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THE JFK ASSASSINATION: CURRENT STATUS

Cyril H, Wecht, M.D., J.D. *

Two years ago in this journal ,\1 I wrote ’that the assassination of Presideut
Iohn F. Kennedy in 1963, simply did-not happen the Way the Warfen Commission
said 1t did, and that my own examination of the available teé’ordsb and the autopsy
photographs and X-rays at the National Archives had led me to the coaclusion that -
more than one person had been involved in the shooting. I described sevetal
irreconcilatale flaws in the Warren Report;s "single—bullet theot'y, “ the hypothesis
that both the President and Governor Connally had been hit by the same bullet
early in the shootmg and which the Commission used to accommodate no less
ttxan four separate penetrating wounds in the two meu by means of a single shot,
thus avoiding the evidence of more than one_as.;a;éinn. I cited a number of serious
errors and omissions in the autopsy procedure itself and the fact that some of the
most 1mportant items from the autopsy, 1tems whlch ware deflmtely known to exist
.and which had played an essential role in the autopsy findings, had not been
made available to me despite my repeated requests. Pmally, I pointed out that
it was still possible to resolve some of the critical questions about the assassmattorv
if the government would uzake available the missing autopsy materials and certain
other scientific test data, specifically the spectrographic analyses of the bullet
'fragments recovered in the FBI's investigation of the case. I valso suggested that |
the government should conduct neutron activation .auablysesf‘of these bullet fragments

as a further aid to determining their origin.
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- Since then, there has been no change in the government's pos’ition‘on”"f -
release of these materials. On the other hand, additional facts haVe’ come to

_llght which add con31derable empha51s to the pomts made prevmusly. The net o

result is that I can say today, with even rhore confldenoe that the Warren‘ Commlssz
did not solve this case., Moreover, I now belleve that there has lbeen a‘ prolonded
and Wlllful cover-up of the Commission's fallure b;f the government

Early in ,1973 , within two Inonths after my artlcle apoeared the g.ox/‘.etnnlent
released for the first time, a con51derable volume of correspondenoe that had
passed between the Warren Commission and various governtnental agencuee durlng
the perlod‘wnen the Commlssmn was still dellberatlng onthe case,’ Thls Imatenal
had prev1ously been withheld from publlc view, altnough it apparently had.been on.‘:"
flle at the Natlonal. Archives since 1964, The material had'not bee-n class_ified. a_nd-
-it is not clear just why it should ever have been withheld. l\leither 1s it} clea'.r‘ why
the government sudde"nlyA ohose to release 1t _as that pa.r'ti‘cular. titne, altholi_gh some v.
4 pal'ts of it, as I ehall show, are directly relevant a_nd seeminc,vrly ‘res}po.nsiv_e to the
pomt I had made about the need for the s pectrographlc and neutron actllvatlon
' analyses of the bullet fragments. |

Buried within this y.olume of correspondence are Vthre'e let'tere f;on‘l:PBI |
Director J. Edgar Hoover to J. Lee Rankin, then-Gen.eral Couneel to the Warren
Commission, discusslng various aspects of the fBI‘s, examinations of t.he' bullet ’
fragments. These lettere ','which bear various '_datesv from Pebruary_to Iuly; l9 6_4,7

make reference to previous inquiries by Rankin and are evidently in response to -



" Commission requests for technioal information abont. 'the‘ l?Bl_'s ide.n‘ti;fi-cation of
the bullet fragments. Two of the three Hoover letters., 1n.fact make .S.peCIflC
- reference to the spectrographic anal.yses of the lead portions oi certam of the
fragments, reportlng that the compositions of some of these frag‘nents-were L
"31m11ar“ or that "no significant dlfferences vlrere found r/\tithin the sensitiwt,;r
of the spectrographic method " | e
This, in principle, is exactly the kind of into;matiornj]‘iv had in mind_ W.hveni
I Wrote that such information is vital in resolving some of.tﬁhe critical o:nes.tions.:
about the assassmatlon. Thus, if it had been found that the composrtion of the'-__
__lead in the fragment recovered from Governor Connally s Wri.st wound tvas 1nd1st1n;- :
guishable from the composition of the lead in the nearly whole bulle‘t found at’
A Parkland Hospital (Commissm'x EXhlblt 399) , that fact alone would l.end strong S
suoport to the smgle -bullet theory, since under that theory, the Commissmn had
postulated that all of the non—fatal wounds of both the President a_nd 'the Governor f
: had been inflicted by CE 399; whereas, if the compositions Were vs'igni'ficantly‘
diffe_r'entl, the single-bullet theory'would have to he ahandoned, ':indepe.nde_ntls.z of_
the other reaso’ns I cited in the November; 1972, | artiole. | :
Unrortunatoly, the FBI's spectrograohlc analyses as described in the -
Hoover letters do not appear to have mcluded that par‘icularoomparison' at any
' rate, it is not repo’rted. Qne can find statements that the fragment from.Connally'sv
wrist was "similar in composition" to a certain fragment found in the'front of:.

