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It’'s been 28 years
since Oswald-Mafia- %
Castro-CIA Killed
our J5th president..
Hundreds of books,
millions of rumors and
one Oliver Stone film
later, we are still upset.
Andrew (VHehir
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
il b

ISTORLANS TALK ABOUT

the American Century,

but it barely lasted

20 years. If the sound

of Zetos at dawn over
Pearl Harbor awoke the clumsy
American colossus 1o its now role 2s
world leader, the sound of rifle fire in
Dealey Plaza signaled the beginning of
its irreveryible decline.

Centuries from now they will wrie
that America, born in the bloodshed
of genocide, began 1o dig with one
sofimry biood sacrifice. The mid-cen-
tury sociil consensus, the shared faith
in progress thar had been passed from
FDR o Truman to lke, was exploded.
in an instant, all its trupped inmernal
contradictions rushing 1o the surface
like noxious gases pouring from an
erupting volcano,

Anyone who studies the photo-
grmphic recond of November 22, 1963,
is haunied by one image above others;
the daxed Jacqueline Kennedy, wear-
ing a blank stare and 2 pink suit sl
smeared with ber hushand's blood,
standing slongside Lyndon johnson
in Air Force One as he takes the oath
of office. Theee hours eartier she was
a society wife, playing the role of loyal
helpmate to her vain, philandering,
patrician socizl-democrat husband.
But at that fateful moment she was
America, transfixed by history, too
niumb to try to wash away the blood-
stains. It was 2 moment of truth, a
hole in the fabric of time, whea we
caught 3 glimpse of our nation’s real
and terrible legacy before looking
away again

No living lhuman knows precisely
what strmnge scenario reached its
climax In thar crucial six seconds in,
Dallas. Three or more shors were fired
by one or more assailants; 3 man died.
Bevond that, impenetrable layers of
lics, death, idiocy. incompetence and
psychosis have made the "“truth”
about John Fitzgerald Kennedy's
death literally unknowable. But there
are 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 truth
ts that we don't need or want  know
who killed Kennedy; we need the JFK
assassination 3s 2 nightmarish reli-
glous vision, 3 dark shrine for self-
fagellating worship, 2 negative mic-
acle 24 mysterious 23 the Holy Ghast
or the doctrine of transubstantiation

of Jobn F. K

All this has little ro do with Kenne-
dy the man, however we judge his
presidential record or the hilarious
and alarming accomplishments of his
private life JFK's Camelot was 2 shared
lusion, a structure of bellef; if the
gunfire in Dallas hada't shartered ir,
something clse would have. Our na-
tional fixation on the assassination
relates to John Kennedy’s life in the
same way that the apocatyptic fervor
of Christian fundamentalism reflects
the life of Yeshus, the Jewish carpen-
ter from N i

JFK 1s an American obsession as
deep as baseball, a field of bad dreams
lictered with esoteric terminology,
staristical minutiac and strange sym-
bols, an intellectual morass as com-
plex and frustrating as the interpren-
tion of scripture. The devil, in this
casc, s definiely in the admictedly
scductive details:

Why is 2 man sanding under an
open umbrella on that sunny Dalias
day? What are the enigmaric shapes
on the “grassy knoll''? (If you seek a
superzbundance of answers o this
question, there is actually 2 bimonthly
publication calied the Grassy Knoll

Boy-King Re
cooled the fever of conspiracy theorists.

Gazette) What about the pristine
“‘magic bullet"" found on John Con-
nally’s sercecher that supposedly went
through Kennedy's throat, then
changed direction and wounded the
Texas governor? Was Lee Harvey Os-
wald a CIA stooge, 2 KGH plant or a
Mafia hireling? (Oswald’s corpse was
exhumed in 1981 at the behest of
especially ghoulish assassination
buffs; disappolntingly, he tarned out
to be himself after all.) Did the “three
tramps’ briefly demined near Dealey
Plaz include convicmd hitman Charles
V. Harrelson (father of Woody on
Cheers) andiior future Wirergare burglar
E. Howard Hunt? Was the presidential
casket that left Parkland Memorial
Hospital thar afternoon the same one
thar came off the plane at Andrews Air
Force Base in the evening? Where is
Kennedy's braln?

