
Americans ill-informed about investigations 
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By WILLIAM H. MANCHESTER 

In the closing moments of 
Oliver Stone's $40 million film 
about the slaying of President 
Kennedy, audiences are told 
that "a congressional investi-
gation from 1976-1979 found a 
'probable conspiracy' in the 
assassination of President 
Kennedy and recommended 
the Justice Department inves-
tigate further." 

That is true in the sense 
that it would be true to write 
that the Titanic sailed from 
England on smooth seas, leav-
ing the rest of the voyage 
unmentioned. On the wide 
screen, Stone then adds: As of 
1991, the Justice Department 
has done nothing." 

That is not true in any 
sense. Stone knows that, but 
clearly the American people 
do not. Last year — the first 
year after the release of 
Stone's movie — a New York 
Tintes/CBS poll found that 77 
percent of those questioned 
believe that Kennedy was the 
victim of' a conspiracy. It is 
time they, too, knew. 

Stone has repeatedly 
denounced "the media," "the 
Eastern Establishment press" 
and "The New York Times and 
its allies in the major commer-
cial media" for failing to find 
proof of a plot to murder 
Kennedy. Actually the responsible press has, 
for the most part, covered this difficult story 
with skill and good judgment. 

And although few know of it, 10 years ago 
newspapers published incontrovertible evi-
dence that the congressional findings Stone 
quotes, and which are essential to his credibili-
ty, are based on quicksand. How and why they 
have remained invisible is a tale in itself. 

The investigation Stone cites was conducted 
by a House select committee chaired by Demo-
cratic Rep. Louis Stokes of Ohio. More than 20 
books had been published challenging the 
Warren Commission's 1964 finding, that Lee 
Harvey Oswald, acting alone, murdered the 
president. The 95th Congress wanted to settle 
the issue. 

Investigators for the Stokes committee asked 
me to open my files. I agreed, and on Feb. 18, 
1978, two staff members flew up from Washing-
ton to copy documents. As they left, they told 
me that they expected the committee to 
endorse the Warren Report. They hoped to 
break fresh ground but doubted it could be 

William H. Manchester, a writer in residence 
and professor emeritus at Wesleyan University, is 
the author of The Death of a President" This arti-
cle first appeared In The Hartford Courant. 

Charges that the president 
had been the victim of a con-
spiracy had been Page 1 
news, but ... proof that those 
charges were false was not. 

done. 
It hadn't been done 10 months later when 

the 12 members of the Stokes committee began 
glumly reviewing a 600.page draft of their final 
report. They had spent nearly $6 million and 
accumulated enough material to fill 12 bound 
volumes; yet, all it amounted to was a confir-
mation of Warren. As late as Dec. 1'7, they 
planned to adopt a weak compromise, report. 
ing that rumors of a plot could be neither 
proved nor eliminated. 

But they hadn't given up. Since the Kent 
State incident of 1970, acoustics had become a 
familiar, and accepted. branch of forensic sci-
ence, and they had engaged the services of 



Bolt, Beranek and Newman 
Inc., a Cambridge, Mass., 
firm specializing in acousti-
cal analysis. 

However, the four-man 
team Bolt, Beranek sent to 
Dallas found a depressing 
lack of data. On Nov. 22, 1963, 
Dallas police dispatchers had 
communicated with officers 
in the field over two chan-
nels. The transmissions on 
Channel I, which was used 
for routine police radio traf-
fic, were recorded on a Dicta-
phone belt recorder; those on 
Channel II, which had been 
reserved for the presidential 
motorcade, were taped on a 
Gray Audograph disk. 

More Kennedy — F3, F4 

The quality of both was 
poor. The president had been 
killed while his motorcade 
was taking a detour around 
Dealey Plaza, so the team 
concentrated on that part of 
the transmissions. But all the 
recordings seemed to offer 
was a cacophony of motorcy-
cle engines, radio on-and-off 
clicks, scratches on the tapes, 
whistles, sirens and slurred 
speech. There was even the 
sound of a carillon bell, 
which was weird; there were 
no carillons anywhere near 

the plaza. One forensic specialist compared 
the tapes to badly smudged fingerprints. 

Furthermore, all transmissions were sound-
activated. which at first made the analytic task 
seem impossible. Then the investigative team 
discovered that the microphone switch on one 
police vehicle being monitored over Channel I 
- a motorcycle or a cruiser - had become stuck 
open at 12:28 p.m. that Friday, It remained 
jammed for 5 minutes. That was the crucial 
period; the president had been slain at 12:30 
p.m. 

On Aug. 20, 1978, the Bolt, Beranek team 
had placed 36 microphones 18 feet apart in the 
plaza and recorded 12 test shots, first from 
Oswald's sniper's nest on the sixth floor of the 
Texas Schoolbook Depository and then from 
the area's so-called grassy knoll. After study-
ing the impulse patterns on the Channel I 
Dictabelt, they tentatively identified four 
recorded sounds as gunfire. If they were cor-
rect, shots one, two and four had been fired by 
Oswald; shot No. 3 had come from the knoll. 

Spirits briefly rose on the Stokes committee 
and then fell when the experts, testifying on 
Sept. 11, stressed that there was only a 29 per-
cent chance that the impulse patterns on the 

See KENNEDY — back page 
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