the car (GE 567), which is believed to have been part of the bullet that .c_ansed the



President's head Wound (an ‘implied origin of Connally's Vfrlst wound which thei _
Commission considered but rejected); but one looks m valn for a direct. s-ta'te.ment"- :

about the crltlcal comparison between the Connally erst fragment and ‘CE i399;2‘

Nor does one find any statement at all comparmg the copper portlons of the fragme:
although there were two large fragments found 1n the front of the car, CE 567 and
.v Cf: 569, both W1th substantlal copper portlons whlch could and should have been
compared to determme Whetner they had orlgmated Irom the same bullet or frorn ':
fWo separate bullets. The latter is a questlon of con51derable 1mportan<‘:e. m
at'tempting to determine the number of shots flred and what happened to them , but_
‘the Co‘mmisisio.n was forced to leave 1t unanswered3 and we stlll do not know theT
.answer today. | | - |
| However, despite the mcompleteness of the f‘Bl’s spechographlo c:omparfc
the l’loover letters on the bullet analyses might appear'to lend some support to the
| Commission's lone assassin conclusron. After all the several fragmem. comp051
~which were compared and reported were found to be “st*nrlar, * and that suggests
the FBI s cautious semantics, that all the fragments. ca'ne from a common source
: and thus, presumably, from the same gun. Is this not a sufflclent answer to me

and other crltlcs’? And so why don' t we Just shut up and leave‘the Warren Repo,ri

It is not a suificient answer and we are not gomg to snut up. A51de frorr
the flaws 1n the smgle bullet theory Whlch I 01ted and wmch are still unrefuted

two years later, it turns but that the government has not glven us the full story



on the analysis of the bullet fragments. At the t1me I wrote.the prevroue ar‘lcle
Idid not know that neutron actlvatlon analy51s o-f any of the fragments had been
performed. In fact I stated, mlstakenly, that 1t had not been performed but that
since tne fragments were at the Natlonal Archlves, it stlll could be and should be ‘.
performed. Eh |

| A few words are necessary here to describe the :generali na,tureboif neutron E
activation anaiyéis (NAA) and Why it is s0 valn'able”." The techmque vvinvo‘lves
'irradiation of a specimen in a nuclear reactor,' folloxrzved“bs‘z detection and analysie
- of the induced radioact'ivity.» Particular elements in the snemmen 'produce a char——
acferllatlc radiation pattern, and this permits the determmatlon of the elementa‘l
| composition of the spectmen in great detail, considerably more so than’ by epectro— g
graphic a.nalysis' , for example., Trace elements ‘.can"be .detected and meaenvred.
down to parts per billion .or even less in some c:ases4 'Thu's. , ,d»if:fere'ntenecbimensi d,
of paint,‘ paper, rnetalis, and many other substancee _can_be anal_y._zed and compared )
to determine whether or not they have a common :orig'in_;-.'e.gr , whether a 'certain :
ﬂake'of paint came from a. particular automobi‘l‘e’._' vIt 1s one of the Jmos‘t” power_.fulz‘”
and sophisticat‘ed forensic science methods exjrerv.dexrelo'ped, ‘and‘its apnlications
are growing steadily. o

