. “Have you got a minute? Can we talk?”

“Of course,” Slawson replied.

“The senator has sent me over to ask a few questions.”

“Sure, Joe, sure,” said Slawson, trying to imagine what Kennedy might want to know from him and why the senator might want the information gathered in this cloak-and-dagger fashion—near a busy street at rush hour, with no formal record that the conversation had ever occurred.

Dolan got straight to the point. “Dave, it’s about his brother’s assassination. It’s about the Warren Commission.”

Slawson said he was taken aback.

“Dave, this needs to remain between us, but the senator is still concerned about a conspiracy. I’ve told the senator about your duties on the commission—that you investigated the whole conspiracy question. And he wants me to ask you: Are you sure the Warren Commission got it right? Are you sure that Oswald acted alone?”

Slawson tried to imagine what had prompted this. Kennedy had insisted publicly, more than once, that he believed the commission’s findings. Had Kennedy learned something that had changed his mind?

“Joe, I still think we got it right,” Slawson told Dolan. “I think Oswald did it alone.”

As they stood there, the afternoon traffic whizzing by, Slawson offered a shorthand version of how he and the commission concluded there had been no conspiracy.

Dolan listened closely and nodded in what seemed to be agreement.

“Thanks, Dave,” he said. “I’ll take this back to the senator. He’ll be glad to hear it.” The two men shook hands, and Dolan walked off, seemingly satisfied.

*   *   *

Charles Thomas and his wife, Cynthia, had come to love Mexico City, where Charles was posted in April 1964 as a political officer in the U.S. embassy. “We felt like the luckiest people in the world,” said Cynthia, who was twenty-seven when the couple arrived in Mexico as newlyweds. They had married two months earlier after a whirlwind romance that began with a chance meeting at a party thrown by a mutual friend, a Broadway costume designer, in New York; Cynthia had been working in Manhattan as a researcher for Time magazine and attempting to launch an acting career. After the wedding, her well-to-do parents held a candlelit reception for the couple at the Plaza hotel in New York. Their first child, Zelda, named for his late mother, was born in Mexico in 1965.

For American diplomats in the mid-1960s, Mexico City was considered an important—and pleasant—assignment. The city then had a relatively manageable population of about four million people, a figure that would explode in decades to come. The Thomases found a gracious, airy, high-ceilinged hacienda not far from the embassy. Through a friend, Guadalupe Rivera, daughter of the famed artist Diego Rivera, they hired one of the city’s best cooks—“our guests knew we served the most exquisite Mexican food in the city,” Cynthia said. Ambassador Fulton Freeman considered Thomas one of his most talented deputies, and Freeman often attended parties in the Thomas home. The ambassador was enchanted by Cynthia—“in addition to being an uncommonly attractive and accomplished actress, she is an excellent hostess” who had “opened doors for the embassy to dramatic, cultural and intellectual groups of young Mexicans where we had enjoyed few if any contacts.”

The couple made good friends at the embassy, although Cynthia found herself “a little wary” in her encounters with Win Scott; it was well known among diplomats’ families that Scott was “the CIA man” in the embassy, operating undercover as a State Department political officer. Scott could be charming, and he often praised Charles to his wife. “Charles should really be in Paris and could do a lot of good work with his extraordinary knowledge of French,” he told her at a party. But she found it disquieting when Scott asked if she could be of help gathering intelligence for him in her contacts with prominent Mexicans. She felt she was being recruited to work for the CIA. “I found it very awkward,” she said.

The Thomases were favorites among local writers and artists. “Charles was an extraordinary man,” said Elena Poniatowska, a Mexican writer of both fiction and nonfiction who would become one of her country’s most celebrated investigative journalists. “He was an intellectual. He could speak about anything.” The Thomases became especially close to another talented Mexican writer—Elena Garro. Cynthia remembered Garro as an “intelligent, charming, thoughtful woman. So full of life.”

It was at a party in December 1965 that Garro took Charles Thomas aside and told him the astonishing story about Oswald and the “twist party.” She explained how she had shared the story a year earlier with the American embassy and had heard nothing since. She offered Thomas an additional, startling bit of information that she had not told the embassy; it was about her cousin Silvia Duran. Garro said there had been a sexual relationship between Oswald and Duran and that others in Mexico City were aware of it. She had been the assassin’s “mistress.”

Thomas wondered if this could be true. He knew Garro to be unusually intelligent and well informed, but what would it mean if the man who killed Kennedy had an affair, just weeks before the assassination, with an employee of Castro’s government, at a time when Oswald was supposedly under close surveillance by the CIA in Mexico?

He recorded Garro’s account in a memo dated December 10, 1965, that was presented to Scott and others in the embassy. “She was very reluctant to discuss the matter, but finally imparted” the story, Thomas wrote. In the memo, he also noted Garro’s strange account of what had happened to her in the days after the assassination. After learning of Oswald’s arrest, she said, she immediately assumed that Cuba was involved, given what she knew about Oswald’s contacts at the Cuban embassy. Outraged, she and her daughter drove to the embassy on Saturday, the day after the president’s murder, and stood outside the compound and shouted, “Assassins,” at the Cubans inside. Later that day, she and her daughter received a visit from a friend who was an official in Mexico’s Interior Ministry. The friend, Manuel Calvillo, broke the news to them about the arrest of Silvia Duran—it had not been announced publicly—and warned them that they were in danger from “Communists.” Calvillo told them they needed to go into hiding. “He had orders to take them to a small and obscure hotel in the center of town,” Thomas wrote.

Garro tried to protest. “She told Calvillo she wanted to go to the American Embassy and explain what she knew of Oswald’s connections here with the Mexican Communists and Cubans,” Thomas reported. But Calvillo warned that the embassy “was full of Communist spies.” Frightened that not even the U.S. embassy could be trusted, Garro and her daughter agreed to go into hiding and to say nothing. They were escorted to a small, nondescript hotel across town, where they remained for eight days.

*   *   *

After reading Thomas’s report, Win Scott immediately began to create a paper trail that would mock Elena Garro and dismiss her story. Scott wanted it to be established—for the official record—that he was accusing Garro of making this all up.

“What an imagination she has!” he wrote on Thomas’s memo.

Scott would take a risk by ignoring the memo entirely, given the suggestion—again—that the CIA might have missed so much information about Oswald’s contacts in Mexico. He invited Thomas to a meeting at his office along with Nathan Ferris, the FBI’s new legal attaché. Scott and Ferris “pointed out that there had been a great many rumors about Oswald at the time of the assassination and that some could not be verified and others had proved false,” Thomas wrote later. “They asked me, however, to try and get a more detailed replay of Miss Garro’s story.”

At a gathering on Christmas Day, Thomas talked with Garro again, and he followed up with a detailed five-page memo—typed up that same day—for his embassy colleagues. In the new conversation, Garro talked about how frustrating it had been to try to tell her story about Oswald to the embassy the year before. “The embassy officials did not give much credence to anything they said,” which explained why she “did not bother to give a very complete story,” Thomas wrote.

Garro tried to remember more details about the small hotel where she had gone into hiding. She could not remember its name, but she remembered roughly where it was. She took Thomas on a driving tour until they found it: the Hotel Vermont in the Mexico City neighborhood known as Benito Juarez. (In 1966, the FBI confirmed that part of her story to Scott; she was indeed registered at the hotel from November 23 to November 30, 1963.) Garro also explained why her sister, Deva, had never come forward to confirm the sighting of Oswald at the party. According to Elena, Deva had been visited by two “Communists” after the assassination who threatened her and warned her never to reveal that she had seen Oswald.

Thomas’s Christmas Day memo went to Scott and Ferris—and both said they were unimpressed. Ferris sent a memo to Ambassador Freeman on December 27, in which he said he did not intend to reopen the investigation. “In view of the fact that Mrs. Garro de Paz’s allegations have been previously checked out, without substantiation, no further action is being taken concerning her recent repetition of those allegations.” Scott sent a separate cable to Langley to report on the FBI’s decision not to pursue the Garros’ story. One of his deputies, Alan White, attached a note to Scott’s cable. He questioned whether the embassy had done enough to follow up on Elena Garro’s claims. “I don’t know what the FBI did in November 1964, but the Garros have been talking about this for a long time, and she is said to be extremely bright,” White wrote.

“She is also ‘nuts,’” Win Scott wrote back.


 

56

 

1966 THROUGH MAY 1967

In the fall of 1966, Lyndon Johnson worried that his presidency was being tarnished by the growing attacks on the Warren Commission—that they might even do damage to his reelection hopes for 1968. He saw the hand of his political enemies in the conspiracy theories about the Kennedy assassination, especially since some of the theories continued to point to him as a suspect. He told aides he was convinced that Robert Kennedy and his political strategists were trying to keep the conspiracy theories alive. Johnson was outraged by an October 1966 opinion poll, conducted after publication of the books by Epstein and Lane, in which 2 percent of the respondents said they believed he was somehow responsible for Kennedy’s death. While 2 percent might represent only a small fringe of the people who were polled, Johnson was astonished that anyone could still suspect him of such a terrible thing. The poll was conducted by the survey company run by Louis Harris. “Lou Harris is just owned by Bobby,” Johnson told a friend.

Johnson wanted Warren to speak out to defend the commission. He dispatched a White House aide, Jake Jacobsen, to the Supreme Court to urge the chief justice to respond publicly if the attacks on the commission became more serious.

The president also asked for help from Warren’s newest colleague on the bench: Associate Justice Abraham “Abe” Fortas, who had been nominated to the court by Johnson the year before. Fortas, a former law professor at Yale who had founded a powerhouse Washington law firm, had been a friend and political adviser to Johnson for years. To the dismay of some of his court colleagues who knew about it, Fortas had continued to offer political counsel to Johnson, even helping write the president’s 1966 State of the Union address.

Fortas saw the problem created by the attacks on the Warren Commission. In October 1966, he told Johnson in a phone call that he had gone to the chief justice and urged him to write a book defending the commission. “I told him I thought somebody ought to … do it right away,” Fortas said. “He thinks the best man to do that is Lee Rankin.” Warren was in a “slow burn” over the criticism of the commission.

Johnson told Fortas that he was also alarmed by the impending release of the long-awaited book that the Kennedy family had authorized, The Death of a President, by William Manchester. It was scheduled for publication sometime in 1967. After being permitted to read the book ahead of publication, Look magazine agreed to pay a record $665,000 for the right to publish excerpts. That suggested to Johnson that Manchester must have bombshell disclosures. His aides heard—and confirmed—that it had an unflattering, boorish portrayal of Johnson, especially about his interactions with Jacqueline and Robert Kennedy on the day of the assassination.

The book was published the following spring, but only after Jacqueline and Robert Kennedy filed suit in New York to try to block publication. They claimed that Manchester needed, but did not have, their approval of the manuscript. Although she never fully explained what so offended her, Mrs. Kennedy, who was portrayed in the book in an almost saintly light, appeared to feel it revealed too much painful, gory detail about her husband’s murder and too much personal information about her. (It revealed, for instance, that she smoked, something she had tried as First Lady to keep secret.)

Manchester’s book was not nearly as damaging to Johnson as he had feared. And the court showdown, which ended with an agreement between Manchester and the Kennedys to edit out the equivalent of 7 pages from a 654-page manuscript, worked to the president’s political advantage, since the court fight was perceived as a heavy-handed effort by the Kennedy family to censor the historical record. Opinion polls showed that the popularity of both Jacqueline and Robert Kennedy was damaged as a result. In an unfortunate choice of words, Johnson expressed his delight to a friend over the polls: “God, it’s murderin’ Bobby and Jackie both. It just murders ’em.”

The chief justice, too, had reason to be pleased with Death of a President, since Manchester embraced the commission’s findings about Oswald as the lone gunman. Still, as with all of the other books, Warren wanted to say nothing publicly. “I can’t be in the position of answering these books,” he told Drew Pearson. “And I’m not going to. The report is going to stand or fall on what’s in it.”

*   *   *

In January 1967, Drew Pearson asked to speak with the chief justice in person. It was urgent, and Warren readily agreed to see his old friend. Pearson was sitting on one of the biggest scoops of his career. Unfortunately for the chief justice, it was a scoop that also threatened to damage Warren’s legacy.

It was about the Kennedy assassination, and about the possibility that Castro was behind the president’s murder. As Warren listened, Pearson explained that he had been told by a trusted source that the Kennedy White House had ordered the CIA to kill Castro; that the order had been given directly to the agency by Robert Kennedy; and—perhaps most astonishingly—that the CIA had recruited the Mafia to carry out the murder. Pearson’s source understood that Castro became aware of the plots against him, rounded up the potential assassins in Cuba before they could act, and then retaliated by dispatching a team of assassins to kill Kennedy.

If only elements of the story were true, it proved that the CIA and Kennedy had withheld information from the Warren Commission that would have offered a clear motive for Castro to kill Kennedy, since the Cuban dictator knew that Kennedy was trying to kill him. It also meant that a member of the commission, Allen Dulles, who was running the CIA at the time of the plots, had probably joined in the cover-up. Pearson revealed his source to Warren: an influential Washington lawyer named Edward Morgan, who was then representing Teamsters leader Jimmy Hoffa. Morgan had learned about the Castro plots—and the possibility that Kennedy had been killed in retaliation—from another of his clients, Robert Maheu, a former FBI agent turned private investigator who had been hired by the CIA to organize Castro’s murder.*

Morgan said he agonized about whether to tell Pearson—and through him, the chief justice. “I wrestled with this for a long time,” he recalled. As a trial lawyer, he said, he didn’t lose much sleep about the awful secrets he was sometimes told by his clients in criminal cases. “If you do, you don’t live long. But this bothered me terribly.” He said he finally decided to act because he was desperate to protect Warren, a personal hero. “I finally said to myself, how do I at least get this information to the Chief Justice?”

Morgan recalled visiting Pearson at his palatial town house several blocks from the White House. “I said, ‘Drew, I have got to talk to you about something that I want sealed in blood.’ … We went in the back room, and I told him essentially what I knew” about the CIA plots. The columnist’s reaction, he said, “was one of absolute disbelief.” He “went through the ceiling.” Morgan did not want Pearson to write about any of this in his column, at least not immediately, but he did want him to warn that “poor devil” Warren that he risked being humiliated by the disclosure that the commission had been wrong and that there had been a conspiracy in Kennedy’s death. “I will sleep better if I know that the Chief Justice … knows this,” Morgan told Pearson. “It could undercut the validity of the report, and even his reputation.” Warren was a “sitting duck” for scandal.

Pearson did as he was asked. At his meeting with the chief justice on Thursday, January 19, he laid out the complicated story about the CIA’s plots against Castro, and how Kennedy might have been killed by Castro in retaliation. Warren, he said, “was decidedly skeptical,” insisting that it would not have made sense for the Cuban leader to order Kennedy’s death and then have only one assassin in Dallas, especially one as volatile as Oswald. “It would not have been a one-man job,” the chief justice said. 

Warren declined to meet with Morgan, but he was willing to pass the information to law-enforcement agencies. He asked Pearson which agency should be alerted. Pearson said Morgan, who had a tangled relationship with Hoover, preferred that the information go to the Secret Service instead of the FBI. The chief justice contacted Secret Service director James Rowley, asking to meet with him privately at the Supreme Court. The meeting took place at eleven fifteen a.m. on Tuesday, January 31, Rowley’s records showed. It was the first time he had met with Warren in an official capacity since Rowley’s awkward testimony before the commission. The Secret Service director recalled years later that the January 1967 meeting with Warren at the court lasted about half an hour and that the chief justice thought the allegations about the Castro plots needed to be taken seriously, even if they sounded far-fetched. “He said he thought this was serious enough and so forth, but he wanted to get it off his hands.”

*   *   *

Pearson had shared news of the CIA assassination plots with someone else: President Johnson. Whatever their differences in the past, Pearson had generally been supportive of Johnson’s presidency, and the columnist had easy access to the Oval Office.* On January 16, three days before meeting with Warren, Pearson visited Johnson at the White House to tell him about the Castro plots and how they might be linked to Kennedy’s assassination. “Lyndon listened carefully and made no comment,” Pearson recalled in his diary. “There wasn’t much he could say.” The secret recordings of his Oval Office telephone calls would suggest that at the time of Pearson’s visit, more than three years into his presidency, Johnson was still ignorant of exactly how the CIA had schemed for years to kill Castro.

