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It’s been 28 years
sinee Oswald-Malia-
Castro-CIA Killed
our J5th president.
Hundreds of books,
millions of rumors and
one Oliver Stone film
later, we are still upset.
Andrew (’Hehir
uncovers the ultimate

how the Kennedy
assassination is




J I

Tragedy Into Farce

Death in Dallas, Jackie's dress

and the decline
of America

By Andrew O'Hehir
ok felcal i B

ISTORLENS ‘TALK ABOUT

the American Century,

but It barely lasted

20 yeans. If the sound

of Zeros at dawn over
Pearl Harbor awoke the clumsy
American colossus to [ts new role as
worid leader, the sound of rifle fire in
Dealey Plizd signaled the beginning of
Its [rpeversible decline,

Centuries from now they will write
that America, born in the bioodshed
of genocide, began 1o dig with one
soliney blood sacrifice. The mid-cen-
tury social consensus, the shared Gith
in progress that hid been passed from
FDR to Truman to lke, was exploded
In an instant, all its trapped intermal
contradictions rushing to the surface
ke noxious gases pouring from an
erupting volcano,

Anyone who studies the photo-
graphic recond of November 22, 1963,
is hounted by ane image above othens:
the dazed Jacqueline Kennedy, wear-
ing a blank stare and a pink yuit stifl
smeared with her hushand’s blood,
stnding alongside Lyndon Johnson
in Air Force One as be ties the oath
of office. Three hours earlicr she was
asociery wile, playing the role of loyal
helpmate 1 her vain, philandering,
patrician socisl-democrat hushand.
But at thar farcful moment she was
America, transfixed by history, too
numb (o try 1o wiash away the hlood-
suins. It was a moment of truth, a
hole in the fabric of time, when we
caught a glimpse of our narion’s real
and terrible legacy before looking
away again

No living homan knows precisely
what strange scenario reached s
climax in that crucial six seconds in»
Dallus, Three or mone shots were fired
by one or more aszailangs; 3 mzn died.
Beyond that, impenctrable layers of
lies, death, idiocy, Incompetence and
psychosis have made the “truth”
about John Fitagerald Kennedy's
death literally unknowable. But there
gre further truths, On another level
we all know exactly what happened
Things went “wrong,”" Planet America
rolled off its axis, mere anarchy was
loosed upon the world. Another ruth
i that we don't need or want to know
wha killed Kennedy; we need the JFK
assassination 23 3 nightmarish reli-
gious vision, 2 dark shrine for sclf-
flagellating worship, a negative mir-
acle as mysterious as the Holy Ghost
or the doctrine of tansubstantiztion.

All this has little to do with Kenne-
dy the man, bowever we judge his
presidential recond or the hilardous
and alarming sccomplishments of his
privaie life. JFK's Camelot was a shared
illusion, 2 structure of belief; if the
guniire in Dallas hadn't shattered it,
something else would have. Qur na-
tional fxation on the assassination
relates to John Kennedy's life in the
same way that the apocalyptic fervor
of Christlan fundamentalism reflects
the life of Yeshua. the Jewish carpen-
ter from Nazareth.

JFK Is an American obsession as
deepas baseball, a field of bad dreams
linered with esoteric terminology,
statistical minutiae and strange sym-
bols, an intellecural morass as com-
plex and frustrating as the interpren-
tion of scripture. The devil, in this
case, Is definitely in che adminedly
seductive deils

Why Is 2 man standing under an
open umbeella on that sunny Dallas
day? What are the enigmatic shapes
on the “grassy knoll"? (If you seek 3
supembundance of answers o this
question, there isactually a bimonthly
publication called the Grassy Knoll

Fallen Boy-King Recelations of Jobn F. Kennedy's personal peccadillos baven't dulled bis mysterious luster or
cooled the fever of conspiracy theorists.

Gazeifte.) What about the pristine
“muagic bullet"’ found on John Con-
nally’s steetcher that supposedly went
through Kennedy's throat, then
changed direction and wounded the
Texas governor? Was Lee Harvey Os-
wald 2 CIA stooge. a KGB plant ora
Mafia hireling? (Oswald's corpse was
exhumed in 1981 at the behest of
especially ghoulish assassination
buffs; disappointingly, he mmed out
o be himself afterall.) Did the “'three
tramps’* briefly demined near Dealey
Plaz include convicoed hitman Charfes
V. Harrelson (father of Woody on

way, the JFK killing has been fiction
for a long time. It's the creation myth
we use to understand the discords of
contemporary America; the tale of the
fall from grace, for which we keep
vainly seeking redemprion. If it hadn't
happened, we would have had 1o in-
vent it

UR LOvaBLE LOUT of a natlon

arrived ke o the modem age,

like 3 hayseed soldier putting
his boots on the mble at a distingue
Parisian nightclub. But we made up
for lost time at Hiroshima and Naga-
saki. The Bomb not only vaporized and

Cheers) andior future gate burglar
E. Howard Hunt? Was the presidential
casket that left Parkiand Memorial
Hospital that afternoon the ssoe one
that came off the plane x Androws Air
Force Base in the evening? Where is
Kennedy's brain?