There had been no reference to such NAA tests of the .‘bullet fr:adments‘ in

the Warren Report or in any of the accompanymg 26 v'olumes.oftestimony and
exhibits . AI had therefore assumed that it had not been conducted, for._surely

it would have merited mention in the Warren Report if the Commission had been
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awa_re of it. After all, determination of the origin of the va‘rio_o.s fragments was onel'
of the rnost crucial considerations in the Commission's reconstruction of the Shootiz
and even the Commission itself was wellaware tha.t' its reconstruction had 'some o
uncertainti'es. in it. 6

- I was astonished to discover, then; that one._IOf th'e newly 'r‘eleased Hoover

letters to Rankin disclosed that neutron activation 'analyses had indeed been con—""
w . . '.‘

ducted on several of the bullet fragments 1nclud1na (‘F‘ 399 and 1-}19 Connallv wnst

o

fragment ‘and that some dlfferences in composz«tlon had been observed' 'I'he letter
‘—s==-!’—f

e

reportmg this information to the Commlssmn 1s dated Iuly 8 1964, and by that
- time the Commission was already commltted fo the smgle—bullet theory and the
lone—assassm conclusmn. In fact the flrst draft of Chapter 3 of the Warren Repor
the chapter which sets forth the s1ng1e bullet theory and the Comm:.ssmn s recon-; V
struction of the shootlng, had already been wrltten by Arlen Specter and Submltted
to Rankin a month earller. 7 Undoubtedly, the lateness in the avallablllty of the
NAA- information played a role in the manner in Wthh the mforrnatz.on vyas presented
to the Commission by the FBI for by July, 19 64 the Comrmssmn s staff had
already mlssed one deadlme for the final report and was belng told by Rankm that
at that stage it should be "closmg doors ‘not openlng thern."8
In any case, I—Ioover's letter annonncing the NAA tests is a maSterpviece'
| of tactful palliation of the fact that some dlfferences in comp051tlon were detected
among the v_'arious bullet fragments. The language has to be read in its entirety

to be appreciated, and so I quote the letter_,verbatim:‘ '



July 8, 1964

By Gourier Service ‘

The Honorable J. Lee Rankin
‘General Counsel - ,

. The President's Commission .
200 Maryland Avenue, Northeast
Washington, D. C.

Dear l\/lr. Rankin: S

~'As previously reported to the Commlssmn, certaln small lead metal fragmem
uncovered in connection with this matter were analyzed spectrographically to deter-
mine whether they could be associated with one or more of the lead bullet fragments
‘and no significant dlfferences were found. w1th1n the sen51t1v1ty of the spectrograpm

~method.

Because of the higher sensitivity of the neutron activation- analysis ., 'oertain
of the small lead fragments were then subjected to neutron activation analyses and
comparisons with larger bullet fragments. The items analyzed included the followin
C1 - bullet from stretcher; C2 - fragment from front seat cushion; C4 and C5 - meta.

fragments from President Kennedy's head; C9 - metal fragment from the arm of Gover
nor Connally,_ClG - metal fragments from rear floor board carpet of the car. -

While minor variations in composition were found by thls method these wer
.not considered sufficient to permit positively differentiating among the larger bullet
fragments and thus positively determining from Wthh of the larger bullet fragments
any glven small lead fragment may have come. :
Sincerely yours,
/s/ J. Edgar Hoover
The final paragraph of the letter contains several nuances difficult to N
- comprehend, but in any case, we know that some significant differences in oom—

position were observed. That much is clear from comparison w1tr1 the language

used to describe the spectrographlc results in the first paragraph Moreover, if



_there had been a close match between the compos:.tlons of “CQ" (the Connally WI‘lSt
fragment) and "Cl1” {the stretcher bullet i.e,, CE 399) , 1t is unllkely that Hoover s
letter would have omitted mentlon of 1t for such an observatlon would have been : o