On Monday, February 20, Johnson alerted Acting Attorney General Ramsay Clark to the “rumors.” Their phone conversation began with a discussion of an alarming article published three days earlier in a New Orleans newspaper about how the city’s district attorney, Jim Garrison, had opened a local investigation of the Kennedy assassination. In Washington, the reasons for Garrison’s investigation were a mystery. Clark speculated that the investigation must involve something that happened when Oswald lived briefly in New Orleans in 1963. From what he knew of the eccentric Louisiana prosecutor, Clark said there was the possibility that Garrison was “just completely off his rocker.”

Johnson then mentioned what he had heard about the Castro plots. “You know this story going around about the CIA and they’re trying to get—sendin’ in the folks to get Castro?”

Clark: “No.”

Johnson offered a summary of what he had heard from Pearson, suggesting he did not believe that the CIA had tried to murder Castro. “It’s incredible,” he said. “I don’t believe there’s a thing in the world to it, and I don’t think we oughta seriously consider it. But I think you oughta know about it.”

*   *   *

Days later, Garrison made headlines around the world with the announcement that he had uncovered a conspiracy in Kennedy’s assassination. On March 1, 1967, Garrison formally charged that a respected local businessman and philanthropist, Clay Shaw, was at the heart of the plot.

In Washington, the headlines from New Orleans worried Jack Anderson, Pearson’s junior reporting partner on the Washington Merry-Go-Round column. Even more than Pearson, it seemed, the forty-four-year-old Anderson treasured a scoop, and he feared that he and Pearson were about to be scooped by Garrison about the CIA-Mafia plots.* Anderson could not discuss any of this with Pearson, at least not easily, since Pearson was thousands of miles away, touring South America with his friend the chief justice; Warren was on an official visit to Andean nations. The two men had just arrived in Lima, Peru, when word reached them of what Anderson had published in the Merry-Go-Round on March 3. It was written in the column’s always-breathless style:

WASHINGTON—President Johnson is sitting on a political H-bomb—an unconfirmed report that Senator Robert Kennedy, (D-N.Y.), may have approved an assassination plot which then possibly backfired against his late brother.

Top officials, queried by this column, agreed that a plot to assassinate Cuban Dictator Fidel Castro was “considered” at the highest levels of the Central Intelligence Agency at the time Bobby was riding herd on the agency. The officials disagreed, however, over whether the plan was approved and implemented.

One version claims that underworld figures actually were recruited to carry out the plot. Another rumor has it that three hired assassins were caught in Havana where a lone survivor is still supposed to be languishing in prison. These stories have been investigated and discounted by the FBI.

Yet the rumor persists, whispered by people in a position to know, that Castro did become aware of an American plot upon his life and decided to retaliate against President Kennedy.

This report may have started New Orleans’s flamboyant District Attorney Jim Garrison on his investigation of the Kennedy assassination.

Pearson was unhappy that Anderson had published the column. “It was a poor story in the first place, and violated a confidence in the second,” Pearson wrote in his diary on March 20, after returning home. “Finally it reflected on Bobby Kennedy without actually pinning the goods on him.” But the article had set events in motion that would quickly prove to Pearson—and to Warren and Johnson—that many of the essential elements of the story were true. The CIA had plotted for years to kill Castro, even recruiting the Mafia to help. Robert Kennedy was clearly aware of the plots, and he may have been responsible for some of them. And the Warren Commission had apparently been told none of it.

Someone else had known about the Castro plots—J. Edgar Hoover. On March 6, three days after the column appeared, the FBI presented the White House with a classified report that bore an eye-popping title: “Central Intelligence Agency’s Intentions to Send Hoodlums to Cuba to Assassinate Castro.” The report summarized what the FBI had known—for years—about the CIA’s plots. It noted that Hoover had personally alerted Robert Kennedy in 1961 to the Mafia’s involvement.

In April, President Johnson called in Pearson to congratulate him on the scoop. “We think there’s something to” the CIA-Mafia plots, Johnson said. “There were some attempts to assassinate Castro through the Cosa Nostra, and they point to your friends in the Justice Department.”

Pearson understood what Johnson was getting at. “You mean one friend in the Justice Department,” Pearson said. The president was referring to Robert Kennedy. Johnson would later be quoted as saying that he was appalled to discover that during the Kennedy administration, “we had been operating a damned Murder Inc. in the Caribbean.”

The impact of Pearson’s scoop was limited at first, given the inability of other Washington reporters to confirm such highly classified information and because Pearson’s reporting was so often flawed that other news organizations found it easy to ignore him. And if Warren was angry that the commission that bore his name had been told nothing about the Castro plots, he said nothing about it publicly. There is no suggestion in his correspondence or datebooks from the court to show that he contacted Dulles to ask what the former spymaster knew of the plots and why Dulles might have withheld the information from his fellow commissioners. Dulles died in 1969.

Warren’s apparent calm was not shared by many of the commission’s former staff members, who began to allege publicly that they had been lied to and that the commission had been denied information that could have pointed to a conspiracy in Kennedy’s death. Lee Rankin, normally so slow to anger, told congressional investigators years later that he had been outraged to discover what had been hidden—both by the CIA, which organized the Castro plots, and the FBI, which knew about them. He regretted he had been “naive enough” while on the commission to “think that when the president of the United States told everybody to cooperate with us, they would understand that was an order and a mandate.” The commission “made a mistake by believing that the FBI would not conceal. It made a mistake by believing that the CIA would not withhold information.”

John Whitten, the veteran CIA officer who had been the agency’s first liaison to the Warren Commission, said he was furious to learn about the Castro plots—because he, too, had been told nothing about them in 1964, when he was supposedly providing the commission with every bit of intelligence out of the CIA’s files that might be related to the president’s murder. “Had I known, my investigation would have been entirely different,” Whitten complained years later. “It might indeed turn out that the Cubans had undertaken this assassination as retaliation for our operations to assassinate Castro.”

Whitten was angry, in particular, with Richard Helms, who had been promoted to director of Central Intelligence in 1966 by President Johnson. It would eventually be determined by Congress that Helms had personally approved the Castro plots, including the schemes involving the Mafia. Whitten said later that he believed Helms withheld the information from the Warren Commission because “he realized it would reflect very poorly on the agency, and very poorly on him.” Helms’s decision, he said, “was a morally reprehensible act, which he cannot possibly justify under his oath of office.”

Helms saw things very differently when called before Congress in the 1970s to justify the Castro plots and explain why he had not told the commission about them. In his career as a spy, Helms had been responsible, above all, for keeping secrets. He said he determined, in his own mind, that the CIA’s Castro plots had nothing to do with Kennedy’s assassination, and therefore there was no reason to tell the commission—or his deputy Whitten, for that matter—about them. “It never occurred to me,” he explained. “We never talked to anybody outside the agency about covert operations of any kind.” Besides, Helms asked later, why had it been his responsibility to tell the commission about the Castro plots since he was certain that one of the commissioners—Dulles—knew all about them, as had Robert Kennedy? “All kinds of people knew about these operations high up in the government,” Helms said angrily. “Why am I singled out as the fellow who should have gone up and identified a government operation to get rid of Castro?”

*   *   *

Hugh Aynesworth, the former Dallas Morning News reporter, would never really get off the “assassination beat,” as it came to be known among journalists in Dallas. Year after year, he would keep getting pulled back to the story. By January 1967, he had moved on to a new job as a national correspondent at Newsweek, expected to take on every sort of assignment from his new base in Houston. But he had barely settled in at the magazine when the phone rang, with an urgent call from New Orleans. It was district attorney Jim Garrison. He invited Aynesworth to come to New Orleans to talk about the new information he had gathered on the Kennedy assassination.

“I keep running into your name, and I think you have information that could help me,” Garrison said. “I want to share some stuff with you. You need to come down here.” Naturally intrigued, Aynesworth went to New Orleans to meet Garrison at his home, and it was “one of the strangest days of my life.” With his booming voice, the six-foot-four-inch Garrison could have moments of impressive lucidity, but they were fleeting. Garrison was “unhinged,” Aynesworth quickly concluded. The conversation was “both nutty and disturbing for the fact that a high-level elected official could believe the nonsense that Garrison professed to believe.”*

Over the years, Garrison was never able to settle on exactly who was responsible for the assassination. His list of suspects included—at one time or another and in no particular order—gay, sadomasochistic “thrill killers,” narcotics traffickers, anti-Castro and pro-Castro Cuban exiles, the Defense Department, the Justice Department, Texas oilmen who had backed President Johnson’s political career, as well as the president himself. Garrison accused Chief Justice Warren and other members of the assassination commission of orchestrating the cover-up. The CIA figured as a coconspirator in many of Garrison’s theories, as did “queers”; he claimed that at least six men involved in the plot were gay. Oswald, he said, was “a switch-hitter who couldn’t satisfy his wife … that’s all in the Warren report.” The assassination, he said, was carried out by a “precision guerrilla team” of at least seven gunmen positioned around Dealey Plaza.

At their first meeting, Garrison offered to introduce Aynesworth to a key prosecution witness. “You’re lucky you’re in town,” he said. “We’ve just verified this guy and believe me, it’s dynamite.” An assistant district attorney arrived at Garrison’s home with the witness—“a slight little guy from Houston, a piano player who proceeded to relate how he knew that Ruby and Oswald were longtime gay lovers.” The piano player recalled how Oswald and the man who would later kill him had been thrown out of a Houston club because they had been “groping each other all evening long.” Aynesworth did not tell Garrison, but he had seen this man before—back in Dallas in the days just after Kennedy’s murder. “He had come forward within three days of the assassination, telling exactly the same story to the Dallas police.” It was clear to Aynesworth back then, just as it was clear to him now, that the piano player was another of the desperate, delusional attention-seekers determined to pretend that they had some personal role in the great drama. “The last I’d seen of the piano man, he was crying and scrambling out the police station door in Dallas.”

Garrison’s other prosecution witnesses would include a man who called himself Julius Caesar, a former resident of a psychiatric hospital who dressed, appropriately, in a red toga and sandals. Caesar claimed to have seen Oswald and Ruby in the company of the man would become the focus of the district attorney’s investigation: Clay Shaw, who had come into Garrison’s sights largely because he was known to be gay. The district attorney’s targets included another gay Louisianan, David Ferrie, the former Eastern Airlines pilot who may—or may not—have known Oswald in the 1950s. Hounded by the district attorney’s office, Ferrie would be found dead in his New Orleans apartment on February 22, 1967; the coroner ruled out foul play or suicide, although Ferrie had left behind notes that suggested he was under so much pressure that he was contemplating whether to kill himself.

In its issue dated May 15, 1967, Newsweek published a devastating article under Aynesworth’s byline, the first major exposé of the possibly illegal tactics of the New Orleans district attorney. The article cited evidence that Garrison had offered a bribe to a witness for perjured testimony that would tie Ferrie to Shaw. The article, which appeared under the headline “The JFK ‘Conspiracy,’” began:

Jim Garrison is right. There has been a conspiracy in New Orleans—but it is a plot of Garrison’s own making. It is a scheme to concoct a fantastic “solution” to the death of John F. Kennedy and to make it stick; in this case, the district attorney and his staff have been indirect parties to the death of one man and have humiliated, harassed and financially gutted several others.

Aynesworth said a furious Garrison called after the article appeared, accusing the reporter of trying to undermine the “search for truth” and warning that he risked arrest if he dared to return to New Orleans. “I hope Newsweek has good lawyers and you may have a surprise when you come back to town.”

On March 1, 1969, two years after Clay Shaw’s arrest on charges of conspiring in the Kennedy assassination, a New Orleans jury took less than an hour to acquit him.
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JUNE 1967 THROUGH 1971

In June 1967, Win Scott was eager—desperate even—to downplay the significance of a new informant’s report about Silvia Duran. A second source had come forward to report that Oswald had a sexual relationship with Duran during his visit to Mexico City.

It had been nearly three years since the CIA had first heard the story from the “nut” Elena Garro. This time, it would be much harder for Scott to attack the credibility of the source, since this new information was coming from one of the CIA’s own trusted informants, identified in the agency’s files by the code name LIRING/3 (all of the agency’s informants in Mexico City had code names that began “LI”). In June 1967, LIRING/3 reported that he had heard about Oswald’s brief affair with Duran from the best possible source—Duran herself.*

The informant, a Mexican painter whose circle of friends included Cuban diplomats and who had been friendly with Duran in the past, told his CIA handler that he had recently spoken to Duran by phone and then visited her home. During those conversations, he said, she revealed her affair with Oswald in 1963, adding that she had admitted the relationship to the Mexican police during the brutal interrogations in the days after Kennedy’s assassination.

According to the debriefing report prepared by LIRING/3’s CIA handler:

Silvia Duran informed him that she had first met Oswald when he applied for a visa and had gone out with him several times since she liked him from the start. She admitted that she had sexual relations with Oswald.… When the news of the assassination broke, she was immediately taken into custody by the Mexican police and interrogated thoroughly and beaten until she admitted she had had an affair with Oswald. She added that ever since that she has cut off all contact with the Cubans, particularly since her husband Horacio, who was badly shaken by the whole affair, went into a rage and has forbidden her to see them.

She continued to insist that she “had no idea” of Oswald’s plans to kill Kennedy.

The informant’s report came at an anxious moment for the CIA, given the global media furor created by Garrison’s investigation in New Orleans—and his claim that the agency was involved in Kennedy’s murder. Within days of LIRING/3’s debriefing, Scott received a letter from a colleague at Langley that directed the Mexico City station to remain silent:

The Garrison investigation of the Kennedy assassination has prompted a rash of spectacular allegations and charges, some against the CIA. Although Garrison’s “case” is flimsy indeed and apparently largely made up of unsubstantiated rumors by an odd assortment of disreputable characters, every effort is being made to turn down all such charges and have the facts in hand. In this situation you understand, of course, that it is essential that all of us be particularly careful to avoiding making any statement or giving any indication of opinion or fact to unauthorized persons which could somehow be seized upon by any party, innocently or otherwise.

Scott pondered what to do. What would be the effect of a long-delayed disclosure that Oswald, supposedly monitored by the CIA in Mexico, had in fact slipped out from under the agency’s surveillance and into the bed of a local employee of Castro’s government? What would Garrison do if he learned that the agency had known—but failed to pursue, for years—claims of the affair? How would critics react to a disclosure that the CIA had never attempted to identify two young “beatnik” Americans who were reported to be traveling with Oswald in Mexico?

Scott and his colleagues were required under agency rules to file a report that summarized every significant encounter with paid informants, so they would need to forward a report to Langley on the latest debriefing with LIRING/3. Scott faced the question of how—and whether—to note Duran’s apparent confession of the affair. He hit on a solution; he mentioned Duran’s confession deep in his debriefing report, and without context, dismissing its importance. It would be the sixth paragraph of his eight-paragraph report:

The fact that Silvia DURAN had sexual intercourse with Lee Harvey OSWALD on several occasions when the latter was in Mexico is probably new, but adds little to the OSWALD case. The Mexican police did not report the extent of the DURAN-OSWALD relationship to the Station.

That was it. CIA analysts back at the agency’s headquarters who had not read anything else on the subject might assume that “the fact” of an affair between Oswald and Duran was old, unimportant news. Certainly, it appeared, that was what Scott wanted them to believe.

*   *   *

There was more troubling news for Scott that spring. In May 1967, an American diplomat working in the U.S. consulate in the Mexican port city of Tampico reported an encounter with a local newspaper reporter, Oscar Contreras, who claimed that he had spent several hours with Oswald in September 1963. At the time, Contreras was a law student at Mexico City’s National Autonomous University. He said he and a group of leftist friends, all of them known on campus as Castro sympathizers, were approached by Oswald, who asked for help in convincing the Cuban consulate to give him a visa. Contreras said he was unable to help, although he and his friends spent that evening and much of the next day with the young American. It was not clear who had sent Oswald to speak with the students, although Contreras said he had many friends at the Cuban embassy.