That way lies madness, to be sure.
But when it's this exciting, who needs
sanity? Those who are enraged ar
Qliver Stone’s film JFK for its heavily
fictionalized blending of various
assassination theorics arc missing the
point. As Stone has apparently
grasped in his blockhead populist

ilated th ds of human beings,

it unwittingly launched the er of in-

ternational cultural dislocation that
came 1o be called postmodernism,
This had far-reaching consequen-
ces, 1o be sure, although they weren't
obvious right away, Our cavity-free,
milk-fed children, their bodics made
strong in 12 ways by Wonder Bread,
thenceforward slept in the darkening
shadow of the mushroom cloud. From
generals (o artists, we all grew up ad-
dicred 1o the nuclear threat. Years Luer
wre would realize that our bombs had
conceived 2 new japan in our own im-
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age, & Japan dedicated 1o mking over
and surpassing our once-triumphant
ideclogical blend of narcissism and

capital.
But it was on that autumn day in
Dallas thar ism came home

to roost. Dallas seemed like a2 magic
trick, or the culmination of some

taborate practical joke; it tr ized
us because we couldn’t figure out
how It worked. We still feel sure that
if we go through it one more time,
we'll see the concealed wires leading
o the book depository window, spot
the clown on the grassy knoll, decode
the umbrella man's secret message
But ir's always the same stle pic in
our face, all over again.

The Kennedy killing was obvious-
ly more than an “ordinary™ political
assassindtion, It was also more thana
metaphorical loss of Innocence,
which Is how it appears in countless
movies and TV commercials. Meti-
phor is & cold construction of Hellen-
ic logic, while what happened Nov-
ember 22, 1963, in Dallas was a ritual
event of the most profound drder, 3
reshaping of our national paradigm,

Many Americans, even those too
young to remember the event, see the
Kennedy assassination as the trigger
thir released all the perceived dis-
order of the last three decades, Viet-
nam; the rce riots and white fight;
Babby, Martin and Malcolm; the ‘68
Democritic convention; the Panthers;
People’s Park; Kent State; Artica; Nix-
on and Watergite; Jonestown; Mos-
cone and Milk; the Tehran embassy;
the Beirut Marine barmacks; crack:
AIDS; homelessness, Imn-Contry the
Persian Guif.

1f we could run the Zapruder film in
reverse, patch up the President’s
gruesome head wound, send the bul-
lets flying back to the chambers
whence they came, return the assas-
ains to their sinister underworld, and
back up the Lincoln convertible so
that Jack and Jackie are once again
waving 1o the crowds in the Texs sun-
shine, then we could also walk back-
wards through the last 30 years, be-
coming younger and more hopeful,
forgetting tragedies one after another,
arriving finally at a point of innocent
stasis where we can sand forever
watching the American sunrise with
immortal delight. Bur we can't.

Our Puritn | y has left us a peo-
ple with 2 taste for absolute doctrine,
be it religiovs or sccular, from the
right or the left. We prefer a pure vi-
sionary flame, an illumination of his-
tory 28 3 mystically unified field, to an
acceptance of life as a complex of
vagaries, accidents and random cross-
currenes. All i

assassinarion theories
seek 1o incerlink, with jesuitical preci-
sion, as much recent historical tur-
modl as possible. Psychologically, the
reasons for this are clear If the central
villainous consplracy of our time —
headed up, let's say, by Bush, Nixon.
L], Bill Casey and J. Edgar Hoover —
‘has had its dark tenmcles everywhere
for 30 years, then the disastrous condi-
tion of America today is not our fault,

LIVEK STONE HAS largely ac-
O cepted the thesis advanced

by former New Orleans Dis-
trict Attorney Jim Garrison, who ar-
gues that the JFK killing was essential-
ly a right-wing coup d'étt staged by
the CIA and the military. This is cer-
winly the intuitive belief of many
Americans; it might even contain ele-
ments of the truth. But our pursuit of
the answers i3 so fervid, so patho-
logical, that no truth will ever be com-
plete enough to satisfy us.

Garrison, 2 noted mob confidant
who was diagnosed as mentally un-
balanced while in the Army, is one
short step away from people who've
been abducted by aliens, or who see
an immense network of Sagnic coveny
bencath suburbia. His CIA ple is plaus-
ible, hut 4s Robert Sam Anson cati-

continued on next page
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 Kaagas has phomcopies of
an November 22, 1963. Nixon
\ i -
" Kanigas tras 2n FBI doeuimest that 3
ofas early a6 1947, Hehas 4 White
which refens tn plans o withdmw 1,00
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togued In his excellent Esguire caver
stary, It was one of 14 different hype-
thetical conspiracies Garrison had
worked out, some of which featured
the gay underground, the Dallas Police
Depm;mm and Czarist Russians. He

fucked up in Vietnam, his comention
being that had Kennedy lived. the war
would not have continued long. That
Issue itsell is problematic, but never
mind. The real point is that we have
all been fucked up by post-1963 life in
declining America. We are searching
our collective past for that one trau-
matic cvent, in the same way thai ther-
apist and neurotic patient scour the
rocks of memory for the childhood
hdrror that can explain everything,
America’s trauma is real enough.

