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THE RIDDLE OF DALLAS 

by Mordecai Brienberg 

The author of this article, a former Rhodes Scholar from 
Canada, is a lecturer in sociology at Berkeley, California. 

There are two widely held interpretations of President Kemnedy's assassination 
and the events in Dallas. The "liberal" position contends that Lee Harvey Oswald 
was a product of the hatred and the violence preated by "extremists of all kinds." 
In this view, radicals of the right and the left are responsible for the assassination. 
The "conservative" interpretation traces responsibility for the assassination to 
"leftists and Communists" alone; for, they contend, "was not Oswald a professed 
Marxist?" But more crucial than the differences in these two postures are their 
Similarities. Both presume that Lee Harvey Oswald was, in fact, guilty of the 
murder of the President; both by-pass an examination of whether or not this assertion 
is demonstrable. 

_ Some very few Americans have taken seriously the tradition that a man is presumed 
innocent until proven guilty. These individuals have attempted to assess the evidence 
in the case. My purpese in this article is to smmarize their minority inquiries, in 
order to Wake more widely known some pertinent information.+ 

The complete case against Lee Harvey Oswald is contained in the FBI and Seeret 
Swervice report submitted to the Warren Commission, which is unavailable to the 
public. However, the essence of the "water-tight case" against Oswald was presented 
in a nation-wide radio and television statement made by the District Attorney of 
Dallas, Hemry Wade. This statement was made after Oswald was murdered, while still 
in police custody. The FBI and the Secret Service have themselves "leaked" to the 
news media information from their own subsequent investigations, What follows is a 
brief resume of the official reconstruction of the assassination. 

Lee Harvey Oswald, positioned at the sixth-floor window of the Texas School 
Book Depository Building (TSBD), fired three rifle shots at the President's 
car as it was moving away from the building. The President was struck twice, 
once in the neck and once in the head; Governor Connally of Texas was struck 
once. This occurred between 12:30 and 12:31. Oswald then walked dow four 
flights of stairs to the second floor of the building, where he took a coke 
from the coke-machine. A policeman who rushed into the building immediately 
after the shooting approached Oswald, selecting him from among several persons 
gathered around the coke-machine. But themm owner of the TSBD, who was 
accompanying the policeman, intervened and stated that Oswald "works in the 

*For those readers who wish to pursue these arguments further, I refer them to the 
following articles: "Defense Brief for Oswald" by Mark Lane (National Guardian, 
December 19, 1963); "Seeds of Doubt" by Jack Minnis and Staughton Lynd (New 
Republic, December 21, 1963); "Oswald and the FBI" by Harold Feldman (Nation, 
January 27, 196).



building." Presumably satisfied by this comment, the policeman discontinued 
his interrogation and ran to the sixth floor. It is only after this brief 
encounter with the law that Oswald is alleged to have fled the building 
itself. He supposedly walked several blocks to catch a bus, which he rode 
for several more blecks; he then hailed a taxi and rode four miles to his 
apartment. After taking a jacket from his room, he left; and some time later 
he shot a policeman, Officer Tippit. Finally, it is alleged, Oswald entered 
a movie theatre where his "suspicious movements" caused the cashier to call 
for the police. It was in the theatre that Oswald was arrested, 

The official account of the Kennedy assassination consists of assertions about 
(a) the murder weapon; (b) the place from which the shots were fired, and the number of shots fired; (¢) the escape of the alleged assassin; and (4d) the murder of officer Tippitt. 
I will critically examine each aspect in turn, questioning the plausibility of the official 
account and peinting out the significant discrepancies that appear when earlier explanations are matched against the final aceowmt that I have just outlined, 

Ca) Weapon There is on fine in Dallas an affidavit by the police officer who found 
a rifle on the sixth floor of the TSBD. That affidavit states that the weapon Was a 
7e65 mm. Mauser. Wade, on November 22, stated that this was the murder weapon, and that 
Oswald's palm-print was found on the weapon. The next day the FBI released a report that 
Oswald had purchased a rifle in March umder the alias Hiddel. But this rifle was a 
6.5 mm. Italian carbine. After this report, Wade reversed his position; the rifle he 
had in his possession was now an Italian carbine; it was no longer a Mauser. It was 
also after this FBI report that Wade announeed that he knew Oswald used the alias Hiddel 
-~-because he had found an identification card in this name on Oswald's person at the time 
of his arrest. But Wade did not explain why this alias was not released the previous day 
when he had asserted that Oswald used the alias Lee. The omission is most puzzling 
when one considers that the alias Lee was not immediately accessible to the Dallas 
authorities (as was the alias Hiddel), but had to be uncovered by a separate investigation. 