The account, if true, offered another belated example of gaps in the CIA’s surveillance of Oswald in Mexico—or, alternatively, how little Scott and his colleagues chose to tell CIA headquarters about what they had actually known. If the Mexican reporter’s account was accurate, Oswald had ducked CIA surveillance for at least a day and a half—about a quarter of his time in Mexico City.

*   *   *

It was at about that same time in 1967 that Scott began talking openly to his colleagues of his plans to retire from the CIA. After twenty years at the agency, most of them in Mexico, he said he wanted to leave the government and make some real money. He intended to remain in Mexico and set up a consulting firm, allowing him to profit from his many contacts in the Mexican government. He also intended to write his memoirs, including his account of what had happened with Oswald.

Scott had always considered himself a writer. He especially loved poetry and had self-published a collection of his own love poems under a pseudonym in 1957. It might have been an obvious thought, then, to put his life story, especially his many exciting adventures as a spy, on paper. In what appeared to be a grave violation of CIA security rules, he sent a detailed outline for his memoirs—through regular mail—to a friend in New York who was an editor at Reader’s Digest. He told the editor that the book would follow his spying career from its start in World War II, when he formed an early friendship with Allen Dulles, and reveal how he and Dulles had written a study of British intelligence agencies that was used in 1947 as the blueprint for the creation of the CIA. Much of the book would focus on Mexico. “During my 13 years in Mexico, I had many experiences, many of which I can write about in detail,” Scott told the editor. “One of these pertains to Lee Harvey Oswald.… I know a great deal about his activities from the moment he arrived in Mexico.”

Scott’s initial title for the book, It Came to Little, was drawn from a passage of the Bible—“Ye looked for much, and lo, it came to little”—and reflected his disenchantment with the CIA. “My theme is that with all our work, the dollars spent and the thousands of hours put into the battle against communism, we who were and those who are still in the CIA would have to admit that ‘it came to little,’ if we are honest,” he wrote. “The United States is getting more and more timid about confronting communism” even as “we are more and more deeply penetrated by communists.” He eventually settled on a different title—The Foul Foe—and decided on a pen name, “Ian Maxwell.” It was the same one he had used for his love poems.

*   *   *

When he decided to run for president in 1968, Robert Kennedy knew he might face questions about his brother’s murder. The prospect, as always, seemed agonizing.

His last substantive public comment about the Warren Commission came that March, while he was on the campaign trail in California. In a raucous meeting near Los Angeles with college students, he was asked if he would make the commission’s records public in response to the flood of conspiracy theories about the assassination. Reporters said that Kennedy tried at first to ignore the question but, after a moment’s hesitation, reconsidered. “If I became president, I would not reopen the Warren report,” Kennedy declared. “I have seen everything that’s in there. I stand by the Warren Commission.” He added that “nobody is more interested than I in knowing who was responsible for the death of President Kennedy.”

Three months later, on June 6, the night he won the California primary for the Democratic nomination, Kennedy was assassinated in Los Angeles. He was gunned down by a twenty-four-year-old Palestinian, Sirhan Sirhan, who said he wanted to punish Kennedy for his support for Israel.

The assassination had immediate ramifications at the Supreme Court. Within a week, a shaken Chief Justice Warren asked for a meeting with President Johnson and announced that he intended to retire, allowing Johnson time to put a successor in place before the presidential elections that fall. Johnson had not sought reelection and, with Robert Kennedy’s death, the chances that the Republican nominee, former vice president Richard Nixon, would win the presidency had grown much stronger. Warren clearly did not want Nixon, his old nemesis, to have the chance to replace him.

The situation did not work out as Warren had hoped. Johnson nominated Abe Fortas as Warren’s successor, but Fortas ran into strong opposition, much of it tied to allegations of conflicts of interest from his continuing political counsel to the president. The nomination was withdrawn in October, and Johnson announced that he had asked Warren to remain at the court until Johnson’s successor, Democrat or Republican, was in place to make a new nomination. After Nixon’s election, the new president announced his selection of Warren Burger, a conservative appeals court judge from Minnesota, as chief justice. Burger was confirmed by the Senate in June 1969.

Warren gave few interviews in retirement, and when he spoke to reporters and historians, he preferred always to focus on his legacy on the court and as California’s governor—not on the commission. When pressed about the assassination, he said he had never wavered in his view that Oswald acted alone. He said he was not disturbed by polls that showed that a growing share of the public doubted the commission’s findings. “People are still debating the Lincoln assassination,” he said. “It’s understandable.”

In retirement, he made a decision that pleased former staff members of the commission: he decided to cooperate on a book that Lee Rankin and Alfred Goldberg planned to write as a formal defense of the commission. He granted an extended, tape-recorded interview to Goldberg on March 26, 1974. It would be one of his last interviews on any subject; he died in Washington less than four months later, on July 9, at the age of eighty-three. In the interview, Warren suggested that he regretted nothing about the way he conducted the investigation, apart from wishing that the commission had a face-to-face interview with President Johnson. He stood by his decision to block access to Kennedy’s autopsy photos and X-rays. “For good or ill, I take full responsibility for it,” he said. “I couldn’t conceive permitting these things being sent around the country and displayed in museums.” He said he was still convinced that the single-bullet theory was correct and that Governor Connally had been wrong to think he was hit by a separate bullet. “A shot can deaden one’s emotions or reactions.” He remained convinced that all of the bullets fired at Kennedy’s limousine had come from the Texas School Book Depository, not from the so-called grassy knoll or the railway overpass, as so many conspiracy theorists alleged. “No one could have fired from the knoll or the overpass without having been seen.”

Rankin and Goldberg abandoned plans for the book after they were unable to interest major publishers. “The publishing houses only wanted a book about a conspiracy to kill Kennedy,” Goldberg said. “That’s not what we were writing.”

*   *   *

In October 1968, with the election to choose his successor only a month away, Johnson granted a wide-ranging valedictory interview to veteran ABC News anchorman Howard K. Smith. Off camera, Johnson offered to tell the newsman a secret that, for now, Smith could tell to no one else. Smith agreed.

“I’ll tell you something that will rock you,” Johnson said. Fidel Castro, he said, was responsible for the Kennedy assassination. “Kennedy was trying to get to Castro, but Castro got to him first.”

Smith, who knew that Johnson was capable of “blarney,” pleaded for more information. “I was rocked all right,” he said. “I begged for details. He refused, saying it will all come out someday.”

In September 1969, in retirement at his vast ranch outside Austin, Texas, Johnson was interviewed by CBS News anchorman Walter Cronkite for a planned series of programs about his presidency. In discussing the Kennedy assassination, Cronkite asked if Johnson still believed the Warren Commission was right and that there had been no conspiracy in Kennedy’s death.

“I can’t honestly say that I’ve ever been completely relieved of the fact that there might have been international connections,” Johnson said.

“You mean you still feel there might have been a conspiracy?” Cronkite asked.

“I have not completely discounted that.”

Cronkite sounded startled. “Well, that would seem to indicate that you don’t have full confidence in the Warren Commission.”

Johnson: “No, I think the Warren Commission study…” He paused. “I think first of all, it was composed of the ablest, most judicious, bipartisan men in this country. Second, I think they had only one objective, and that was the truth. Third, I think they were competent and did the best they could. But I don’t think that they or me or anyone else is always, absolutely sure of everything that might have motivated Oswald, or others that could have been involved.”

Cronkite knew he had a scoop, and a historic one. But before the interview could be aired, Johnson insisted that his comments about the commission and his fears of a conspiracy had to be cut from the interview on “national security” grounds. After a fierce internal battle, CBS agreed to edit out the material, although word of what Johnson had said leaked to other news organizations, including both the New York Times and the Washington Post.

What led Johnson to doubt the Warren Commission so profoundly would never been entirely clear. Joseph Califano, his domestic policy aide at the White House from 1965 until 1969, recalled how Johnson often said privately to deputies that he was convinced that Oswald had been part of a conspiracy. It was a view shared by Califano, who had been the general counsel of the army during the Kennedy administration and was one of a small team of advisers to Robert Kennedy asked to dream up plots to oust Castro—and, if possible, to kill him—as part of Operation Mongoose. “Robert Kennedy was absolutely determined to assassinate Castro,” Califano said years later. “The Kennedys were obsessed with it.” Califano always suspected there was truth in the rumor that Castro, once he became aware of the assassination plots targeting him, retaliated by ordering Kennedy’s assassination. Califano said he believed Robert Kennedy assumed the same thing. “I have come to believe that Robert Kennedy experienced that unbelievable grief after his brother’s death because he believed it was linked to his—Bobby’s—efforts to kill Castro.”

*   *   *

Cynthia Thomas was more shocked than her husband at the news that his career at the State Department was over. Certainly she was angrier. Charles had always been the fatalist between them. It did not make sense, they both knew. Charles had been uniformly—and enthusiastically—praised by the ambassadors he had worked under during his eighteen years in the Foreign Service. The bad news reached him while he was back in Washington in 1969. Since he had failed to win a promotion in time, he was being dismissed—“selected out.” “It seemed nonsensical,” Cynthia said. “Charles was the best sort of American diplomat.”

It was then, in his final act as a State Department employee, that Thomas typed up his July 1969 letter to Secretary of State William Rogers, with a last plea that someone review the allegations made by Elena Garro. “A careful investigation of these allegations could perhaps explain them away,” Thomas wrote. “Until then, however, their public disclosure could reopen the debate about the true nature of the Kennedy administration and damage the credibility of the Warren report.”

In the letter, Thomas speculated, apparently for the first time on paper, why the CIA had not wanted to get to the bottom of the story in Mexico City: “Some of the people appearing in the Elena Garro scenario may well be agents of the CIA.” He did not identify who the possible CIA agents might be or how they might have interacted with Oswald in Mexico.

A month later, on August 28, the State Department’s Division of Protective Security passed on his letter to the CIA, with a cover memo asking for the spy agency to consider pursuing the allegations. The CIA’s response to the State Department was dated September 16. At forty-six words, the memo could not have been much shorter:

SUBJECT: Charles William Thomas

Reference is made to your memorandum of 28 August 1969. We have examined the attachments, and see no need for further action. A copy of this reply has been sent to the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the United States Secret Service.

The memo was signed by CIA counterintelligence director James Angleton and his deputy, Raymond Rocca. Angleton’s name meant nothing to Cynthia Thomas and, decades later, she said she thought it had never meant anything to her husband, either. “I don’t think we had any idea who Angleton was,” she said. “Why should we?”

That summer, Thomas began a difficult job search that would only end with his suicide two years later. The search was much harder than he could have imagined, Cynthia said. When prospective employers asked Thomas why he left the State Department short of the retirement age, he felt compelled to tell them the truth: he had been forced out. He tried, but failed, to find work elsewhere in the government, including at the CIA, Cynthia said. She remembered that Win Scott in Mexico City had offered “to write recommendation letters for him” but “never did.” She came to understand that there was a “concerted effort by the State Department” to block her husband from getting a job on Capitol Hill. Money became a problem almost immediately. The family had no real savings. The Thomases and their two young daughters lived in a rented house in Washington. To provide at least a small income, Thomas put his law degree to work part-time to defend indigent criminal defendants in Washington’s municipal criminal courts. The pay was $7.50 an hour. He was “too proud” to ask for anyone’s help in finding a permanent job, Cynthia said.

Even though the State Department and the CIA had refused his request to reopen the investigation in Mexico, Thomas tried to follow up himself. Late in 1969, he began to search for Garro. She had left Mexico City the year before as a result of the furor she created with public comments in which she alleged that left-wing intellectuals bore responsibility for instigating large antigovernment protests that fall; the protests were put down brutally by the Mexican government, resulting in the death of scores, if not hundreds, of protesters and bystanders. Thomas eventually located Garro in New York, where she was living—destitute—with her daughter.

His handwritten notes of his phone conversations with Garro—placed in a file folder labeled KENNEDY that was found after his death in his black leather briefcase—suggest that Garro had nothing new to say about the long-ago encounter with Oswald. She was too confused—and paranoid. “She has been in hiding,” apparently fearing that she was in danger in Mexico, Thomas wrote. “She said ‘they’ were coming after her again.” At Thomas’s request, a friend of his in New York invited Garro and her daughter to dinner. The friend reported back that she “had never seen anyone as frightened.”

On April 12, 1971, the day he committed suicide by putting a gun to his head in the family’s second-floor bathroom, three more rejection letters arrived in the mail, including one for a job as staff director of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. Thomas was told that the committee had decided on a younger man. He killed himself with a gun he had bought years earlier as a souvenir of a visit to Cuba in the 1950s.

In his briefcase, after his death, Cynthia found the KENNEDY folder, although she said she did not understand its significance at the time. The file was also stuffed with yellowed newspaper and magazine clippings about the continuing disputes over the findings of the Warren Commission. He had clipped out articles about Richard Russell—and Russell’s belief that the commission’s report was wrong. Years later, Cynthia Thomas would say she knew “almost nothing at all” about Garro’s allegations about Oswald and Silvia Duran. It was typical that her husband would not have shared such sensitive information with her at the time, Cynthia said. “He was right not to tell me,” she said. “This was embassy work, and it was sensitive. My goodness, it was about President Kennedy’s assassination. Charles was not supposed to bring something like this home to share with his family.”

After the suicide, she began a one-woman campaign to prove that her husband was the victim of injustice within the State Department’s promotion system and to fight for his posthumous reinstatement to the Foreign Service, as well as his back salary and pension. It was a campaign prompted, in part, by her family’s desperate financial condition. At the age of thirty-five, with two young children, she had been left with a single physical asset of any value—a used 1967 Plymouth sedan worth $500—and $15,000 in debts, including $744.02 she owed to a Washington funeral home for her husband’s burial.

She began hearing rumors, almost immediately, that there was more to her husband’s forced departure from the government than the family had been told—that the CIA was involved and that it somehow related to his posting in Mexico. Her notes from the time show that a well-connected European journalist in Washington told her that “high sources” in the U.S. government believed that Thomas was ousted because someone had spread false rumors connecting Thomas to “the Mexican left.” More specifically, she was alerted that Stanley Watson, Scott’s deputy in the CIA’s Mexico City station, had somehow “damaged” Charles’s career prospects behind the scenes.* It had been reported in diplomatic circles in Mexico that Watson, possibly at Scott’s urging, had begun a whispering campaign aimed at Thomas, suggesting that he was too close to Mexican Socialists. Decades later, the Thomases’ friend Guadalupe Rivera, a law professor who would later be elected to the Mexican Senate, recalled hearing the news in 1971 of Thomas’s suicide and immediately assuming it was linked to Watson’s rumor campaign, which had reached her, too. She was overheard at a party in Mexico City discussing the suicide and blurting out, “It was that pig, Stanley Watson.” Cynthia said she could not understand why Watson, or Scott, or anyone else at the CIA, would have been so determined to see her husband forced out of the government.

After his suicide, former colleagues at the State Department said they were astonished to learn that Thomas’s career might also have been derailed by what the department claimed was an innocent clerical error—the misfiling of a glowing job evaluation prepared in 1966, while Thomas was in Mexico. It was the evaluation that described Thomas as “one of the most valuable officers” in the Foreign Service and recommended his immediate promotion. The department said that the report had been mistakenly placed in the file of the other diplomat who had the name Charles Thomas. The report was placed in the proper file two days after the promotion board had turned Thomas down. The board chose not to reconsider its decision, since it was not the board’s mistake that resulted in the misfiling.

Cynthia Thomas’s campaign, combined with the internal furor at the State Department over the treatment of her late husband, forced the department to overhaul its promotion policies for the diplomatic corps. In 1973, a federal judge in Washington ruled the department’s promotion process unconstitutional as a violation of due process of law; the ruling came in a lawsuit that had been financed by donations from the Charles William Thomas Defense Fund, which had been established by his widow and some of Thomas’s old colleagues.