very helpful to the Commlssmn s s1ngle—bullet theory and Would undoubtedly have

been useful in the Report On the other hand, note that 1f the compoSltlons of these E
,rwo 1tems had been found to be “lpos1t1vely" different, as I suspect they were, that. o
fact would not be contrary to Hoover s concluslon as stated because the Connally
' “.wrlst fragment C9 is not one of the "larger bullet fragments.» (09 welghed only i
half a gram and was the smallest ltem among those tested ) |
Semantic exercises aSJ.de, | the Hoover letter is exasperatmg for 1ts lack of “
' deta11 and complete absence of any quantltatlve data. ‘\Ior is there ‘any 1ndlcat10n_' P
in any of the other avallable documents at the Archlves that the Comm551on later
asked for or ret:eived the details, probably because of the Rankin d_lctum that dogrg,"l =
should be closed not opened
-Nor is this the Whole story e1ther., In ]une of this year, another document
was released Wthh sheds stlll more 11ght on the Commlssmn s procedures and the.
hlstory of the NAA tests. The. transcnpt of the Warren Commls.-..lon s executlve
session meeting of January 2'7 19 64 Wthh had been class:.fled Top Secret and
Wlthheld for more than ten years, s now avallable at the Natlonal Archlves . Itis
an intriguing document for many reasons, although no part of it has any v151ble
connection 'with national security. |

' This. transcript shows that as of January 27, 1964, more than two mont_hs
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ment that the ‘Pre'sident‘s back

shoulder blade™
k-“_“,

- found. The trouble ig ’tha__t the autopsy report published by the Cor'nmis'sionl,o' s'a-y's o

nothing about the throat Wound having possibly been éagsed by a f;agment of a bulle

the scapula, " going on to add that thig missile_passedvthrc;ugh ..ﬁhe President's ﬁeck,
leaving various indicaiions of its passage allégedly bobéen‘red by >the aﬁto;.;syi féém,
-and then "fnade itsexit through the ante;ior surfaée of tﬁé neck.,” | N;SW Isubmlt
that there is no vway’ to misinté;pret that conclusion, V'no way .to‘be b‘ewilde.redbabot‘:xt

the bullet's Supposed pathway, and no way to imagine that this autopsy report
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somehow suggests that the‘throat wound.had been caused by anythmgﬂ but a

whole bullet Yet this 1s the autopsy report Wthh Commander Humes testlfled

that he had drafted on the morning of November 24 19 63 11 and it is the “ofnc:.al

autopsy report” which J. Edgar Hoover declared had been glven to the PBI and the |

Warren Commission on December 23 1963, 12 | more than a month before thls execu— "j
. t1ve sessmn of the Commission. There is only one pos51ble 1nference- the Commls;-

. '_smn, as of January 27 19 64 did not have the autopsy report whlch Was ultlmately ‘
publlshed as the "official autopsy report." They had some earller and obv1ously !

“much different version of the. autopsy report, and both Humes and I—Ioover vtere tn
error, to use the most charitable language for their statements._

This is a slckenlng discovery, and it rnlght be th'ought to_ .At.:onﬁrrn~ 'some_' of )
the vlrorst s‘uspicions ever expressed about the»Warren Report and the 1ntegr1ty of -
those Who produced it. I hope that it means no more'than'thatn-the autopsy team
;had blundered badly.and found it necessary to rewri'te‘.their report atﬂ.alater 'date‘,“_
.'Wlth the Commission and the FBI consenting to a‘ cover—up of that fact on the '

N .grounds that the later report was the correct one and that that was all that matteredb
But this is Stlll not all In the same portlon of the transcrlpt ‘where Rankm |
| v 1s found casting about for Some explanatlon of the Pre51dent‘s woundsv con51 stent
with an elevated location for the lone assassin, we‘ read that the bullet fragments -
had been sent in early January to the Atomic Energy Commlssmn, ."Who are trylng to

determine by a new method ... whether they [.the fragments/ are a part of one 'of ,

the bullets that was broken and came out in part through the neck, and just iwhat
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”partlcular assembly of bullet they were part of "13 The nevr method referred‘u to
by Rankm, of course, has to be neutron actlvatlon Aanalysrs as there Would

; otherw15e be no spe01a1 reason to send the fragments{ to the Atomlc Energy Commls-}-:j
+ sion. There is no further-mentlon of thlS test in any of -tne 'subsequent executive v_
sessmns of the Commrssron. The next tlme the subJect appears in any of the .
.avallable records is in the aforementloned Hoover letter to Rankrn of Iuly 8 19 64
al.most six months later when 1t Was too late to be of‘any assmtance to the Commlse