Aside from questions about the rifle itself and the alias under which it was 
purchased, what evidence is there that Oswald fired the rifle? The results of paraffin 

letermine whether or not he had recently fired a_ 
ve results in such tests can be produced by contact with substances other than gunpowder, negative results definitely indicate 

that a person has not recently fired a weapom. The firing of a rifle leaves gunpowder 
traces on the hands and face, if it is fired from the shoulder. And it would seen 
rather ridiculous for a person te have fired a rifle with telescopic sights from the hip. 
The results of the paraffin tests were positive for Oswald's right and left hands. The 
paraffin tests on Oswald's face preved negative. Moreover, contrary to Wade's assertion 
on November 22 about palm-prints, the FBI now states that "no paim—prints were found on 
the rifle." 

(b) Seene of the Shooting The erucial question here is to reconcile the nature of the 
wounds inflicted on the President with the unwavering contention that the shots were fired 
from the TSBD building. Let us follow the changing official reports as they attempt such 
a reconciliation. 

The three doctors who attended the President at Parkland Memorial Hospital 
immediately after the sheoting stated to reporters at the hospital that one of the 
bullets had entered the President's throat "just below the Adam's apple." There is 
a great difference between an entrance and an exit wound, and all three doctors claimed 
to have dealt daily with gun wounds. The bullet, these doctors further stated, ranged 
downward without exiting. If the President had been shot as his car approached the 
TSBD along Houston Street, then the nature of the throat wound would be consistent with 
the allegation that the shots were fired from the sixth floor of that building. This 
was the first FBI interpretation. But all the witnesses as well as the photographs of



Be 

the shooting make clear that the car had already made the turn and was heading towards 
, * the overpass when the first shot was fired in the President's throat. Photographs 

indicate his car was 75 to 100 yards past the building. The FBI next argued that the 
President had turned his head around (almost 180 degrees) and was looking back when the 
first shot was fired. Mrs. Connally contradicted this by stating that she was speaking 
to the President immediately before he was shot--<and she was sitting directly in front 
of Mrs. Kennedy. The films also show the President facing forward as the first shot 
struck him. How, then, can a bullet Shot from behind enter Kennedy's throat from the 
front? . 

If the place of the shooting is fixed, if’ the posture of the Pretsident is fixed, 
then the consisteney of the final account can only be achieved by altering the initial 
interpretation about the nature of the President's wound. After the three physicians 
were questioned by the FBI they issued a stabement reversing their earlier view——on which 
they had been u nanimous and definite. The threat wound, they now say, is an exit 
wound . hese doctors state that they are, however, unable to talk to reporters or to 
discuss the matter further. : 

But there remain other pieces of information which officials have not reconciled 
with the latest statement of the doctors. The first police sulletin, overheard by a 
reporter waiting for the President's motorcade at a point farther along the route, was 
that "all firing appears to have come from the overpass"——in front of the car. The first 
radie accounts of the assassination stated that a policeman rushed to the overpass and 
was seen chasing twa persons on the overpass. Ominously, nothing further is ever mentioned 
about this report. The front windshield of the President's car had a bullet hole in it. 
The Seeret Service prevented reporters iimam at the hospital from coming close enough to 
determine the direction of the bullet. The car was then flown back to Washington and 

remained in the custody of the Seeret Service. Eight days later, the windshield of the 
car Was replaced. (It is not known whether the shattered windshield was. destroyed.) 
Finally, four reporters of the Dallas Morning News, witnesses to the assassination, 
who were standing between the overpass and the TSBD, all claim that the shots were 
fired from in front of the President's car. 

How many shots were there altogether? According to the official report three 
shots were fired. But there appears to be five bullets. A fragmented bullet was found 
in the car (this is most likely the bullet which struck the President in the head and 
then exited); there was the bullet that “struck" the President in the throat; there 
was the bullet that struck Governor Connally; there was a bullet found by the Secret 
Service on a streteher, presumably the President's (although its origin is by no means 
definite); and there was a bullet found by a Dallas policeman in the grass at a point 
where the other shots struck the President and the Gevernor. Did Oswald now fire 
five shots in five and a half seconds, when rifle experts are highly sceptical that 
an excellent marksman could have accurately fired three shots in that time? 

‘(e) The Escape Is it possible for Oswald to have done everything the official accowmt 
attributes to him between the time ofthe shooting and his arrival at his apartment? 
The shooting took place between 12:30 and 12:31. Oswald arrived at his apartment, 
aceording to his landlady, at 12:h5. Amother account states he arrived at 1:00 p.m. 
This report also mentions "chozked downtown traffic." 

According to the official version, Oswald's taxi ride was about four miles. 
In uncongested traffic, the taxi could average 20 miles per hour, and the Journey 
would then take 12 minutes. Thus if Oswald arrived at 12:5 he would have had two 
minutes to (a) hide the weapon; (b) walk from the sixth to the second floor; (c) find 
eoins and get a coke from the machine; (d) converse with a policeman; (¢) leave the 
building and walk four blocks to a bus; (f) ride the bus several blocks; and (g) get 
off the bus and hail a taxi. But if the traffie were congested, a taxi could only 
average about ten miles per hour. Even if we allow that Oswald did not arrive in this 
case until 1:00 p.m., he would still not have had more than five minutes to accomplish 
these same acts.