In January 1975, Congress provided Mrs. Thomas with some small amount of justice; it passed a so-called private bill that posthumously restored her husband to active duty in the Foreign Service, which meant that she and her two children would be entitled to the salary he had lost until the time of his death, as well as insurance benefits. The total compensation came to about $51,000. Mrs. Thomas was also hired by the State Department as a foreign service officer, and she went on to work as a diplomat in India and Thailand before retiring in 1993.

After passage of the bill in 1975, Mrs. Thomas received a letter from the White House—a formal apology for the government’s treatment of her husband. “There are no words that can ease the burden you have carried over these years,” the letter began. “The circumstances surrounding your husband’s death are a source of deepest regret to the government he served so loyally and so well and I can only hope that the measures which came about as a result of this tragedy will prevent reoccurrences of this kind in the future.” The letter was signed by President Gerald R. Ford.

*   *   *

Charles Thomas was not the only veteran of the United States embassy in Mexico to die in April 1971. Two weeks after Thomas’s suicide, Winston Scott died at his home in the Mexican capital, at the age of sixty-two, after what was reported as an accidental fall. He appeared to have succumbed to internal injuries after tumbling from a ladder in his backyard.

News of Scott’s death reached CIA headquarters almost immediately, and one of his former deputies in Mexico, Anne Goodpasture, now living in the United States, said she knew she had to act. Within hours, she said, she contacted Angleton to warn him that Scott had almost certainly kept classified documents at his house in Mexico City. It was well known among Scott’s deputies that he took files home and did not always return them. Goodpasture recalled that Scott had at least one thick-walled safe in his house. She did not rule out the possibility that he had “squirreled away” at least one copy of a 1963 CIA surveillance tape of some of Oswald’s telephone calls in Mexico.

Angleton flew to Mexico in time for the funeral. He recalled years later to congressional investigators that he had been dispatched to the funeral by Richard Helms, another old friend of Scott’s. “I was appointed as an official by Dick to go down there” as a show of the agency’s respect, Angleton said. The trip had a second purpose, he acknowledged. “Win was going to write a book, a manuscript,” Angleton said. “It was sort of a last will and testament of an operator.” Since Scott had not submitted the book to the CIA for the prepublication security review it would have needed, “my purpose was to go down and get all copies,” Angleton said. “I was a close friend of his and I knew his wife and all that.” Helms would later claim that he had only a vague memory of Angleton’s trip—and the reasons for it. “There may have been some concern that maybe Scott had something in his safe that might affect the agency’s work,” Helms said, suggesting that the decision to enter Scott’s home and empty out his safe was routine. “The agency just wanted to double-check and be sure there was nothing of that kind there.”*

Scott’s family recalled the unexpected knock at the door of their Mexico City home and how Scott’s widow, Janet, discovered Angleton standing there. He announced that he had come to collect classified material that might be in the house. The family submitted to his inspection, and Angleton took several boxes of documents back to Langley, including two copies of the memoirs.

Much of Scott’s manuscript would remain classified in the CIA’s archives decades after his death, but a chapter focusing on the CIA’s surveillance of Oswald in Mexico was quietly declassified in 1994 and released to Scott’s family, part of the flood of millions of pages of government documents related to the Kennedy assassination that were declassified by the government in the 1990s, largely in response to the popularity of Oliver Stone’s conspiracy-laden 1991 film JFK.

And what was in that chapter would shock former investigators for the Warren Commission when they finally saw it in 2012 and 2013.* Far from giving reassurance that the CIA had not hidden secrets, Scott’s memoirs suggested just how much information had been intentionally withheld from the Warren Commission, often by Scott himself. There were startling differences between what Scott wrote in his book and what the CIA had told the commission years earlier.

Scott had assured the commission in 1964 that the government had come across no credible evidence, certainly nothing in Mexico, to suggest a conspiracy to kill the president. In his memoirs, however, Scott offered precisely the opposite view. What happened in Mexico, he wrote, raised the suspicion that Oswald was in fact an “agent” for a Communist government—Scott thought it was the Soviet Union—who might have been directed to kill Kennedy. “Above all, Oswald’s visits at both the Communist Cuban Embassy and the Soviet Embassy in Mexico City during his brief five-day stay in September–October 1963 are, together with what is known of what took place during these visits, sufficient to make him a suspect agent, acting on behalf of the Soviets, in several things, possibly including the assassination of President Kennedy,” Scott wrote. “It is evident that there are sufficient data for at least a suspicion that Oswald worked for the Soviets.”

His memoirs revealed that, despite his insistence to the commission that there were no surveillance photos of Oswald in Mexico City, the CIA had in fact obtained photos of him outside both the Cuban and Soviet embassies. “People watching these embassies photographed Oswald as he entered and left each one, and clocked the time he spent on each visit,” Scott wrote. He also suggested that there were reels of audiotapes from CIA wiretaps that had captured Oswald’s voice in his phone calls to the embassies—tapes that Scott had claimed in 1963 and 1964 had all been erased. “Oswald was of great interest to us,” Scott wrote. “His conversations with personnel of these embassies were studied in detail.”

In 1976, the House of Representatives established a special committee to reinvestigate the assassinations of both President Kennedy and civil rights leader Martin Luther King. Over the next two years, investigators for the House Select Committee on Assassinations tracked down at least three CIA officials who remembered seeing surveillance photos of Oswald in Mexico City. Among them was Stanley Watson, Scott’s former deputy, who recalled a single surveillance photo of Oswald, alone, taken from the rear—“basically an ear and a back shot.” Watson said he believed Scott had been capable of hiding or destroying material he did not want his CIA colleagues to see. He recalled how Scott had taken home contents of his embassy safe at his retirement; Watson also knew how Angleton had come to Mexico City to seize material from Scott’s home after his death. He volunteered that he thought Scott was capable of “phonying” evidence. “I never believed Win Scott the first time he told me something.”

In 1992, Congress established the Assassination Records Review Board to speed up the declassification of virtually all records related to the Kennedy assassination. The board forced the CIA to make public some of the records of the informants network maintained by Scott and his colleagues in Mexico City. On the list of Scott’s informants was a former Mexican Interior Ministry official, Manuel Calvillo, and it was a name that would have been familiar to Elena Garro and her daughter. Calvillo was the family friend who, immediately after the assassination, contacted the Garros to urge them to go into hiding. If their account to Charles Thomas was true, it meant that the Mexican official who told Elena Garro and her daughter to say nothing to anyone about Oswald—about Silvia Duran, about the party, about Oswald’s two “beatnik” traveling companions—was also working for the CIA.*
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1975 AND THEREAFTER

In February 1975, David Slawson, now on the faculty of the law school at the University of Southern California, was thankful that he had turned down the job offer a decade earlier from Robert Kennedy. The proposal had come through Joe Dolan, then Kennedy’s Senate aide, when Slawson was still at the Justice Department in Washington. Kennedy had wanted Slawson to sign on as legal counsel in his Senate office, with plans for Slawson to join Kennedy’s presidential campaign in 1968. Slawson said he cringed at the thought that, had he joined the campaign, he might well have witnessed Kennedy’s assassination at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. The hotel was just down the road from Slawson’s office at USC.

He was also glad that he had not become associated with Kennedy’s political entourage after all the ugly revelations about Kennedy’s possible role in the CIA assassination plots targeting Castro. A special Senate committee chaired by Senator Frank Church of Idaho confirmed once and for all in the mid-1970s that the CIA had organized murder plots against several foreign leaders. The CIA’s inspector general identified eight separate sets of plots directed at Castro alone in the Eisenhower and Kennedy administrations; the details of some of the schemes seemed drawn from a bad spy novel, with an arsenal of murder weapons to be smuggled into Cuba that included poison pens, poison pills, a fungus-infected scuba suit, and an exploding cigar.

James Angleton, a central witness before the Church Committee, was never directly tied to the Castro plots, although the committee turned up at least one well-placed CIA official who appeared convinced of a connection: John Whitten, the agency veteran who had been pushed aside by Angleton in the Oswald investigation in 1964. Whitten testified to congressional investigators that he understood Angleton “was one of several people in the agency who were trying to use the Mafia in the Cuban operations.” Whitten recalled how, long before the Kennedy assassination, he had been forced to call off a CIA operation in Panama to search for the bank deposits of American mobsters because “Angleton vetoed it.” Whitten said he was told at the time that “Angleton himself has ties to the Mafia and he would not want to double-cross them.” Angleton was forced to resign from the agency in late 1974 as a result of the separate disclosure that, for years, he had overseen a massive, illegal domestic spy operation that had gathered information on American citizens, including opening their mail.

In Los Angeles in the 1970s, Slawson admitted that he could not follow every twist and turn of the congressional investigations of the misdeeds of the CIA. He was busy with his classes at USC, and there were times, he said, when Southern California seemed to exist in a different universe from Washington, DC. He was alarmed, though, every time he read some new disclosure about CIA activities that should have been revealed to him a decade earlier at the Warren Commission, especially about the Castro plots. While the plots did not necessarily have any connection to Kennedy’s murder, the CIA had abdicated its responsibility to tell the commission about them. “The decision to withhold that information was morally wrong,” Slawson said.

For a time, he was not so angry that he wanted to be drawn into “the circus” that had become the national debate about the assassination. For years, he was happy to leave the public debate to some of his old friends from the commission, especially David Belin, who became a fixture on radio and television programs in defending the Warren Commission’s findings; Belin would write two books on the subject.

Slawson ended his silence once and for all, though, in February 1975, when he was contacted by a Washington correspondent for the New York Times who asked him to take a look at an intriguing FBI document that had just been unearthed in the National Archives. It was a memo to the State Department from J. Edgar Hoover in 1960, three years before the Kennedy assassination, about Oswald, who would then have been living in Russia. The memo questioned whether an “imposter” might somehow be using Oswald’s birth certificate; the issue had apparently first been raised with FBI agents in Dallas by Oswald’s ever-excitable, conspiracy-minded mother, Marguerite.

As he read through the fifteen-year-old FBI memo, Slawson knew enough about Oswald’s mother to know that there was almost certainly nothing to this. Slawson had heard no suggestion at all during his work on the Warren Commission that anyone had impersonated Oswald in Russia. Still, he was angry because he was certain that he had never seen Hoover’s 1960 memo, and he should have seen it when he worked at the commission; he would have remembered it.

So he agreed to go on the record with the Times—both to attack the CIA and to join the growing calls for a new investigation of the Kennedy assassination, if only to determine why this document and so much other information, especially about the Castro plots, had been withheld. For former staff members on the commission, Slawson’s comments represented a turning point—the Warren Commission’s chief investigator on the question of whether President Kennedy had died in a foreign conspiracy now believed that the question needed to be asked again. “I don’t know where the imposter notion would have led us—perhaps nowhere, like a lot of other leads,” Slawson told the Times. “But the point is we didn’t know about it. And why not?” He wondered if the CIA had been behind a decision to withhold the 1960 memo, just as the agency had withheld information about the Castro plots. The CIA “may have covered this up,” he said.

Within days of the article in the Times, the phone rang in Slawson’s home in Pasadena. It was a Sunday morning, he thought.

He had never heard the caller’s voice before. It was plummy. At first, it sounded friendly.

“This is James Angleton,” the caller said.

Slawson was not sure he knew exactly who Angleton was at the time. “I think I only knew he was high up at the CIA.” Angleton’s role in the CIA’s domestic-spying operation, Operation Chaos, had been exposed by the Times only several months earlier, resulting in his resignation in December 1974.

Angleton would not physically depart his offices at CIA headquarters for months after resigning, however. And he made clear to Slawson that, even in his forced retirement, he was continuing to monitor how he and the agency were being depicted in the press, especially when it came to the Kennedy assassination.

Angleton wanted to talk about the article in the Times about Oswald and the Hoover memo. He briefly explained his background. “He really piled it on, how important and aristocratic he was,” Slawson said.

Angleton then moved on to make it clear that he was an old friend of USC president John Hubbard, a former American diplomat and, by definition, Slawson’s boss. “He asked how the president was getting along, as if I must be great buddies with the president,” said Slawson, who in fact barely knew Hubbard.

It was then that the conversation took a menacing tone. Angleton wanted to know if Slawson had been accurately quoted in the article in the Times. He wanted to know exactly what Slawson had said to the Times reporter, and if it was true that Slawson wanted a new investigation of elements of the Kennedy assassination.

The threat was clearer in Angleton’s sinister tone than in his words, Slawson said.

Angleton suggested that the CIA needed Slawson’s help—his continuing help—as a “partner.” As a partner in what? Slawson wondered.

“We want you to know how we appreciated the work you have done with us,” Angleton said. Slawson reminded himself that he had never worked for the CIA; he had investigated the CIA.

“We hope you’ll remain a friend,” Angleton said. “We hope you’ll remain a partner with us.” Angleton spoke slowly, pausing to allow Slawson to take in what he was saying.

As he put down the phone, Slawson thought the message was obvious: “The message was: We know everything you’re doing. We’ll find it out. Just remember that. The CIA is watching you.” He and his wife, Kaaren, were both alarmed by the call. What did it mean that this apparently powerful figure at the CIA would contact them out of the blue to suggest that Slawson was asking too many questions about the Kennedy assassination? Slawson was convinced that Angleton was giving him a warning: “Keep your mouth shut.”

*   *   *

In Washington that summer, FBI director Clarence Kelley, beginning his third year in charge at the FBI, thought he was making progress in distancing the bureau from the increasingly dark legacy of his predecessor, the late J. Edgar Hoover. “We are truly sorry,” Kelley would declare publicly, apologizing after the flood of posthumous revelations about Hoover’s abuses of power, which included the FBI’s illegal harassment for decades of civil rights leaders and antigovernment protesters; the abuses ended only with Hoover’s death in 1972. “No FBI director should abide incursions upon the liberties of the people,” Kelley said.

Still, in his years at the FBI, Kelley, the jut-jawed former police chief of St. Louis, Missouri, found himself dragged over and over again into internal investigations of the misdeeds, and often the crimes, of FBI agents and other bureau employees during the Hoover years. Those crimes, Kelley discovered to his astonishment in the summer of 1975, included the destruction of critical evidence about the Kennedy assassination by FBI agents in Dallas.

That July, Tom Johnson, the publisher of the Dallas Times Herald, the city’s number-two newspaper, requested an urgent face-to-face meeting with Kelley. The FBI director agreed, and Johnson flew to Washington the next day. Ushered into Kelley’s office, Johnson recalled later, he took a seat and wasted no time before revealing to Kelley why he was there: his newspaper was working on a story that suggested a massive cover-up in Dallas of what the FBI had known about Lee Harvey Oswald.

After years of hearing “so many nut stories, so many conspiracy theories” about the assassination, Johnson said, this “horrifying” story seemed to be true. The newspaper had learned that in early November 1963, just weeks before the assassination, a furious Oswald had arrived unannounced in the Dallas field office of the FBI, and that he left behind a threatening handwritten note. In the note, Oswald had apparently complained about the bureau’s surveillance of his family, but the exact wording of his threats—and their target—was a mystery, since the note had vanished after the assassination. The FBI had covered up the note’s existence and Oswald’s visit, never telling the Warren Commission about any of it. It was the Texas publisher himself who had gotten the tip about the note and its disappearance—from an FBI official in Dallas he would refuse to name—and Johnson planned to write the story along with reporter Hugh Aynesworth, the longtime scoop artist of the Dallas Morning News who was now working at the rival Times-Herald.

“Kelley looked at me, and his expression was beyond being startled,” Johnson recalled. “He looked bewildered.” Kelley vowed to investigate. He asked Johnson “to send me the full story in writing, and give me some time to check on it.”

It took little time for Kelley to determine “that the worst of it was painfully true.” He was able to establish that Oswald had in fact delivered a handwritten note to the FBI field office in Dallas in early November 1963 and that it had been torn up and flushed down a toilet by Special Agent James Hosty, on orders of his supervisor, Gordon Shanklin, in the hours after Oswald’s murder.

Kelley was appalled, he said. “Buried for 12 years was this FBI cover-up,” he wrote later. “Why did the FBI people do this? The reason, at least in the beginning, was easy enough to understand: hide the news from Hoover.” He could imagine how, after the assassination, Hosty and Shanklin had panicked at the note’s existence. “To the world at large, they must have reasoned, it might look as if the FBI had the assassin within its grasp—and then let him get away. To J. Edgar Hoover in Washington, it most certainly would have looked that way.” Kelley imagined how the disclosure “would have ignited an inferno of retribution in Hoover.”