That way lics madness, to be sure.
But when it's this exciting. wha needs
sanity! Thase who are enmged at
Oliver Stone’s film JFK focits heavily
fictionalized blending of vartous
assassination theories are missing the
point. As Stone has apparently
grasped in his blockhesd populist

dy’s p | peecadillos baven't dulled bis mysteriowus luster or

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

UR LOVABLE LOUT of a nation

arrived tate to the modern age,

like a hayseed soldier putting
his boots on the table at a distingueé
Paristan nightclub, But we made up
for lost time at Hiroshima and Naga-
sakl. The Bamb not only tred and

mutilated thousands of human beings,

it unwittingly launched the em of in-
ternational cultunal dislocation that
came 10 be called postmodernism.
This had far-reaching consequen-
«es, 10 be sure, aithough they weren't
obvious right away. Our caviry-free,
milk-fed children, their bodies made
strong in 12 ways by Wonder Bread,
thenceforward slept in the darkening
shadow of the mushroom cloud. From
generals to artists, we all grew up ad-
dicted to the nuclear threat. Years later
we wnuld realize that our bombs had
conceived a new Japan in our own im-

age, a Japan dedicated to taking over
and surpassing our once-trivmphant
ideological blend of narcissism and
capiral.
But it was on that autumn day in
that rmism cune home
o roost. Dallas seemed like 2 magic
trick, or the culmination of some
elaborate practical joke; It traumatized
us because we couldn’t figure out
how It worked. We still feel sure thar
if we go through it one more tine,
we'll see the concealed wires leading
1o the book depository window, spot
the clown on the grassy knoll, decode
the umbrella man's secret message.
But it's always the same stale pic in
our face, all over again
The Kennedy killing was obvious-
ly more than an “ordinary”™ political
dssassination. It was dlso more thana
metaphoriczl loss of innocence,
which is how it appears in countless
movies and TV commercials. Metz-
phor is 2 cold construction of Hellen-
Ie logic, while what happened Nov-
ember 22, 1963, in Dallas was a ritual
event of the most profound order, 2
reshaping of our national paradigm.
Many Americans, cven those o
young to remember the event, see the
Kennedy assassination as the trigger
that released all the perceived dis-
order of the kst three decades, Viet-
nam; the race riots and white flight;
Bobby, Martin and Malcolm; the ‘68
Democmtic convention; the Panthers;
People’s Park; Kent State; Attdea; Nix-
on and Watergate; Jonestown; Mos-
cone and Milk; the Tehran embassy;
the Beirut Marine barracks; crack;
AIDS; homelessness; lran-Contra; the
Persian Gulf,
1fwe could run the Zapruder film in
reverse, patch up the President's
head wound, send the bul-
lets fiying back o the chambers
whence they came, return the assas-
sins to their sinister underworld, and
back up the Lincoln convertible so
thar Jack and Jackie are once again
waving o the crowads in the Texas 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 ar 2 poincof innocent
stasls where we can stand forever
watching the American sunrise with
immortal delight. Bur we can’t.
Our Puritan legacy has left us 2 peo-
le with a taste for absolute doctrine,
it religious or secular, from the
right or the left. We prefer a pure vi-
slonary Name, an illumination of his-
tory asa mystically unified field, toan
acceptance of life as 2 complex of
vagaries, accidents and random cross-
currents. All good assassination theorics
seek to interiink, with jesuitical preci-
sion, as much recent historical tur-
moii as possible. Psychologically, the
reasons for this are cleae Ifthe central
villainous conspiracy of our time —
headed up, let's say, by Bush, Nixon,
LBJ, Bill Cascy and J. Edgar Hoover —
has had its dark rentacles everywhere
for 30 years, then the disastrous condi-
tion of America today is no! our fault,

LIVER STONE HaS largely ac-
O cepted the thesis advanced

by former New Orleans Dis-
tricr Attorney Jim Garrison, who ar-
gues thar the JEK killing was essential-
ly a right-wing coup d'étar staged by
the CIA and the military. This is cer-
tainly the intuitive belief of many
Americans; it might even contin ele-
ments of the truth. But our pursuit of

* the answers is so fervid, so patho-

logical, that no truth will ever be com-

plete enough to satisfy us
Garrison, 2 noted mob confidant
who was disgnosed 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 Samnic covens
beneach suburbia. His CIA plot is plaus-
ible, but as Robert Sam Anson cam-
continued on next page
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continued from previous page
fogued in his excellent Exguire cover
story, it was one of 14 different bypo-
thetical conspiracies Garrison had
worked out, some of which featured
the gay underground, the Dallas Police
Department and Czarist Russfans, He
also belicves there were nine gunmen
in Dealey Plazm, including some firing
drains. umbeella

obviously present

inative field than the bleak, rocky
landscape of Lee Harvey Oswald's
paranoid psychology (which strong-
Iy resembles the justed stereo-
type of the conspimcy theorist), And
the point is no longer to solve JFK's
murder, If indeed it cver was, The

that we understand It, even if others
refuse 10.

