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Sirhan: A matter of life or death, 

[ TRIALS: 

. The Wanderer 
ee cat eee in Jerussion., po on 

istian charity and corporal punish- 
ment, washed ashore in the U.S. twelve 
years ago and cast down, by choice or 
mad chance, in a drab serving pantry in 
Los Angeles'’s Ambassador Hotel the 
night Robert Kennedy won his last prima- 
ry. Sirhan Bishara Sirhan always seemed 
a piece_of—damaged goods—a lonely, 
moody, rootless young man afire with 
Arab nationalism and Rosicrucian mys- 
ticism run together in some private har- 
mony. Now, as Sirhan prepared to go on 
trial for Kennedy's murder in a cordoned, 
armor-plated Los Angeles courtroom this 
week, the central question is likely to be 
whether the damage was real or only 

etaphorical. Sirhan’s life, in the end, 
P depend on the answer, 

Fhe? is no mystery at all about who 
pulled the emnedy en’ 
and Sirhan instantly gang-tackled and dis- 
armed, in_a_ roomful cf eyewitnesses. His 
lawyers, moreover, Bechtel against try- 
ing to prove that Sirhan didn’t know what 
he was doing or that he couldn't tell 
right from wrong—the only bases for a 
verdict of not guilty by reason of insanity 
under the rigid old M’Naghten rule still 
in force in California (and most of the 
U.S.). The likely defense strategy in- 
stead was to try to save Sirhan from the 
gas chamber by showing him mentally 
incapable of premeditating the shooting 
—a partial defense that could knock down 
the charge from first-degree murder 
(which involves premeditation) to sec- 
ond-degree murder or manslaughter 
(which do not). “We'ye not kidding our- 
selves about a_not-guilty verdict,” a 
defense “investigator told —Newsweke’s 
Martin Kasindorf, “but we're hopeful-of 
getting less than the death penalty.” 

Witnesses: In this effort; Sirhan’s de- 
fenders will be up against a tough prose- 
cution team headed by the Los Angeles 
D.A.’s chief trial deputy, Lynn_D, (Buck) 
Compton, a man who played guard 
on UCLA'S 1943 Rose Bowl team. Out of 
a list_of 4,300 persons questioned hy po- 
lice and the EBL Compton and his men 

to call-70-or-80-witnesses, proba- 
bly including black athletes” Roosevelt 
Grier and Rafer_ Johnson, possibly-writer 
George Plimpton—but.aiot_Etheb or any 
other Kennedy . Some of these witnesiés 
will testify to the shooting itself, with the 
state plotting the events for the jury in a 
police-built wooden scale model of the 
hotel kitchen area. Others scheduled to 
testify include a gun-shop owner who 
sold Sirhan“ammiinition on Jue I, sever- 
al persons who saw him practi ~ 
firing qn_a_target range Oo ane tan La 
waiter_who_saw_ Sirhai~in the kitchen 
area half an hour before the shooting on 
the early morning of Jiine 5—all impor- 
tant pieces in the state’ ‘ort to prove 

editation. Compton's men also are 
Fikely-t to introduce celebratea-spiral, 

d'by Mayor Sam 
assassination—in 

and flashy New York trial lawyer Emile 
Zola Berman—will -counter_by_ painting 
Sirhan, 24, as_a volatile loner controlled 
not by will but_by impulse. They have 

ut together _a three-volume, 75I-page 
ography of Sirhan (including 151 pages 

analyzing his zi reading habits) and 
have lined up 20 or 25 witnesses, among 
them two psychiatrists, a psychologist, 
members of Sirhan’s broken family—and, 
quite possibly, Sirhan himself. (He wants 
to talk, and the defense might well de- 
cide to give the jury a look at his stormy, 
mercurial make-up.) A pivotal point in 
the defense will_be Sirhan’s-fall-from a 
horse while he was working as an esr 
cise boy in 1966. His lawyers will argue 
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that-he suttered head myuries—anu une 
he was never the same after tretumtile. 

“/ Even before the fall, Sirhan was a 
ighty, sensitive youth, given to fits of 

| temper and bursts of political polemic. 
| His parents were dirt-poor Jordanian 
Christians, his father a tempestuous man 
who believed in frequent hidings for his 
sons. The family (Sirhan has four brothers 
and a sister who died in 1967) migrated 
to Pasadena with church and UNRRA 
help in 1957 but soon came apart. Sichan 
managed to get through a few months of 

| junior college Where he stintied-history 
and_Russian and dreamed~of-bemg a 
journalist, diplomat or teacher. But he 
suddenly dropped out and went to work, 
first as a stable groom at Santa Anita, 
later as an exercise boy at the Granja 
Vista del Rio horse ranch at Corona. 

And then came the fall. Afterward, 
' Sirhan complained of backaches, head- 
aches, blurry vision. He quit the ranch, 
holed up for nearly a year ii—his room 
and read Middle Eastern history and oc- 
cult books_till his mother—desperate to 
get him out of the howse—linéd up a job 
‘or him as a delivery clerk at an organic 
food store, Sirhan’s nationalism, always 
hot, waxed hotter. Though he was a pre- 

schol taddler_at_the tine of the 1946 
Arab-Israeli war, he told vivid-al ocly 
tales, insisting he had once seen Israeli 
soldiers cut off an Arab woman's breasts. 
Sirhan’s boss, John Henry Weidner, a 
Dutch immigrant who had been active 
in the World War II resistance, argued 
for forgiveness—as he himself had for- 
given the Germans. “I would like to be 
like you but I cannot,” Sirhan replied. 
“Ask the Lord to come to your help,” 
Weidner urged. But Sirhan bitterly shot 
back, “There is no God, because you see 
what happened to the Arabs.” 

Rendezvous: What happened to Sir- 
han is a matter of rich record. He and 
Weidner quarreled early last year, and 
Sirhan left. Weidner says he quit; Sirhan 
insisted he was fired and, in a last tan- 
trum, staged a brief sit-in atop a wrap- 
ping table. Shortly thereafter Sirhan 
Bishara Sirhan—the name is Arabic for 
“Wanderer Good-News Wanderer”— 
and Robert Francis Kennedy kept their 
rendezvous at the Ambassador. 

And now, at e a 

Seti ss due to stand trials,’ 
a long affair + fades Her! 

60a ofem Tan Earl Wate 
appointee who n_more than 

popes to hold this one 
ut tie defense and 

tion alike expect it to run at least 
three. Awaiting it all in his windowless, 
thirteenth-floor cell in the Hall of Justice, 
Sirhan has lately begun picking at his 
food, letting his newspapers go unread 
and pacing constantly in his 12-foot-long 
exercise corridor. Only_as his trial drew 
near did he betray b nerves-and no 
one knew which prospect caused him 
more anxiety: that he d be pun- 
ished for what he had done—or that he 
We Id_ somehow Tae Tis only thence ie 
tell the world why he did if- oa 