Kelley called Johnson in Dallas and told him he was free to run the story—because it was true. The article was published on August 31, 1975, and “was a sensation from coast to coast,” Kelley said.

The incident led Kelley to step up what would be a personal, informal investigation of what had been hidden in the FBI’s raw investigative files about the Kennedy assassination—what else the Warren Commission had never been allowed to see. The assassination was a subject on which he had always considered himself something of an armchair detective. “I regarded the Kennedy assassination as a piece of personal unfinished business,” he said. Like most career law-enforcement officials, Kelley had “witnessed a considerable amount of heart-wrenching tragedy.… One becomes not necessarily immune to it, but in some ways, insulated against it.” But not that one time in November 1963, he said. “President Kennedy’s death staggered me.”

He followed the many conspiracy theories about the assassination. “I read any number of the so-called ‘assassination books,’” he wrote later. “The FBI file on the assassination is the largest ever created by the bureau on a single subject.… As director, I had access to all of it and, as time permitted, I reviewed portions of it.”

Over the years, as he gathered up and paged through the bureau’s raw files, he became particularly troubled, he said, by one subject: Oswald’s visit to Mexico City. Kelley read about the CIA surveillance operation there that had targeted Oswald—and how the CIA’s information had been mishandled after it was relayed to the FBI in the fall of 1963. Something important had happened in Mexico, Kelley decided. “Oswald’s stay in Mexico City apparently shaped the man’s thinking irrevocably.”

Kelley came across Hoover’s top secret June 1964 letter addressed to the commission—the letter that commission staff lawyers say never reached them—about Oswald’s declaration in the Cuban embassy in Mexico City that he intended to kill Kennedy. From what Kelley was reading, there was no doubt that the incident had happened. “Oswald definitely offered to kill President Kennedy,” he said. And from what he found elsewhere in the FBI’s files, Kelley came to believe that Oswald had made an identical threat when he met with diplomats—and spies—at the Soviet embassy in Mexico, including the feared KGB agent Valeriy Kostikov. “The importance of Kostikov cannot be overstated,” Kelley said. Well before Kennedy’s assassination, Kostikov was known to both the CIA and to Soviet intelligence analysts at FBI headquarters as a specialist in assassinations.

That did not mean that the Cubans or the Soviets were behind Kennedy’s murder, Kelley stressed. Kostikov also had routine diplomatic duties at the embassy as part of his cover. “I personally think the Soviets informed Oswald that they wanted no part of his scheme,” Kelley said. As for Castro, the FBI had determined that “the dictator thought at the time that the offer might be a deliberate provocation by the U.S. government or that Oswald was simply a madman” and that Cuban diplomats in Mexico probably had nothing further to do with him.

Still, what was in the FBI’s files—and never shared with the Warren Commission—was astonishing enough. It suggested that the Cuban and Soviet embassies in Mexico had known for weeks before the assassination that Oswald was talking openly of his intention to kill the president.

What followed Oswald’s Mexico trip were a series of bureaucratic delays and blunders within the FBI that prevented much of the information, including the fact that Oswald had met in Mexico with a KGB assassinations expert, from reaching the FBI office in Dallas. In Washington, the FBI and CIA “had enough combined information on Oswald’s trek to Mexico City to put his name in lights on a presidential security list of threats,” Kelley said. But Hosty “was kept in the dark.” The Dallas agent was given only sketchy information about the Mexico City trip; he was told nothing about Kostikov’s true identity. “Apparently within the machinery of the bureau, those responsible just did not put two-and-two together fast enough,” Kelley said.

After the assassination, Kelley learned, FBI supervisors in Washington—and, he believed, the Johnson White House—decided to keep those details away from Hosty and his colleagues in Dallas for fear of sparking a global crisis over the possibility of a Communist conspiracy in Kennedy’s death. Kelley determined that at least two memos about the events in Mexico were removed from Oswald’s case file in Dallas in the days after the assassination in the hope that Hosty had not yet read them. Kelley said he believed the order to remove the memos had come from the FBI’s former number-three official, Assistant Director William Sullivan, and that Sulivan appeared to be acting on orders from the White House, which “seemingly considered the risk of a confrontation with the Soviet Union over the Kennedy assassination too great.” In memoirs published in 1979, two years after his death in a hunting accident, Sullivan did not address Kelley’s allegations, although he admitted that the FBI and the CIA had never gotten to the bottom of many of the mysteries about the president’s murder, especially those connected to Oswald’s trip to Mexico. “There were huge gaps in the case, gaps we never did close,” Sullivan wrote. “We never found out what went on between Oswald and the Cubans in Mexico City.”

Kelley came to see Hosty as a victim. He was convinced that if Hosty had been told everything that FBI headquarters knew about Oswald’s Mexico trip, he would have alerted the Secret Service to the obvious threat that Oswald posed. The FBI, Kelley said, would have “undoubtedly taken all necessary steps to neutralize Oswald.” And that was Kelley’s larger conclusion—that President Kennedy’s assassination could have been prevented, perhaps easily. Despite Hoover’s insistence that Oswald was a lone wolf whose plans to kill the president could never have been detected by the bureau, the truth was different. If the FBI’s Dallas office had been aware of what was known elsewhere in the FBI and CIA about Oswald at that moment, “without doubt JFK would not have died in Dallas on Nov. 22, 1963,” Kelley said. “History would have taken a different turn.”
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In 1977, the former American ambassador to Mexico, Thomas Mann, made an extraordinary demand of congressional investigators. Then in retirement in Texas, he told staff members of the House Select Committee on Assassinations that he would reveal the truth of what happened in Mexico City in the days after the assassination—information that he had withheld from the Warren Commission—but only if then president Jimmy Carter personally agreed to grant him immunity from prosecution. Like James Angleton, Mann seemed to know there was much more about Kennedy’s murder that the government—the CIA, in particular—would want to keep hidden forever; he was not going to reveal it without direct approval from the Oval Office.

The report of the House investigators, which remained classified for years after they traveled to Texas to interview Mann, shows that the former ambassador hinted at what he was prepared to say under oath if he got immunity—that he had been personally ordered by Secretary of State Dean Rusk in the days after Kennedy’s murder to shut down any investigation in Mexico that would “confirm or refute rumors of Cuban involvement in the assassination.” Mann said he believed the same “incredible” order had been given to Winston Scott, the CIA station chief, and Clark Anderson, the FBI legal attaché, by their superiors back in the United States. “Mann did not believe that the U.S. government would stop the investigation solely on the grounds that it would create a flap with the Cubans,” according to a long-classified summary of his interview. “Mann stated that … if he had to make a guess, there was a 99 percent chance that the investigation was stopped because it would have resulted in the discovery of covert U.S. government action” in Mexico that somehow targeted Castro. He concluded that Silvia Duran “was probably an agent for the CIA.” He also said that Robert Kennedy “was heavily involved in counterintelligence activity in 1964,” although there is no elaboration on that point in the summary.

Mann died in 1999, and the two House investigators who interviewed him are also no longer alive. Surviving staff members of the House Assassinations Committee say they cannot recall why the committee did not obtain immunity from the White House that would have allowed Mann to testify. Although he was briefly interviewed by the Warren Commission’s staff, Mann was not called to give formal, sworn testimony to the commission, either. Instead, the principal State Department witness before the commission was Secretary Rusk, who swore that he knew of no evidence of a conspiracy involving Cuba or any other government. He died in 1994.

The House committee did take sworn classified testimony in 1978 from Ray Rocca, who—unintentionally—offered new evidence of the CIA’s lies to the Warren Commission. Even as Win Scott was assuring the commission in 1964 that the CIA’s Mexico City station had no serious suspicion about a conspiracy, he was apparently saying precisely the opposite to colleagues at the agency. It was not just in his never-published memoirs that Scott revealed his doubts that Oswald had acted alone; he told it to Rocca, too. “He was so firmly committed—Win was, personally—to the fact of Cuban involvement,” said Rocca, who seemed unaware that Scott had said the opposite to the Warren Commission. “I can’t believe—absolutely—that he would ever withhold it.”

*   *   *

I spoke with James Angleton once in my life, as a young reporter in the Washington bureau of the New York Times. I don’t remember the story I was working on, but it would have been in the early 1980s and somehow involved the CIA, and an editor in the bureau thought that Angleton, who had befriended a number of the more blue-blooded editors at the Times over the years, might offer some useful perspective. Like Angleton and so many others at the CIA, my editor was a proud graduate of Yale University. Angleton would then have been a few years into his forced retirement.

What I remember of the interview is that Angleton spoke in riddles, never answering any question I asked him, but suggesting that I needed to put myself on the path to some larger truth about protecting the United States from its adversaries behind the Iron Curtain. The conversation was perfectly bizarre (and not so different from the phone conversation that David Slawson described from 1975). The truth is that I thought Angleton might have been drunk; by the end of his career, his debilitating alcoholism was well known in intelligence circles. He died in 1987, at the age of sixty-nine.

In the years since that strange phone call, as more and more of the details of his thirty-year-old spying career have emerged, it has become clear that Angleton’s legacy at the CIA was a uniquely disastrous one. He was the mole-hunter who never found a mole, but whose liquor-fueled, nicotine-stained paranoia about Communist infiltration of the spy agency and the rest of the government destroyed many lives, including those of agency colleagues he effectively accused of treason. There were others he suspected might be Soviet agents: Henry Kissinger, former British prime minister Harold Wilson, and Angleton’s last boss at the CIA, Director of Central Intelligence William Colby.

The record shows Angleton delighted in creating an aura of menace and mystery about himself, and in promoting a sense of tragic romance about the work of counterintelligence, and at those labors he was undeniably successful. Since his death, he has become a figure in popular culture, portrayed on film by, among others, the actor Matt Damon in The Good Shepherd. Several major biographies have been written about Angleton, and more are coming. I suspect that he would have found it amusing, and probably satisfying, that half a century after the Kennedy assassination, a journalist like me could spend years in a “wilderness of mirrors” that he had created.

Going into this project, I had no idea—and I think many serious historians had no idea—that Angleton even had a role in the investigation of the Kennedy assassination. Nor did David Slawson and the other staff lawyers on the Warren Commission who were receiving information from the CIA only after it was filtered by Angleton and his staff. It was only when I shared the results of my research for this book with Slawson that he realized the control that Angleton, whose name he did not know in 1964, had exercised on the commission’s work.

This is not speculation: Angleton and his colleagues, especially his old friend Win Scott in Mexico City, did muddy the facts about the assassination, making it impossible today to know the full truth, especially in answering the all-important question of whether Oswald had been encouraged or even ordered to pick up that rifle in Dallas. There is example after example of how Angleton and Scott tried to shape—or rather, warp—the official history of the assassination. We know that:

• In early 1964, Angleton muscled aside a senior colleague to take control of the flow of information to the Warren Commission, even as he was maintaining discreet lines of communication to his friends at the FBI and to a commission member, Allen Dulles, who was his former boss at the CIA. John Whitten, the CIA colleague he pushed aside, was convinced that Angleton was tied to the CIA’s plots with the Mafia to oust Castro.

• Angleton swooped down into Mexico City in the days after Scott’s death in 1971 to seize Scott’s memoirs, in which Scott revealed just how much information had been withheld from the commission, as well as his suspicion that there might well have been a foreign conspiracy behind Kennedy’s murder.

• In 1969, Angleton signed the letter that dismissed the request by the diplomat Charles Thomas for a new investigation of the allegations made by Elena Garro about the “twist party” in Mexico and about a sexual relationship between Oswald and Silvia Duran. That single act by Angleton meant that Garro’s claims would not be pursued again until after she—and most of the people who might support her account—were dead.

As for Scott, his former CIA colleagues in Mexico City recall those audiotapes and surveillance photos of Oswald that Scott would later insist did not exist. The record shows he repeatedly dismissed the evidence that Thomas brought to him from Elena Garro, even after Scott gathered intelligence independently that supported elements of her story, including what Scott would later describe as “the fact” of an affair between Oswald and Duran. All the while, Scott was establishing a written record in which he questioned Garro’s mental stability, while Scott’s former deputy launched a whispering campaign in Mexico City aimed at discrediting Charles Thomas.

Here is speculation that I clearly label as such: Is it possible that Angleton or Scott had a hand in the disappearance of J. Edgar Hoover’s explosive letter to the Warren Commission in June 1964 in which he reported that Oswald had stormed into the Cuban embassy in Mexico City and declared his intention to kill President Kennedy—a story that supposedly came to the FBI straight out of the mouth of Fidel Castro? The letter from Hoover appears never to have reached the commission, although it turned up decades later in the archives of the CIA.

There is another eye-popping document, prepared at the CIA sometime after 1968, that deserves attention in trying to understand what was hidden by the agency. It is a meticulous, 132-page-long classified chronology of everything that was known about Oswald by the agency’s Mexico City station, and when. The first entry is September 27, 1963, when Oswald was first detected at the Soviet embassy in Mexico. CIA records seem to suggest that the chronology was prepared by Anne Goodpasture, Scott’s former deputy. The chronology documents the time line, at least as Scott presented it, of Garro’s allegations about the “twist party” and her belief that Duran had been Oswald’s “mistress.” On one side of the chronology are brief typed commentaries by its author, who questions—despairingly, it seems—why the agency had been so skeptical of Garro, even after some of her allegations found support elsewhere. “How did Elena GARRO know about Silvia being the mistress of OSWALD?—This is 1965,” one note reads, recalling that the CIA would then hear the same thing from one of its own informants in 1967. The chronology notes that the FBI was also eventually able to confirm Garro’s claim that she had been hidden away—by a man later identified as a paid CIA informant—at a small Mexico City hotel for eight days after the assassination. “This is what Elena claimed and no one would believe her,” a note attached to that entry reads. Elsewhere, the chronology’s author writes: “The Warren Commission did not do an adequate investigative job.… It is hard to believe the Commission served the public well. Instead of ending all the rumors, they set the stage for a new and more serious era of speculation.”

From other declassified CIA files, we know, for certain, another secret that Angleton would have been eager to keep: that his elite counterintelligence staff had kept an eye on Oswald—illegally—as far back as 1959, four years before the assassination. In November 1959, a month after Oswald arrived in Moscow and announced that he wanted to defect to the Soviet Union, Angleton’s staff placed Oswald on a “SECRET EYES ONLY” watch list of about three hundred Americans targeted to have their overseas mail opened for inspection. That was a full year before the date that the CIA gave to the Warren Commission for the opening of the agency’s first files on Oswald. Angleton’s desire to keep the earlier surveillance a secret would make sense if only because the mail-opening program, known by the code name HK-LINGUAL, was known even within the CIA to be illegal; the agency had no court-approved warrants to open the mail of American citizens. (Over the years, others on the watch list included Martin Luther King, John Steinbeck, and former vice president Hubert Humphrey.) Why had Angleton’s staff targeted Oswald almost immediately after his arrival in Russia, while other American military defectors were never put on that watch list? It is another question that cannot be answered with certainty.

*   *   *

I started work on this book in 2008, and I am writing this author’s note in the late summer of 2013. During that time I have interviewed hundreds of people, many more than once, and traveled around the country and to several points abroad for my research. I have been allowed to see classified documents, private letters, court transcripts, photographs, films, and a variety of other materials that, to my knowledge, have not been shown to any other author. Every statement or quotation in this book has been sourced, which the footnotes and endnotes show in detail. What is clear to me is that over the last fifty years—actually more than fifty years, since parts of this narrative are set well before November 22, 1963—senior officials of the United States government, most especially at the CIA, have lied about the assassination and the events that led to it.

