
Thirty years later, it's im
possible to com

m
unicate m

y generation's sense of 
shock at JF

K
's assassination to the younger generation. They are m

ore 
shockproof than w

e w
ere. 
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W
e all know

 w
here w

e w
ere. E

very 
one of us over 35 can tell you w

hat 
w

e w
ere doing w

hen w
e got the 

new
s. T

here are m
om

ents in life 
w

hen the clock sim
ply stops. T

here are events 
perm

anently im
printed on a generation, tattooed 

on a nation. 
O

n N
ov. 22, 1963, I w

as w
orking, at m

y first 
job, in the w

ire room
 at N

ew
sw

eek m
agazine. O

ne 
of the teletype m

achines began to ping the w
ay it 

did for a new
s bulletin. I w

alked to the back of the 
m

achine and read the w
ords as they cam

e over 
the w

ire, one at a tim
e: "T

he P
resident has been 

sh
o
t ... " 
T

hirty years later, it's im
possible to com

m
uni-

cate m
y generation's sense of shock to the youn-

ger generation. T
hey are m

ore shockproof than 
w

e w
ere. T

hose of us raised in the am
niotic 'fluid 

of the 1950s had been sheltered from
 the know

l-
edge of hots vulnerable a country, a leader - a 
person - is to chance, m

adness, bullets. 
O

ur ow
n parents, w

ho had grow
n up w

ith the 
D

epression and W
orld W

ar II, had tried to create 
a safer w

orld for us - a vast, protected sitcom
 

suburb in a country w
hose only threats w

ere ex-
ternal. T

he A
m

erican rebels of the '50s w
ere w

ith-
out a cause and existentialism

 w
as as foreign as 

com
m

unism
. 

It is no accident that w
e still com

m
em

orate 
JF

K
's deathday and not his birthday. A

fter all, it 
w

asn't this com
plex and charm

ing, youthful and 
flaw

ed m
an, but his assassination, that exploded 

the safety of our A
m

erican shelter. 
In the surreal atm

osphere of his death, w
e ut- 

tered the sam
e w

ords, over and over: "I can't be-
lieve it" E

ventually, that inability to believe it 
hardened into a refusal to believe it. 

A
s K

ennedy's biographer, W
illiam

 M
anches-

ter, has said, "If you put the m
urdered P

resident 
of the U

nited S
tates on one side of a scale and 

that w
retched w

aif O
sw

ald on the other side, it 
d
o
esn

't b
alan

ce. Y
o
u
 w

an
t to

 ad
d
 so

m
eth

in
g
 

w
eightier to O

sw
ald.... A

 conspiracy w
ould, of 

course, do the job nicely." 

A
 w

eek after K
ennedy's death, after the arrest 

of L
ee H

arvey O
sw

ald, after Jack R
uby shot O

s-
w

ald, after one bizarre event piled on top of an-
other, only a third of the A

m
erican people be-

lieved that O
sw

ald acted alone. 

In the next decades, the need to m
ake sense of 

the m
urder spaw

ned a thousand conspiracy theor-
ies. T

he loose ends of the investigation w
ere tied 

into 2,000 books. T
here are m

ore board gam
es, 

bum
per stickers and conspiracy buffs than w

e can 
count. 

T
h

e g
en

eratio
n

 th
at h

ad
 b

een
 sh

o
ck

ed
 b

y
 

JF
K

's death w
as horrified and num

bed by the 
deaths of B

obby K
ennedy and M

artin L
uther 

K
ing. W

e w
ere hardened on the w

ay from
 D

allas 
to W

atergate to Iran-contra. C
onspiracies becam

e 
easier to believe and governm

ent harder to be-
lieve and O

liver Stone's "JFK
" too easy to believe. 

T
he truly alternative theory now

 is the one 
G

erald
 P

o
sn

er sp
elled

 o
u
t in

 h
is b

o
o
k
 "C

ase 
C

losed." H
e carefully reasoned the w

ay along the 
path back to the irrational core of this case: to a 
loser nam

ed L
ee H

arvey O
sw

ald. 
O

sw
ald w

as unw
anted by his m

other, by the 
M

arine C
orps, by the R

ussians, and by every em
-

ployer he w
orked for. O

sw
ald, in his ow

n w
ords,  

w
as "born in O

ct 1939 in N
ew

 O
rleans, L

a. the 
son of an Insuraen (sic) S

alesm
an w

hose early 
death left a far m

ean streak of indepence (sic) 
brought on by negleck (sic)." H

e failed at every-
thing he tried except one thing: killing K

ennedy. 
If w

e can finally accept O
sw

ald as the lone 
killer, it's not only because of P

osner's thorough 
and hard-edge investigation, it's also because of 
our ow

n changing tim
es. W

e are forced to accept 
chaos as easily as conspiracy now

. W
e understand 

that m
adness is as m

uch a threat as any rational 
plot. T

he tw
o w

ords, "senseless" and "violence," 
have adhered into one inseparable phrase. T

he 
generation now

 in its teens and tw
enties is chilled 

by the random
ness of danger: drive-by shootings, 

children caught in the cross-fire, craziness on the 
streets. E

ven scientists now
 propound a chaos 

theory. 

Jack R
uby, of all people, said, "It's hard to 

realize that a com
plete nothing, a zero like that 

could kill a m
an like P

resident K
ennedy." B

ut to-
day, perhaps w

e can read again about O
sw

ald the 
loser, the abandoned and abusive sociopath, in the 
w

rong place at the w
rong m

om
ent, and recognize 

the profile of a killer. 

O
n N

ov. 22, 1963, w
hile A

m
ericans w

ere going 
about their daily lives, L

ee H
arvey O

sw
ald took 

deadly aim
 from

 the sixth floor of the T
exas B

ook 
D

epository and changed our w
orld in w

ays that 
still leave us w

ondering w
hat m

ight have been. 
U

nbelievable. W
e said to each other, I can't 

believe it. O
nly now

, in a w
orld of senseless vio-

lence, it's so m
uch easier to believe. 

E
llen G

oodm
an is a G

lobe colum
nist 