there

were £ ¢
T e e
mmemdnm.rmw with gans arrsyed among the sorm
TR YAk P darts)  Ging and shade trees of Plaz.
Once you developa theory, there &t o cource s the mhm non-
no philosophical limits w its GOV 5 pive siow grind of history, There's
Fourteen plots and ninc assassing nothing insoxicaring about this truma;
obviously present a more fertlle imag- iy hangs around us like fetid gas in

inative field than the bleak, mcky
landscape of Lee Harvey Oswald's

psye {which strong-
ymnblungmdhm:dm
type of the conspiracy theorist). And
the point is no fonger to solve JFK's
murder, if indeed it ever was. The
point is to interpret the assassination
to fir our particular dysfuncrional
world view; 10 prove to ourselves that
there is ortder to the universe and
that we understand it, even if othens
refuse to.

Stane speaks of himsell in inter-
views as Hamlet trying to solve the
mystery of his father’s death, or as
Shakespeare altering the outlines of
English histary o fir Henry V. As pom-
pous as these analogies are, they un-
derline the grotesque :
of his project. America does imaj
itseld, like Hamlet, the damaged heir
w 3 noble legacy; if we can make JFK
conform to the dimensions of tragedy
mcher than of cruel and amoral farce,
we will be avenged, and our angst
relicved.

Even more impormntly, we need 1o
be able to read history as 4 sory.
Shukespeare's Henry ¥ has 2 clear
conflict, a d ! anda

the air

Blood-Stained
Johnson takes the oath,

1f you like marals, lae 20th-century
‘American life cerminiy offers them.
You can say that the bad karma from
sins heer of

moral, aloag with ethnic jokes and a
romantic subplot (whereas the his-
torical Henry's French campaign was
2 birter and pointless massacre, in-

e it

our I — the
the Indians, the arrival of the stve

'
grieve. s no other event has before or

since, History suggests that an earlier
and far different mation went through
1 cruclal period of self-cxamination
when Grant and Lee met at Appomat-
wx Court House, when Lincoln spake
at Gerysburg, when John Wilkes
Booth entered the presidential box at
Ford's Thearer: That trmubled republic
reassessed ftsell and went forward;
but the psychological and physical

past
Civil War of the 1860s look refresh.
ingly straightforward.

We'll never know who killed John
Kennedy. But we know enough. We
know that our myth-making zealotry
has made every theory valid and every
preposterous scenarlo true. We know
thar Kennedy's death was overderer-
mined; we have concocted a thou-

Moment Zady Bird, L8] and Jackle stare into bistory as

sand reasons why it happened. But
we haven't faced the chill reality of
Jackie's bloodstiined suit, her shocked
gaze mecting the cyes of posterity. Her
husband’s blood was our only way of

and the blood

ships, {mp ) cor-
parate capitatism — has been visited
upon us, O that the loss of faith,
either in

of the Algonquin, of the African, of
the Iragl children not yet born. Weare
all

in those deaths, and

spired by coony F

an arcane treaty): Like the other main
conspiracy theories, Garrison's has 2
strong nurrstive element: good guys
(Juck 2nd his innermost circle, except
Lyndaon) tricked by omnipotent and
ruthlessiy efficient bad guys (too nu-
merous to men:ipn,;. the hapless na-

tion, left victimized and fatherless,

intrepid
now played by Kevin Costner) who
will lay bare the truth, and achieve
mystical reunion berween father and
child.
Oliver Stone readily admits that
he's trying to find out why he got so

i ity or in
sclence, has driven us insane; as the

miraculous they took so long.

The Kennedy assassination was 3
moment when we caught a glimpse of
our republic’s demise. [ronically, it
also brought Americans together to

without the sickness they engender-
ed, we would have had neither Ken-
nedy’s assassination nor our dement-
ed fascination with it

We can no fonger use JFK a5 a crutch.
if our democracy i to survive. We
created JFK, and killed him, to evade

pansibility for the ing ca-
lamity of America, and the calamities
America has inflicted o the world. To
survive, we need 1o walk away from
the quagmire of Dallas. To wilk away,
we first need to stand still for a few
moments, saring at ourselves in the
camera lens, and feel the blood soak
through our clothes, a
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NewW GIFT BOOKS AT

OLD FASHIONED PRICES,

At Half Price Books we have the very best selection of gift books today, all at prices reminiscent of yesterday.
& You'll find new books on everything from art and children’s literature to engineering and sports. ¥ So visit
Half Price Books this holiday scasen and pick up some great new reading material at an old fashioned price.

HALF _RECORDS »
PRICE
1849 Solano Ave.» 526-6080 » 2625 Telegraph Ave. (Batween Parker and Dwight Way) + 843-8412
Beth stores open 10 to 10 Monday-Sunday
GIFT CERTIFICATES AVAILABLE.
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