Several former officials bear special responsibility for the conspiracy theories that are likely to plague us forever. At the top of that list would be another CIA veteran, former director of Central Intelligence Richard Helms, who made the decision not to tell the Warren Commission about the agency’s murder plots targeting Castro. And it was Helms, of course, who put the treacherous Angleton in control of what information reached the commission. At the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover and his deputies went out of their way—from the first hours after the assassination—to avoid pursuing evidence that might have led to the discovery that Oswald had coconspirators. It was far easier for Hoover to blame the assassination on a disturbed young misfit who had no recorded history of violence than to acknowledge the possibility that there had been a conspiracy to kill the president that the FBI might have been able to foil. It was Hoover’s own successor, Clarence Kelley, who declared with certainty that President Kennedy would not have died if the FBI had simply acted on the information that existed in its files in November 1963.

There are two other names that belong on the list, and they are of men who are more often saluted for their accomplishments in public life: Chief Justice Earl Warren and Robert Kennedy. The chief justice was wise in initially refusing President Johnson’s request that he lead the commission; Warren was right to fear that the commission’s work might stain his legacy because it has, much to the disappointment of people like me who were raised to revere him for his accomplishments on the Supreme Court. What does it say about this presidential commission that its findings were ultimately rejected by the president himself? Warren has to be faulted above all for denying key evidence and witnesses to the commission’s staff. Those monumental errors included his refusal to allow the commission to review the president’s autopsy photos and X-rays—a decision that all but guaranteed the medical evidence would remain hopelessly muddled today—and his even more baffling order that blocked the staff from interviewing Silvia Duran.

I am left with nothing but admiration for most of the then young staff lawyers on the commission, who were clearly fighting to get to the truth about the assassination. That would include men like David Slawson, Burt Griffin, David Belin, Mel Eisenberg, and Sam Stern; I do believe they joined the investigation without any real sense of what they were up against. There can be no praise for Wesley Liebeler if there is even a hint of truth in the reports about his sexual advances on women witnesses, but I am convinced that he, too, would have been excited to find that Oswald had accomplices in killing the president, and then to track them down. Arlen Specter was willing to take the risk of standing up to—and often offending—the chief justice of the United States to insist on evidence that Specter felt he needed to do his job. If he had been allowed to inspect Kennedy’s autopsy photos and X-rays, many of the debates about the medical evidence and the single-bullet theory might have been settled long ago.

And then, perhaps most surprisingly, it is clear that Robert Kennedy bears much responsibility for the fact that, half a century after the assassination, opinion polls show that most Americans are convinced today that they are still being denied the truth about the president’s murder. No one had been better situated to demand the truth than Robert Kennedy—first as attorney general, then as a United States senator, and certainly as the slain president’s brother. And yet, in the nearly five years between his brother’s violent death and his own, Robert Kennedy kept insisting publicly that he fully supported the findings of the Warren Commission, all the while telling family and friends that he was convinced that the commission had it wrong. If anyone doubted Kennedy’s lack of candor, those doubts were put to rest in January 2013, when his son and namesake, Robert Jr., appeared to stun an audience in Dallas—at a forum to honor his father’s legacy—by revealing that his father thought the commission’s report “was a shoddy piece of craftsmanship.” He said his father believed the assassination might have been carried out by mobsters in retaliation for the Justice Department’s crackdown on organized crime during the Kennedy administration, or that the murder might have been linked to Cuba, or even possibly to “rogue CIA agents.”

Robert Jr. had an explanation for why his father had misled the public for years. His father, he said, felt he had no ability in the mid-1960s to pursue the investigation himself, and he worried that by raising his suspicions publicly about a conspiracy in his brother’s assassination, he might divert attention from pressing national issues, especially the civil rights movement. “There was really nothing he could have done about it at that time,” Robert Jr. explained. “As soon as Jack died, he lost all of his power.”

*   *   *

I discovered that there is one place where there is still hope of resolving some of mysteries about the president’s murder: Mexico City. I admit that I knew nothing—at all—about Oswald’s Mexico trip until I began work on this book. In two lengthy reporting trips to the Mexican capital, I attempted to retrace Oswald’s movements around that massive city. I was doing what the FBI and the CIA had apparently refused to do in the weeks after the assassination, including trying to track down and talk to Silvia Duran. I was also eager to locate people who had known the late Elena Garro, who died in 1998, from emphysema, at the age of seventy-seven.

In April 2013, my talented Mexico City stringer—Alejandra Xanic Von Bertrab, who shared in a Pulitzer Prize weeks later for her work for the New York Times—located Duran in Mexico City, where she still lives after having retired from Mexico’s Social Security Administration. Duran will turn seventy-six on November 22, 2013; her birthday falls on the anniversary of the Kennedy assassination. She initially refused to be interviewed in any detail, declining to respond to telephone calls and letters. So I sent Duran a large package of the documentation that I had gathered about her from the declassified government archives of both the United States and Mexico. Among those papers: the detailed 1967 CIA report in which an agency informant—the Mexican artist who Duran acknowledges was a friend—described how Duran volunteered to him that she had a brief affair with Oswald. I also provided Duran with the surveillance records of the Mexican secret police that appear to document her extramarital relationships with other men in the year before the Kennedy assassination, including at least two other American visitors to Mexico. I also gave her the CIA reports that purport to document an affair between her and the former Cuban ambassador to Mexico. She appears to have come under surveillance by both the CIA and the Mexican Interior Ministry long before the assassination as a result of her work at the Cuban consulate and, earlier, at a Cuba-Mexico cultural institute. The surveillance reports were, by definition, distasteful and proved how Duran’s privacy had been violated outrageously for years. But I thought it was only fair to Duran that she see what had so alarmed and intrigued me in the record. If she wanted to rebut any of this, I was eager to hear it.

As we waited to see if Duran would reply, Xanic and I tracked down Elena Garro’s daughter, Helena Paz, now seventy-four years old and living in a medical care facility an hour’s drive outside of Mexico City. Although reported to be mentally fit, Helena has been ailing for years as the result of a stroke. Through a cousin who serves as her legal guardian, she declined to be interviewed. We pressed the cousin to ask Helena if she stood by her account—and her mother’s—that they had both encountered Oswald and the two American “beatniks,” as well as Silvia Duran, at the “twist party.” She did. “What she said in the 1960s is the truth,” the cousin reported back to us. “It is still true.”

I extended my stay in Mexico City for several days in the hopes of speaking with Duran, but she never replied to the package of documents. So in a last-ditch attempt to question her, Xanic and I drove to Duran’s family home on Tuesday, April 9. Told by members of her extended family that she was out for the afternoon, we decided to wait in the street for her return. She finally arrived in a taxi, carrying shopping bags from the supermarket. She was angry at the sight of us, trying to open her tall iron gate and get inside without acknowledging us. But she relented after we pleaded for just a few minutes of her time. Scowling, she agreed to answer a few questions, perhaps hoping we would leave her alone after this.

Even after five decades, there was no doubt this was Silvia Duran. Her face was recognizable from the photos taken in the early 1960s. Her clothes now were comfortably fashionable, highlighted by a long pastel-colored checkered scarf around her neck; she wore Chanel-branded sunglasses. Although her once dark hair is now mostly gray, she wore it in essentially the same pixie cut she had in 1963. Her English was still good, although she frequently reverted to Spanish during what turned out to be nearly an hour of conversation outside the metal gates, her groceries placed on the ground. Even as she sparred with us, she was charming, funny, and smart. To our surprise, it took little coaxing to get her to allow us to take her picture.

She denied, as she had for so many years, that she had a sexual relationship with Oswald—if only, she claimed, because she had found him so unattractive. She said the suggestion that she would sleep with him was insulting. “Please!” she said in English in a mocking tone. “They say he was my lover? Please, please. Oswald was that size,” she said, holding out her hand to suggest that Oswald was short. (He was five foot nine inches tall.) “How could I be a lover of this man who was so insignificant?” She denied the many reports and rumors, which were investigated but never proved by the Warren Commission and later U.S. government investigations, that she had worked as a spy for Cuba or Mexico, or possibly even for the CIA.

She said she remembered the dance party described by Elena Garro and that Oswald was not there. She recalled that there were Americans at the party, including an American “movie star” she would not identify, saying that she thought the actor was still alive and she did not want to create trouble for him. Asked why her cousin Elena would make up such an extraordinary story and claim that Duran and Oswald had an affair, Duran said that her cousin was “crazy—she was completely out of her mind.… I don’t think she hates me so much. I think she was crazy.” And why would Garro’s daughter say the same thing? “She had a lot of psychological problems,” Duran replied. Elena and her daughter “were both pretty crazy, always.”

I pointed out that it was not just the Garros who alleged the affair between Duran and Oswald. The interrogation reports prepared by the Mexican secret police show that she was questioned repeatedly after the assassination about whether she had “intimate relations” with Oswald, as if the police had evidence of it. Why had her friend the artist claimed in 1967 that she had told him about an affair? She replied that she might have been a victim of the lies of jealous men who had wanted to sleep with her—but whom she refused. “I was married,” she said. “That’s why I get so mad when I read all of this. It’s all gossip.… They want to say everybody was my lover—the ambassador, the consul.” She insisted again—as she had been insisting for years—that she saw Oswald only within the confines of the Cuban consulate during two visits on a single day in September 1963. “I didn’t do anything beyond the normal” in trying to help him with his visa application, she said. “I only saw him inside the consulate. I never saw him outside the consulate—never, never, never.”

*   *   *

It was only a few weeks later that we tracked down a new witness who contradicted an important element of the story that Duran had just told us—her former sister-in-law, Lidia Duran Navarro, a renowned Mexican choreographer. Lidia is eighty-five and her memory has faded on many of the details of the weeks before and after Kennedy’s assassination. Although her late brother and Silvia Duran divorced decades ago, Lidia expressed only fondness for Silvia. Lidia said she had always doubted that Silvia would have had an affair with Oswald. Her reasoning was the same as her former sister-in-law’s: Oswald, Lidia said, was too physically unattractive to be taken as a lover. “It’s absurd,” Lidia said. “He was a weakling puppet, with a fool’s face.”

But Lidia did have a clear memory of something that Silvia had told her in confidence decades ago—that, despite all of Silvia’s claims to the contrary, she had gone out on at least one date in Mexico City with Oswald. According to Lidia, a smitten Oswald invited Silvia to a lunch date at a Sanborns restaurant close to the Cuban consulate. (She distinctly remembered it was a Sanborns, part of a popular Mexican chain of restaurants with that name.) And Silvia, she said, accepted. “She should not have accepted an invitation coming from an American,” Lidia recalled. Diplomats at the Cuban embassy were furious when they discovered that Duran had dared to be seen on a date with an American, even one who claimed to be a devoted supporter of Castro’s revolution. “The Cubans scolded her,” Lidia recalled.

If Lidia’s account is correct, Silvia has never told the truth in her central assertion that she “never, never, never” met Oswald outside the Cuban consulate and that she and Oswald discussed only his visa application. In fact, according to Lidia, Silvia Duran went out on a date—at least once—with a man who appeared eager to impress her with his support for Cuba’s revolution and who, less than two months later, would kill the president of the United States.

*   *   *

In June 2013, Xanic and I located two men—both prominent Mexican newspapermen, both friendly with Silvia Duran in the 1960s—who would blow much larger holes in her story. The first, Oscar Contreras, a columnist for the Mexican newspaper El Mañana, was the same journalist who came forward in 1967 to report that, while he was a law student and prominent Castro sympathizer at a Mexico City university four years earlier, he had spent time with Oswald, who had wanted his help to obtain a Cuban visa. That much of the story Contreras had told many years before.

But what he said in 2013 went much further and suggested far more extensive contacts between Oswald and Cuban agents in Mexico—contacts that Duran said never occurred. Contreras said that he not only encountered Oswald at the university; he also saw him again at a reception a few days later at the Cuban embassy. “I saw him at a distance, talking to people,” said Contreras, who said he did not approach Oswald at the reception because of warnings from Cuban friends that he might be some sort of CIA plant. Why had Contreras not told American officials in Mexico about Oswald’s mysterious appearance at a Cuban diplomatic reception? There was a simple answer, Contreras said: the diplomats never asked.

And then we found arguably the most important, most credible witness of all: Elena Garro’s nephew Francisco Guerrero Garro, a prominent Mexican newspaperman who had been a twenty-three-year-old university student at the time of the Kennedy assassination and who has kept his silence for half a century about what he knew about Lee Harvey Oswald.

Guerrero, now seventy-three, a founder and the retired editor in chief of La Jornada, a major left-wing newspaper in Mexico, said he had said nothing about Oswald for decades out of fear that what he knew would put his family in danger. “I had never wanted to tell,” he said. “We did get scared back then when we realized many of the people involved in the Kennedy case died” in mysterious circumstances.

Guerrero’s secret? He said he had been at the party where his aunt had encountered Oswald and Silvia Duran. In fact, he had driven his aunt and his mother—Deva Guerrero, Elena’s sister—to the party. And he said he is certain that he saw Oswald, too. “He was standing there, next to the chimney,” Guerrero said. “His face was unmistakable … he was very gloomy. He was just standing there, looking at the people, like scrutinizing people.… I can swear that he was there.”

In the hours after the Kennedy assassination and the first images of Oswald were made public, he recalled, there was a panicked telephone conversation between his mother and his aunt, Elena Garro.

“I heard my mom say on the phone: ‘It’s not possible! It’s not possible! Really, Elena, it’s not possible! Are you sure?… I’ll be right there.’” Guerrero said his mother ordered him to get the family car. “She then tells me, ‘Take me to Elena’s house.’” Guerrero said he protested that he needed to leave for class and his mother replied, “Doesn’t matter. Take me to Elena’s house.”

They drove straight to the home of Elena Garro, who had a television, and together they watched the first reports from Dallas, and saw the first flickering images of Oswald under arrest. Guerrero remembered that his mother and Elena turned to each other and became hysterical as they realized that they had seen the president’s assassin at a family party a few weeks earlier. “Yes, yes, that’s him, that’s him!” he remembered everyone yelling out. “His face appeared on TV again and again,” he said. “My mom would insist: ‘It is him! It is him!’”

He remembered asking out loud if the Mexican secret police would somehow try to implicate his family in the Kennedy assassination if it became known that they had attended a party where Oswald had been. “What the hell do we have to do with this? We only went to a party where this man was. We didn’t take him there.”

His mother vowed to keep her silence forever about what she had seen, Francisco said. She was a dedicated Communist—the political opposite of her sister, Elena—and she knew how to keep secrets at a time when being a declared Marxist in Mexico could be dangerous. Everyone else at the party decided to keep silent too, Francisco said. “There was consensus that it was him [Oswald],” he said. “But nobody wanted to talk about this. I think they were afraid. I was afraid myself.”

The subject became “taboo,” he said. “No one spoke about it.”

He said the one person who did tell authorities about the party and about Oswald was his aunt, Elena, and that she went to talk to someone at the United States embassy—“with whom, I do not know”—either the day after the assassination or the following day. She was driven there, he said, by one of his uncles, Albano Garro, Elena’s brother, who has since died. Francisco remembered that his uncle was angry because Elena, who only intended to stay fifteen minutes at the embassy, did not leave for nearly four hours. He heard from his mother that Elena Garro then received telephone calls “several times” from someone at the embassy “as if it was an important matter.”

*   *   *

There is no absolute proof in the archives of the CIA or the Mexican government that Silvia Duran was anyone’s spy, although there was clearly plenty of suspicion about it in 1963 and 1964. Duran insists today, as she has in the past, that she spent no time with Oswald outside of the four walls of the Cuban consulate. But if Duran has been telling the truth all these years, many, many people must have lied, including people who were her relatives and once close friends, some of whom are still alive today. And half a century later, why would they still be lying?

The credibility of the people I have tracked down in Mexico for this book is enhanced by the fact that they have not tried, like so many in the United States and elsewhere, to profit from what they knew about the president’s assassin. They have not written tell-all books or attempted to sell interviews. The same is true for the survivors of Charles William Thomas. His widow, Cynthia, and other members of his family have refused for decades to talk to journalists about what happened to a fine man whose cherished career, and then whose life, ended so cruelly for reasons they have never fully understood. I am honored that all of these people would take the risk of talking to me, with no promise of anything but my commitment to try to determine if what Elena Garro told Charles Thomas all those years ago was true—that Lee Harvey Oswald was invited by Silvia Duran to a dance party in Mexico City attended by Cuban diplomats and spies, as well as Mexican supporters of Castro’s government, and that some of the guests had spoken openly of their hope that someone would assassinate President John F. Kennedy, if only to ensure the survival of the revolution in Cuba that Kennedy had been so desperate to crush. “The fact is we saw Oswald at the party,” Francisco Guerrero Garro insists today. “We met and saw and spoke with someone who then went and killed the president of the United States.”