LT,

What could p0531bly account Ior thlS long mterval between the .AEC s recelpt

“of the fragments for NAA testmg and the FBI's carefully quallfled report of the result‘
I beheve there were two separate tests. There seems no other way to account for
'_-the long lapse',' since the test can be completed,in a 'fe_w days and the Commi.sston»'f»
\Aras obviously m need of the results as early as- p0551ble If mdeed two separate .
-NAA tests had been conducted ‘what where the results of the first one and why wasb
gt necessary for the I-'Bl to repeat it? Like S0 malnsr' ot_her quest‘ions about- the

] »go.t/e'rnment's investigation offt'his case; no anvs'wers:. are availahle‘. .
I have spent a great deal of effort over the pas:t'fevrﬂrnonths.-inan effort to
-get the neutron activation analysis data from the PBI and the Iustlce ljepartnent
‘ Alternatlvely, in lleu of the actual laboratory data‘ I requested the ]’ustlce '.
Department to prov1de. some definitive answers to tne most cruclal questions abo_ut 3
" the data. For example, I asked if the composition vo:f._the Connally wrlst fragment
did or did not differ significantly from thatv.of_ CE 399 . and x«r’h.ether the .'copper

portions of the two large fragments 'fou'nd»in the front of the Presidential car,
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CE 567 and GE 568, did or did not differ SLgnlflcantly. It has been a totally
. frustratmg experience. I have three courteous letters from PBI Dlrector ’(elley
‘and Attorney General Saxbe but I have recelved no data no -answers to the S

.questlons and no explanation for the demals except a reference to, of all Lhmgs

o the "Freedom of Informatlon Act. nld

- Iam forced to conclude that the Iustlce Department 1s cox-iertng uo the |
'Commlssmn s failure to solve the case If anyone has a more palatanle e;'ecplanatton
for these events, I should hke to know What 1t iss- In the meantlme , I am’ gomg
- to contlnue to point out the government's blundenng a‘ndr hypocrlsy about the case H
L and I am going to continue to insist that there was more than one assassm, based .‘ “

: upon the presently avallable ev1dence



FOOTNOTES

1. Cyril H. Wecht, "Pathologlst s VleW of JFKX Autopsy. An Unsolved
Case," Modem Medicine, November 27, 1972, pp. 28 -32. A fuller exposition
of these observations and other details will be found in- Cyrll H. Wecht and
- Robert P. Smith, "The Medical Evidence in the Assassination of Pre51dent ]ohn P
Lennedy, " FORENSIC SCIENCE, 3, No. 2 (April, 1974), 105 128

2. The Warren Report, p. 85, contams a statement implying, inter alia,
that the Connally wrist fragment had been found to be- "similar in metallic o compos;.— .
tion" to CE 399. This specific comparison, however, is not one of those reported -
by the FBI, and the reference for the statement cited in the Rego does not supportv
the implication. . - : :

3. Warren Report, p. 85.

‘4. G H. Morrison, ed., Trace Ana1y515° Physmal Methods (‘\Tew York-
Intersc:1ence Publishers, John Wiley & Sons, 1965), Chapter 1. o

5. There are, of course, a number of references to spectrographlc analy51s
e.g., Warren Report, p. 85, and Volume 5 of the Hearings, pp. 59, 69, 73, and 74
so that there is no question that the Commlssmn Was aware of the 1mnortance of '
‘such comparisons. - :

6. Warren Report, Chapter 3, passim.

7. EdwardI Epstein, Ingues (New York- Bantam Books, 1966) pp. 22 65

8. 1Ibid., p. 83.

9. Transcript, Report of Proceedmgs of the Pres:uient s Commission on the '
Assassination of President Kennedy, Washmgton, D. C., ]‘anuary 27, 19 64 Volume :
193 195 (available at the National Archives). : : L

‘10, Warren Report Commission EXhlblt 387 also prmted as Appendlx IX in
the Report 1tse1f : ’
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13. See Reference 9, p. 194,



14. My correspondence with the Justice Department on this matter was
made available to the national media in June, 1974, and was almost universally o :
ignored. In the era of Watergate, efforts to clear up the mysteries of the Kennedy
assassination apparently no longer merit the support of the’ news media.