Stone speaks of himaclf in inter-
views a3 Hamlet trying to solve the
‘mystery of his father’s death, or as
Shakespeare altering the outlines of
English history o fit Henry ¥. As pom-
pous as these analogies are, they un-
derline the gromsque
of his project. America does Imagine
tself, like Hamiet, the damaged heir
10 2 noble legacy; if we can make JFK
conform to the dimensions of tragedy
rather than of cruel and amoml farce,
we will be avenged, and our angst
refieved.

Even more imporantly, we need o
be able (o read history as a2 Hory.
Shukespeare’s Henry V has 2 clear
conflict, 2 dmmatic resolurion and 2

romantic subplot (whereas the his-
torical Henry's Feench campaign was
a bister and pointless massacre, in-

d

focked up in Vietnam, his contention
being that had Kennedy lived, the war
would not have continued long. That
issue liself is problematic, but never
mind. The real point is that we have
alibeen fucked up by post-1963 life in
declining Ametica. We are searching
our collective past for that one trau-
miatic event. in the same way that ther-
apist and neurotic patient scour the
rocks of memory for the childhood
horror that can explain everything.
America’s trauma Is real enough.
But |t doesn’t stem from some drama-
tie cataclysm, from shadowy figures

the air,

[
Blood-Stained Moment Lady Bird, LB} and Jackie stare into bistory as

Jabmson lakes the oath.

1f you like morals, laze 20th-century
American life certinly offers them.
You can say that the bad karma from
our national sins — the slaughter of
the Indians, the arrival of the slave

grieve. as no other event has before or
since. History suggests that an exelier
and far different nation went through
a crucial period of self-examination
‘when Grant and Lee met at Appomal-
tox Court House, when Lincoln spoke
at Gettysburg, when John Wilkes
Booth entered the presidential box at
Ford's Theater, That troubled republic
reassessed itsell and went forwand;
but the psychological and physical
violence that has mvaged America
over the past three decades makes the
Civil War of the 1860 look refresh-
ingly strightforward.

We'll never know who killed John
Kennedy. But we know enough. We
know that our myth-making zealotry
has made every theary valid and every
preposterous scenario true. We know
that Kennedy's death was overdeter-
mined; we have concocted 2 thou-

sand reasons why it happened. But
we haven't faced the chill reality of
bloodstained sult, her shocked

gaze merting the cyes of posterity, Her
husband's blood was pur only way of
i ing, and | the blood

pomzu'plnﬂm-—-hasbcmviﬂn:d
upon us. Or thac the loss of faith,

of the Algonguin, of the African, of
the Iragi children not yet born, Weare

in those dearhs, and

spired by comp 7 ¢
an arcane tresty). Like the other main
conspiracy theories, Garrison's has 2
strong narrative clement: good guys
(Jack and his Innermost circle, except
Lyndon) tricked by omnipotent and
ruthlessly efficient bad guys (100 nu-
merous to mentlon); the hapless na-
tion, left victimized and fatherless,

the intrepid Investigator (Garrison
now played by Kevin Costner) who
will lay bare the truth, and achieve
mystical resnion berween father and
child,

Oliver Stone readily admin that
he's trying 10 find out why he got so

cither in | spirituality or in

science, has driven us insanc; a8 the
empire crumbles, we cling to our pan-
theon of martyred deitics; Bogar,
Marilyn, James Dean, Eivis, the Ken-
nedys. Our republic’s unresolved ten-
sioas, long held in check by a com-
‘bination of forcible opp and
the unfulfilied but still-exciting promise
of liberty for all, have emerged as gap-
ing fissures that now threaten (o lear
the continent apary. In some ways, it's
miraculous they took so long.

The Kennedy assassination was 2
moment when we caught 2 glimpse of
our republic’s demise. [ronicaily, It
also brought Americans wogether o

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

We cn no Jonger use JFK as a crurch,
if our democracy s to survive. We
created JFK. and killed him, to evade

ponsibility for the g Ca-
lamity of America, and the calamities
America has inflicied on the world, To
survive, we need o walk away from
the quagmire of Dallas, To walk away,
we first need to stand still for a few
moments, searing at ourselves in the
camem lens, and feel the blood soak
through our clothes. m
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