Washington, DC

September 2013
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The page numbers for the notes that appeared in the print version of this title are not in your e-book. Please use the search function on your e-reading device to search for the relevant passages documented or discussed.

The Warren Commission (the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy) published a final 888-page report, as well as a twenty-six-volume appendix of hearing transcripts and evidence reports. For the purposes of simplicity, they are identified in these endnotes as Warren Report (for the central volume) and Warren Appendix (volumes 1–26). There were two major congressional investigations in the 1970s that reviewed the work of the Warren Commission, one by the Senate Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities (better known as the Church Committee, named for its chairman, Senator Frank Church, Democrat of Idaho), the other by the House Select Committee on Assassinations. They are identified in these notes as the Church Committee and HSCA. In 1992, largely in response to conspiracy theories fueled by the Oliver Stone film JFK, Congress created the Assassination Records Review Board, to review and release assassination-related records. In these notes, the board is referred to as ARRB. Most Warren Commission records are stored by the National Archives and Records Administration (hereafter NARA). Other valuable records about the commission’s work are found at the Library of Congress (hereafter LOC), the Gerald R. Ford Presidential Library in Ann Arbor, Michigan (hereafter Ford Library), the Lyndon Baines Johnson Presidential Library in Austin, Texas (hereafter LBJ Library), the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library in Boston (hereafter JFK Library), and the Richard B. Russell Library at the University of Georgia Library at the University of Georgia in Athens, Georgia (hereafter Russell Library).

In the decades after the assassination, virtually all of the FBI’s internal files regarding the Warren Commission and the Kennedy assassination have been declassified and made public. Most are maintained electronically, largely in chronological order, by the Mary Ferrell Foundation and other private assassination-research organizations, as well as by the National Archives. The FBI archives of assassinated-related documents (hereafter FBI) are to some degree searchable online on the Mary Ferrell Web site: http://www.maryferrell.org/wiki/index.php/JFK_Documents_-_FBI.

I was the first outside researcher to have access to the uncensored transcripts of interviews conducted with the late senator Arlen Specter for his 2000 memoir, Passion for Truth. The transcripts are stored at the Arlen Specter Center for Public Policy at Philadelphia University, which opened in 2013. In the full interviews, Specter offered opinions that he chose not to share in his book, including harsh criticism of Chief Justice Warren and of elements of the commission’s work. I interviewed Specter myself. For the purposes of these notes, Specter’s interviews for his memoirs are identified hereafter as Specter memoir transcripts. Material from my interviews is identified as Specter interviews.
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Air Force One, moments after returning to Andrews Air Force Base, Maryland, from Dallas, November 22, 1963.
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President Lyndon Johnson rejected the advice of Secret Service agents who wanted him to depart Dallas’s Love Field airport the instant he boarded Air Force One. The plane remained on the ground for an extra 35 minutes as Johnson waited for the arrival of Jacqueline Kennedy and the casket bearing her husband’s body. Mrs. Kennedy boarded shortly after the casket was loaded onto the plane. Johnson was then formally sworn in, a scene witnessed by Mrs. Kennedy—still in the blood-caked clothes from the motorcade—and Lady Bird Johnson.
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Chief Justice Earl Warren and his wife, Nina, seen the day after the assassination outside the White House, where they had gone with other members of the Supreme Court for a viewing of the president’s casket in the East Room. On Sunday, November 24, Warren stood before Mrs. Kennedy and her daughter, Caroline, and offered a eulogy for Kennedy in the Capitol Rotunda, where the casket had been on public display. 
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Attorney General Robert Kennedy loathed President Johnson but agreed to remain in his cabinet. The two men, shown at the White House in October 1964, were the highest-ranking government officials not called to testify before the Warren Commission.
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Kennedy and wife, Ethel, leave the new Georgetown home of Jacqueline Kennedy after helping her move in on December 6, 1963.


[image: image]

The Kennedys aboard the Coast Guard yacht Manitou, sailing in Narragansett Bay, on September 8, 1962. Mrs. Kennedy can be seen reading William Manchester’s respectful biography of Kennedy, Portrait of a President, as she smokes.
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Although Kennedy demanded the resignation of Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles as a result of the Bay of Pigs disaster in 1961, he remained friendly with Dulles, seen here (left) on September 27, 1961, at the announcement of Dulles’s successor at the CIA, California industrialist John McCone (right).
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Ambassador to the United Nations Adlai Stevenson (center) is surrounded by police officers after he is struck on the head by a placard carried by an anti-U.N. demonstrator in Dallas on October 25, 1963. The incident, a month before the assassination, was another example of the hostility faced by prominent political visitors to conservative Dallas.
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On the morning of his assassination, Kennedy told his wife that they were “heading into nut country” after seeing a black-bordered ad in the Dallas Morning News headlined: “Welcome Mr. Kennedy,” in which the Kennedy administration was accused of “going soft on Communists, fellow-travelers, and ultra-leftists in America.” Leaflets appeared in the streets that portrayed Kennedy in a mock mug shot and said he was “Wanted for Treason.”
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The president appears to practice “the Johnson Treatment” on his political mentor, Senator Richard Russell of Georgia, in the White House Cabinet Room on December 12, 1963, three weeks after the assassination.
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President Johnson meets with Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren in an undated photograph. Johnson convinced the reluctant Warren to lead the commission by warning him that he might otherwise be responsible for a nuclear war in which tens of millions of Americans would die.
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Johnson is interviewed on the White House lawn on April 16, 1964, by the powerful muckraking columnist Andrew “Drew” Pearson, a close friend of Chief Justice Warren’s.
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The hostility between FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover and Attorney General Robert Kennedy was no secret to their aides. It was Hoover who—in a brief telephone call minutes after the shots rang out in Dealey Plaza—notified Kennedy that his brother had been shot. In this photograph, the two men are seen at a White House ceremony on May 7, 1963.
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President Johnson meets in the Oval Office with Richard Helms, the career intelligence operative named by Johnson to run the Central Intelligence Agency. Helms would later admit there were caveats to his promise of full cooperation with the Warren Commission; he admitted he told the commission nothing about the CIA’s plots to kill Castro.
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A formal portrait of the members of the Warren Commission, taken in the hearing room in the Washington, DC, headquarters of the Veterans of Foreign Wars, where the commission had its offices. Left to right: Representative Gerald R. Ford of Michigan, Representative Hale Boggs of Louisiana, Senator Richard B. Russell of Georgia, Chief Justice Earl Warren, Senator John Sherman Cooper of Kentucky, former World Bank president John J. McCloy, former Director of Central Intelligence Allen W. Dulles, and commission general counsel J. Lee Rankin.
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J. Lee Rankin, the commission’s general counsel and a former United States solicitor general, led the commission’s staff lawyers, who were divided into two-man teams made up of a “senior counsel” and a “junior” partner. In most cases, the junior lawyers did the bulk of the work.
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Norman Redlich, a New York University law professor, was the central editor and author of the final report. Rankin’s decision to hire Redlich, linked by the FBI to left-wing groups the bureau considered subversive, would create a furor among the commissioners.
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The commission’s staff gathers for a group portrait in the offices in the national headquarters of the Veterans of Foreign Wars. Front row, left to right: Alfred Goldberg, Norman Redlich, J. Lee Rankin, David Slawson (with glasses), Howard Willens (no glasses), David Belin. Second row: Stuart Pollak, Arlen Specter, Wesley Liebeler (with cigarette), Samuel Stern, Albert Jenner, John Hart Ely, and Burt Griffin.
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David Slawson, one of the junior lawyers, stands next to Chief Justice Warren. Slawson was the commission’s key investigator on the question of a possible foreign conspiracy.
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Arlen Specter, who was effectively abandoned by his “senior” partner in reconstructing the events of day of the assassination, would become known as the “father of the single-bullet theory.”
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David Belin was the junior partner on the team responsible for identifying the assassin—Oswald, presumably.
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Burt Griffin was the junior lawyer on the team investigating Jack Ruby’s background.
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Alfred Goldberg, an air force historian, helped outline and write the report.
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Melvin Eisenberg, Redlich’s deputy, became the commission’s in-house expert on the science of criminology and could knock down many of the conspiracy theories.
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Joseph Ball, the senior lawyer on the team to determine the assassin’s identity, was praised for his hard work.
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Richard Mosk prepared studies on Oswald’s marksmanship and his surprisingly sophisticated reading habits.
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William Coleman, senior lawyer on the “conspiracy” team, was a key legal strategist in the civil rights movement and is shown standing next to Martin Luther King.
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Francis Adams, former New York City police commissioner, effectively abandoned the investigation.
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Leon Hubert, former district attorney of New Orleans, left the commission’s staff early, angry that little attention was being paid to his investigation of Jack Ruby.
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Albert Jenner was the senior lawyer in investigating Oswald’s life story.
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Samuel Stern was the sole investigator assigned to study the history of presidential protection and the performance of the Secret Service.
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Julia Eide was Rankin’s intelligent and intimidating secretary.
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Marina Oswald in Minsk.
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Marina and Lee in Minsk.
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The Oswalds with infant June in Texas.
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Oswald’s falsified Marine Corp ID card (in the name of alias Alex Hidell).
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Oswald with rifle and pistol in New Orleans, 1963.
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Oswald in Marine Corps uniform.
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Oswald’s falsified ID (in name of alias Alex Hidell).
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Oswald and friends in Russia, including Ella German, who refused to marry him, seen top right.
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Oswald with coworkers in Minsk.
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Oswald hands out “Hands off Cuba” leaflets in New Orleans in 1963.
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Jack Ruby, “host” of the Carousel Club burlesque house, was known in Dallas for his aggressive effort to court the police and reporters. Ruby poses with three of the club’s performers.
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Ruby’s business card.
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A mug shot taken after his arrest for Oswald’s murder.
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The ramp that Ruby was believed to have used to reach the basement of Dallas police headquarters to kill Oswald.
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On Sunday, November 24, Ruby murdered Oswald on live national television, pushing through a crowd of reporters and cameramen to fire his pistol at point-blank range.
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The cold-blooded murder of Dallas police officer J. D. Tippit, shown in uniform, was seen by commission lawyer David Belin as the “Rosetta Stone” in understanding that Oswald was obviously guilty of the president’s assassination, too.
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Tippit’s murder was witnessed by restaurant waitress Helen Markham, seen next to an unidentified policeman; she identified Oswald in a police lineup later that day.
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Shortly after Tippit’s killing, Oswald was arrested as he tried to hide in the darkened auditorium at the nearby Texas Theatre. In his pocket was a bus transfer (shown with key), which Belin suspected that Oswald intended to use to reach another bus that would allow him to escape to Mexico.
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Texas Governor John Connally is comforted by his wife, Nellie, at Parkland Hospital in Dallas, as he recovered from the bullet wounds suffered as he rode in the president’s limousine in Dealey Plaza.
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Dallas Morning News reporter Hugh Aynesworth interviewing Marina Oswald, while daughter June Oswald plays on the floor.
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Admiral George Burkley, the White House physician, insisted that military pathologists hurry Kennedy’s autopsy at Bethesda Naval Hospital on the night of the assassination.
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The autopsy-room pathologists: Navy Commander James Humes, M.D. (center), was in charge of the autopsy, assisted by Navy Commander J. Thornton Boswell, M.D. (left) and Army Lieutenant Colonel Pierre Finck, M.D. (right). Humes’s decision to destroy the original autopsy report and his notes would spark conspiracy theories that he was trying to hide something.
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Secret Service Director James Rowley would face some of the commission’s harshest questioning after admitting that he had not disciplined agents in the Dallas motorcade who had gone out drinking the night before.
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FBI special agent James Hosty in Dallas would find his career derailed because he had Oswald under surveillance at the time of the assassination and had failed to detect the threat he posed.
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Marguerite Oswald often appeared to delight in her celebrity. Smiling, she talks with Dallas Judge Joe B. Brown, who oversaw the trial of Jack Ruby for her son’s murder.
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She retained New York lawyer Mark Lane, who quickly established himself as a leading critic of the Warren Commission, to represent her.
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During her trip to Washington to testify for the first time before the commission, Oswald’s young widow, Marina, was joined by her business manager, Jim Martin, whose private relationship with Marina would come under scrutiny by the commission. 
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Oswald’s older brother, Robert, is shown in Washington on February 20, 1964, after finishing his testimony before the commission.
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Marina Oswald, shown in Washington for testimony before the Warren Commission, said she was convinced that her husband had killed the president and that he had acted alone.
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Marina’s friend Ruth Paine, shown in Washington with her estranged husband, Michael; the Paines became entangled in the investigation. 
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George de Mohrenschildt, a Russian-born oil engineer who tried to help the impoverished Oswalds, said he broke off his friendship after Marina Oswald openly mocked her husband’s sexual performance.
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The commission determined that Oswald fired his rifle from an assassin’s perch at a sixth-floor corner window of the Texas School Book Depository overlooking Dealey Plaza; stacks of book cartons would have hidden what he was doing.
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By attaching a camera to Oswald’s rifle, the FBI attempted to re-create the assassin’s view from the window at the moment a bullet was fired at the president’s head.
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The evidence. Oswald’s Italian-made Mannlicher-Carcano rifle.
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The evidence. Two artists’ reconstructions of the fatal head wound.
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The evidence. The president’s bloodied shirt.
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The evidence. The bullet that, the commission’s staff was convinced, hit both Kennedy and Connally.
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The evidence. An artist’s reconstruction, based on autopsy photos, of the president’s head wound, the skull open to the right.
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Chief Justice Earl Warren and Gerald Ford visited Dallas on June 7, 1964, to inspect Dealey Plaza and take the testimony of Jack Ruby. They are shown leaving the Texas School Book Depository, followed by general counsel J. Lee Rankin and staff lawyer Joseph Ball.
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In September, Senator Richard Russell (center) organized his own visit to Dallas to see Dealey Plaza and interview Marina Oswald. He was joined in front of the Texas School Book Depository by fellow commission members (far left) Hale Boggs and (far right, in hat) John Sherman Cooper.
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The commission’s staff lawyers staged several reenactments in Dealey Plaza. David Belin is shown at the fifth-floor window of the Texas School Book Depository, during an experiment to determine what would have been seen and heard there as rifle shots were fired from the sixth-floor window above.
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Arlen Specter explains the single-bullet theory, with government agents positioned in a limousine at the spots where President Kennedy and Governor Connally had been seated.
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Although CIA and FBI officials ruled out Cuban involvement, the American ambassador to Mexico and others were convinced the assassination was connected to the government of Fidel Castro, shown after capturing a Marlin in the Caribbean.


[image: image]

In a photo taken September 7, 1963, Castro is shown making a point to Associated Press correspondent Dan Harker (with arms crossed) during an encounter in Havana. Harker reported in a resulting article that Castro threatened to retaliate against American officials who had targeted Cuban leaders for violence.
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Commission staff lawyer Wesley “Jim” Liebeler’s decision to grow a beard outraged Chief Justice Warren, who ordered that it be shaved off. Over time, Liebeler would establish himself as the commission’s in-house contrarian and most determined rule-breaker. Although married, he boasted of his many female conquests while working on the commission staff.


[image: image]

Silvia Odio, a Cuban refugee in Dallas who seemed credible in her insistence that she saw Oswald in the company of anti-Castro activists weeks before the assassination, complained to congressional investigators years later that Liebeler had invited her to his hotel room and tried to seduce her.
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In December 1965, American diplomat Charles Thomas (far right) was told by noted Mexican author Elena Garro de Paz (center) that she had encountered Oswald at a dance party in Mexico City weeks before the assassination. Garro claimed that her cousin, Silvia Tirado de Duran, a Cuban embassy employee, was also at the party and had briefly been Oswald’s mistress. At left is Garro’s daughter, Helena, who also reported seeing Oswald at the party. The man between Garro and her daughter is unidentified.
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Thomas and his wife, Cynthia, at a party in Mexico City in the mid-1960’s.
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Charles and Cynthia Thomas on the steps of their Mexico City hacienda, with Charles holding the couple’s daughter Zelda, who was born in Mexico in 1965.
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Silvia Duran, a self-proclaimed Socialist who was a Mexican employee of the Cuban consulate in Mexico City, had been under surveillance by both the CIA and the Mexico government for months before the Kennedy assassination. In a police surveillance photo, Duran (center) is seen with her husband, Horacio, a Mexican journalist, and an unidentified woman.
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Duran’s mug shot, taken after she was arrested by the Mexican police at the request of the CIA.
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A smiling Duran in the 1970’s in a photograph obtained by the House Select Committee on Assassinations, which interviewed Duran.
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CIA “mole hunter” James Jesus Angleton pushed aside an agency colleague to take control of information shared with the Warren Commission.
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CIA Mexico City station chief Winston “Win” Scott, in a home movie of his 1962 wedding, which was attended by Mexican President Adolfo López Mateos, shown far left with Scott. In next photo, CIA operative David Phillips is shown left of López Mateos; shown right of Scott is future Mexican president Gustavo Díaz Ordaz.
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American ambassador to Mexico Thomas Mann, in conversation with President Johnson, was convinced that Cuba was involved in the assassination.
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New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison claimed in 1967 that he had uncovered a conspiracy in the Kennedy assassination that the Warren Commission had failed to detect—or had covered up. He is shown with Mark Lane in New Orleans on March 28, 1967.
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Garrison’s witnesses included colorful New Orleans lawyer Dean Andrews, who had earlier told the commission that he had been asked to go to Dallas to defend Oswald hours after the assassination. The request, he said, had been made by Oswald’s mysterious patron—“Clay Bertrand.” Andrews, shown being escorted by New Orleans sheriffs in August 1967, would later be convicted of perjury.
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Silvia Duran, shown outside her home in 2013, still insists she never met with Oswald away from the Cuban consulate.
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Helena Garro, daughter of Elena Garro, at a 2013 forum in Mexico City to honor her late mother; she says they saw Oswald at the Duran family party.
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Duran’s claims are also rebutted by her former sister-in-law Lidia Duran Navarro, who recalls distinctly that Silvia talked of going on a date with Oswald.


[image: image]

Francisco Guerrero Garro, a prominent Mexican newspaperman, revealed in 2013 that he too had seen Oswald at the party.
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In January 2013, Robert Kennedy Jr. revealed that his father had never accepted the Warren Commission’s findings. He is shown being interviewed in Dallas with his sister Rory and TV host Charlie Rose.
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* The whereabouts of the president’s brain became yet another mystery. In 1979, a special congressional panel that reinvestigated the president’s murder, the House Select Committee on Assassinations, said it had learned from Dr. Burkley that he had transferred a sealed stainless-steel bucket containing the brain to Kennedy’s former secretary, Evelyn Lincoln, who then stored it for a time in 1964 at the National Archives. The committee could not track the brain with certainty past that point. In its final report, the committee said it was told by former Yale Law School professor Burke Marshall, who represented the executors of Kennedy’s estate, that he suspected Robert Kennedy ultimately obtained the brain and other autopsy evidence and “disposed of these materials himself, without informing anyone else.” Marshall said, “Robert Kennedy was concerned that these materials would be placed on public display in future years in an institution such as the Smithsonian and wished to dispose of them to eliminate such a possibility.” (House Select Committee on Assassinations, vol. VII, “Medical and Firearms Evidence,” March 1979.)


* At Hoover’s direction, the FBI had been hunting for years for evidence of Communist sympathizers on the faculties of major American universities; a few were uncovered on the faculty of Howard University, the historically black university in Washington, DC.


* Given inflation, Hoover’s new $17,500 annual salary would be equivalent to about $171,000 in 2013.


* In his memoirs, which were published posthumously in 1977, Warren revealed that he had reviewed the photos during the commission’s investigation, although he did not disclose exactly when in 1963 or 1964 the review had taken place.


* The airport was named for John Foster Dulles (1888–1959), secretary of state under President Eisenhower and the brother of Allen Dulles, the former director of Central Intelligence and a member of the Warren Commission.


* Given inflation, $25,000 in 1964 would be equivalent to about $188,000 in 2013.


* Lane would later say that he did not talk to anyone who claimed to have witnessed the Carousel Club meeting. The information, he said, had instead come to him secondhand from the late Thayer Waldo, a reporter for the Fort Worth Star Telegram—the same reporter who told Drew Pearson about how Secret Service agents had gone out drinking the night before the assassination. Asked if he believed the meeting had actually taken place, Lane told the author of this book in 2011, “I have no idea now, and I had no idea then.” (Lane interview.)


* Given inflation, $36,000 in 1964 would be equivalent to about $271,000 in 2013.


* Ruby’s acquaintances offered stomach-churning stories to the FBI about his relationship to his pets. One witness described watching as Ruby casually masturbated one of his dogs in front of visitors. Another described Ruby allowing his dogs to lick blood from his hand after a deep cut with a kitchen knife.


* Years later, Lane would insist that he had not harassed Helen Markham, suggesting instead that he had done a service by revealing that such a seemingly important witness before the Warren Commission could be confused about what she had seen. He noted, correctly, that Markham’s credibility had been damaged by the fact that she initially claimed to the commission under oath that she had never talked to him. “It’s not badgering,” said Lane, adding that he remains convinced that Oswald did not kill Tippit despite the many other witnesses who said otherwise. “It’s only what every lawyer in the world always does” in cross-examination. “No lawyer will look at that and say I did anything wrong.” He acknowledged that he had taped the call without notifying Markham, although he said that was legal so long as he did not divulge the contents, which he did not do; it was the commission that released the transcript. In its final report, the commission would describe Markham’s testimony as “reliable” and that “even in the absence of Mrs. Markham’s testimony, there is ample evidence to identify Oswald as the killer of Tippit.” (Lane interview; Warren Report, p. 168.)


* Warren would later insist that the commission had been fair to Oswald, even in death, through an arrangement made in February with the president of the American Bar Association, Walter E. Craig, who agreed to evaluate the commission’s work “in fairness to the alleged assassin and his family.” Although Craig was invited to cross-examine witnesses and offer the names of witnesses who should be called, the records shows that he and two associates had little involvement in the investigation. (See Warren Report, pp. XIV–XV)


* Lane said he knew the FBI and other government agencies had placed him under surveillance and that they were trying to gather derogatory information about his private life. After he began to speak out about the Kennedy assassination, he said that he was routinely stopped by U.S. immigration authorities when returning from speaking trips abroad. He suggested he was most offended when he was temporarily detained in 1964 at New York’s newly renamed John F. Kennedy International Airport—“I was not allowed into the city where I was born” without harassment. As for the FBI effort to compile derogatory information and share it with members of the Warren Commission, Lane suggested he wore it as a badge of honor. “They did the same thing with Martin Luther King,” he said. (Lane interview.)


* Ruby denied any connection to Hunt and insisted he was given the scripts at a local trade fair at which Hunt family companies were promoting their Texas-made food products.


* Those news reports, especially in the New York Times, were later found to have been seriously exaggerated. In later years, others journalists and researchers determined that only a few witnesses near the scene of Genovese’s murder would have been in a position to see or hear anything.


* The commission would not learn until June that Lane had tape-recorded his telephone call with Markham.


* Although Specter offered this account in his memoirs and noted it in interviews with the author of this book, the Jewish holiday actually began later in the month. In 1964, the first day of Passover was Saturday, March 28.


* Connally’s remark that “they” were trying to kill the occupants of the limousine would often be cited by conspiracy theorists as proof that the Texas governor knew that there was more than one gunman. Connally said later he meant no such thing and that he accepted the conclusion that Oswald had acted alone.


* Although commission records would show that Coleman worked substantially fewer hours than most of the lawyers, Specter appeared unaware before his death in 2012 that Coleman had taken on special assignments for the commission away from Washington.


* Specter would finally be shown the autopsy photos in the National Archives in April 1996, when he was a United States senator from Pennsylvania. He described what he saw: “The photos are gruesome. John F. Kennedy is lying on an autopsy table, his handsome face discolored and distorted by the gaping bullet wound in his head. As I looked at the slain president, I was struck again by the same waves of nausea that had hit me when I first read the medical reports 35 years earlier. I was also struck by the president’s clearly robust physical condition, which somehow made the photographs even more ghastly. Kennedy, at 47, had well-defined, muscular shoulders and arms, a flat stomach and a full head of hair.” (Specter, Passion for Truth, p. 89.)


* In fact, Hosty had kept his handwritten notes, a fact that he later insisted he had not remembered at the time of his testimony to the commission. “Several months after the Warren report was released, I discovered the notes among my papers in my desk. Realizing their significance, I chose to hang on to them, and I kept them safely stored away.” (Hosty, Assignment: Oswald, p. 146.)


* Given the effects of inflation, the $2,500 paid to Aynesworth in 1964 would be equivalent to $18,800 in 2013, while the $20,000 payment to Marina Oswald would be equivalent to $150,700.


* Specter had other reasons to be agitated that afternoon, since his hometown Phillies were defeated by the San Francisco Giants, 4–3, in ten innings, allowing San Francisco to hold on to first place in the National League.


* At the request of the author in 2012, the National Archives researched the question of why a copy of Hoover’s June 17, 1964, letter was found in the CIA’s declassified files but not in the commission’s. The National Archives said it was unable to determine the answer.


* Coleman said the author of this book was the first journalist he had ever told about the secret mission. Other former staff members of the commission told the author they had heard rumors about Coleman’s meeting with the Cuban leader. Asked about the rumors, Coleman confirmed to the author that they were true. He said he made no mention of the Castro meeting in his own memoirs, Counsel for the Situation, published in 2010, because he understood the information was still classified.


* Breyer would join the Supreme Court as an associate justice in 1994.


* Members of Bringuier’s militant anti-Castro group, the Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil (“Revolutionary Student Directorate”), or DRE, participated in the Bay of Pigs operation. Although its leaders were known to be especially bitter toward President Kennedy for his failure to oust Castro, the group continued to accept money and other support from the U.S. government, most of it funneled through the CIA. (House Select Committee on Assassinations, vol. X, “Anti-Castro Activities,” March 1979).


* Dean Andrews’s testimony might have been easily ignored had it not been for New Orleans district attorney Jim Garrison, who would claim in 1967 that Clay Bertrand was an alias used by a respected local businessman, Clay Shaw, who was then prosecuted by Garrison for involvement in Kennedy’s assassination. Long before Shaw’s acquittal, the case was seen as a shocking display of prosecutorial misconduct. Even so, Garrison, as portrayed by the actor Kevin Costner, was the hero of Oliver Stone’s 1991 film JFK, about the Kennedy assassination. Andrews would be portrayed by the comedian John Candy.


* Given the effects of inflation, $25,000 in 1963 would be equivalent to about $190,000 in 2013.


* As a United States senator, Specter suggested that his respect and fondness for Redlich was a factor in his decision in 1987 to join Senate colleagues in rejecting the Supreme Court nomination of Robert Bork, a federal appeals court judge and former law professor at Yale. In a previously unpublished 1996 interview, Specter said that he had been offended by reports of an incident years before the nomination in which the conservative Bork ridiculed the very liberal Redlich during a dinner speech in New York, with Redlich in the audience. “Redlich had been very ill and came out to the dinner as a matter of courtesy” to Bork, Specter said. “When Redlich told me what happened between him and Bork, I really had a very negative view of Bork, which didn’t help Bork any” at his Senate confirmation hearings (Specter interviews).


* The salary of members of the House of Representatives in 1963—$22,500 a year—would be equivalent to about $168,000 in 2013, given inflation. Ford’s $10,000 book advance would be equivalent, in 2013, to about $75,000.


* Liebeler also investigated allegations that Oswald was connected to Marcello through an uncle who lived in New Orleans, Charles “Dutz” Murret, a New Orleans bookie alleged to be tied to Marcello’s crime network. The commission found no evidence of any link between Murret and the assassination.


* The author has chosen not to list all those names, since most of the “derogatory” information appeared to be not that at all. The longest entry in the memo was, not surprisingly, for Norman Redlich. Joseph Ball was on the list, in part, because the FBI considered him a “civil rights libertarian” who had “consistently injected himself in support of the civil rights movement.”


* Liebeler would later tell Vincent Bugliosi, the author and Kennedy assassination historian, that Rankin’s comment was actually “not inappropriate at the time” since Rankin made it on the very day that the final draft of the commission’s report was being distributed among the commissioners. “From the beginning, we were all after the truth, and there were no limitations on that,” Liebeler told Bugliosi. (Bugliosi, Reclaiming History, p. 358.)


* Gerald Ford’s 1965 book on Oswald, Portrait of the Assassin, had disappointing sales, never recouping Ford’s $10,000 advance from Simon and Schuster. Under terms of the contract, he was allowed to keep all of the advance.


* The CIA would eventually acknowledge publicly that Maheu, who had done other work for the spy agency, had been asked to organize Castro’s murder. It was Maheu who then recruited Mafia figures, including a West Coast mobster named John “Handsome Johnny” Roselli, to carry out the assassination. Edward Morgan would eventually represent Roselli as well. (New York Times, August 6, 2008.)


* Although Pearson and other journalists and Congressional investigators had continued to pursue allegations of wrongdoing involving Johnson and the Washington lobbyist Bobby Baker, the former Senate aide known as “Little Lyndon,” the scandal quieted for a time after the Kennedy assassination, and Johnson was never directly implicated in any of Baker’s crimes. In 1967, Baker was sentenced to up to three years in prison after his conviction on charges of tax evasion, theft, and fraud in an unrelated corruption case. (New York Times, April 8, 1967.)


* Anderson, once memorably described by J. Edgar Hoover as “lower than the regurgitated filth of vultures,” inherited the column after Pearson’s death in 1969. In 1972, he won a Pulitzer Prize for his reporting about secret diplomacy between the United States and Pakistan during the Indo-Pakistani War of 1971.


* In Oliver Stone’s 1991 film JFK, which suggested that Garrison had come close to exposing the truth about a vast conspiracy in the assassination, the role of Chief Justice Earl Warren was played by the real-life Jim Garrison.


* LIRING/3’s name was identified in CIA records that were declassified decades later. Since there is no way to confirm that the CIA records are accurate, the author has chosen not to publish the informant’s name here. Contacted by phone in 2013, the painter confirmed that he knew Duran, although he denied he had any relationship with the CIA. He also denied that Duran had ever told him that she had a sexual relationship with Oswald.


* In light of the allegations against Mr. Watson, the author of this book attempted to reach him through both the CIA and the Association of Former Intelligence Officers, a Washington-area group that represents retired agency employees. Both said they had no information about Watson, including whether he is still alive. “We haven’t been able to find anyone who maintains a relationship with Mr. Watson and/or his family,” a CIA spokesman said.


* Angleton had taken on a strangely similar assignment after the October 1964 murder of a Washington socialite and painter, Mary Pinchot Meyer, who was later identified as a former mistress of President Kennedy’s. Hours after the murder, Angleton, a family friend, was found inside her locked home by Washington journalist Ben Bradlee, Meyer’s brother-in-law and the future executive editor of the Washington Post. Angleton explained that he was looking for her diary, which she had told friends she wanted destroyed after her death. Angleton had apparently picked the lock, Bradlee said. When the diary was later found at Meyer’s painting studio, Bradlee’s wife gave it to Angleton to destroy. Bradlee saw the diary and said it contained “some handwritten descriptions” of what was “obviously an affair with the president.” (Interview of Ben Bradlee, October 5, 1995, “Booknotes,” C-SPAN.)


* They were shown it in 2012 and 2013 by the author of this book.


* CIA records identified Calvillo as an “unwitting” agent of the CIA, suggesting that he did not know that his handler worked for the agency. Investigators for the House Select Committee on Assassinations, working with the Mexican government, were unable to track down Calvillo in Mexico. He has since died.
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