
THE FOURTEEN-MINUTE GAP 
Rex Bradford 

During Watergate, one of the more important events was the 
discovery of an "eighteen minute gap" on one of the Nixon tapes. 
This erasure, reportedly performed by Presidential secretary Rose 
Mary Woods on Nixon's orders, created quite a stir when revealed. 
It was never determined what in fact had been erased, which added 
to the mystery of the affair. 

This article presents my discovery of a second such tape era-
sure, this one of a phone conversation conducted between Presi-
dent Johnson and FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover less than 24 hours 
after the assassination of President Kennedy. The erasure in this 
case is about 14 minutes in length, somewhat shorter than the Nixon 
gap. The Johnson tape is different in one other significant respect—
a transcript of the conversation survived the erasure. It is in my 
view the true "smoking gun" tape of modern American history. 

First, some background. At last November's JFK Lancer con-
ference in Dallas, former military intelligence officer and history 
professor John Newman gave an electrifying presentation. In this 
talk, he discussed in detail the existence, post-assassination, of 
the famous "Oswald" Mexico City tapes. One of the most aston-
ishing documents to surface in this regard was a transcript of a 
phone call between FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover and the new 
President Lyndon Johnson. This call occurred at 10:01 AM on the 
morning of November 23, 1963, less than 24 hours after the assas-
sination, while Oswald was still alive in a jail cell in Dallas. The 
most explosive portion of this transcript is reproduced below; 

LBJ: Have you established any more about the visit 
to the Soviet embassy in Mexico in September? 
Hoover: No, that's one angle that's very confusing, 
for this reason—we have up here the tape and the 
photograph of the man who was at the Soviet em-
bassy, using Oswald's name. That picture and the 
tape do not correspond to this man's voice, nor to 
his appearance. In other words, it appears that there 
is a second person who was at the Soviet embassy 
down there) 

Tapes of Oswald calling the Soviets not matching his voice? 
But hasn't the CIA declared since the beginning that these tapes 
were routinely recycled prior to the assassination, leaving only 
transcripts as evidence on November 22, 1963? When the above 
LBJ-Hoover conversation was first revealed a few years ago, many 
assumed that Hoover was being typically loose with his facts. But 
last November, Newman presented a good deal of evidence which 
corroborates Hoover's astounding statement that the taped calls 
did indeed survive the assassination and were listened to by FBI 
agents. Some of this comes from the Lopez Report, the long-
suppressed House Select Committee on Assassinations staff report 
on Oswald's trip to Mexico City. More still comes from newly 
released FBI materials, some only available for the first time last 
year. The Lopez Report excerpted a memorandum from FBI's 
Belmont to Tolson on 11/23/63, which states: 

... Inasmuch as the Dallas Agents who listened to 
the tape of the conversation allegedly of Oswald from 
the Cuban Embassy to the Russian Embassy in 
Mexico and examined the photographs of the visitor 
to the Embassy in Mexico and were of the opinion 
that neither the tape nor the photograph pertained 
to Oswald, ...2  

Also in the Lopez Report is the following excerpt of a memo from 
Hoover to Secret Service Chief Rowley on 11/23: 

.....The Central Intelligence Agency advised that on 
October 1, 1963, an extremely sensitive source had 
reported that an individual identified himself as Lee 
Oswald, who contacted the Soviet Embassy in 
Mexico City inquiring as to any messages. Special 
Agents of this Bureau, who have conversed with 
Oswald in Dallas, Texas, have observed photographs 
of the individual referred to above and have listened 
to his voice. These Special Agents are of the opinion 
that the above-referred-to-individual was not Lee 
Harvey Oswaid.....3  

The "extremely sensitive source" above is a wiretap, and this 
quite detailed interagency memo should by itself be sufficient to 
corroborate the LBJ-Hoover call. But there is more. There are 
CIA documents from the day of the assassination referring to the 
review of "intercepts" and "actual tapes."' There is also an 11125 
FBI cable which refer to tapes "previously reviewed Dallas."' 
Newman presented yet additional documents, including an FBI 
memo from January 1964. At the bottom of this memo from 
Brennan to Sullivan discussing CIA-FBI liaison procedures, 
Hoover scrawled his own comments: "OK, but I hope you are not 
being taken in. I can't forget the CIA withholding the French es-
pionage activities in USA nor the false story re Oswald's trip to 
Mexico City, only to mention two of their instances of double-
dealing."' There may he more to come. An 11/23 FBI memo, 
from agent Eldon Rudd to Dallas Special Agent-In-Charge Gor-
don Shanklin, has an interesting redaction: "With regard to the 
tapes ********************* referred to herein, CIA has ad-
vised that these tapes have been erased and are not available for 
review."' 

From the new cables and memos, it appears likely that the 
tapes were put on a special plane to Dallas on the evening of the 
226d, arriving at Love Field at 2:57 AM local time on the morning 
of the 2361.8  There, unspecified agents listened to them and con-
cluded that the voice on the tapes did not match that of the cap-
tured Lee Oswald, who was presumably sitting right in front of 
them. But later that day, a CIA cable mysteriously asserted that 
one of the tapes had been routinely erased prior to the assassina-
tion.' By the following day, the official story held that all tapes 
had been recycled prior to the assassination.i° As noted, however, 
there is now enough official traffic in the record concerning the 

28 	
(1,101.-') 
	 Vol. 6, Issue 1 Spring 2000 



t ' 

" 	
• 

.. - • 

.. --- 

..1*.lia": :Ann. 
7 	 ,71.?...?1,10YOM 	• 

... 

...... 	• ^ - • • 

. 	• 	, 

• 
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tapes' existence that there is every reason to believe that these later 
cables in fact represent the beginning of a cover-up. 

What was on these "Oswald" tapes that was so important? In 
one of the conversations, the caller identifies himself as "Lee Os-
wald" and then refers to a previous meeting with a man  named 
Kostikov. Valeriy osn ov was a known KGB agent working 
UridEi=7:4lomatic cover in the Soviet Embassy. More ominously 

\ I was that. through an informant in an operation code-named TUM--\ 
'BLEWEED," he was identified as a member of the KGB's "De-

partment 13," which concerned itself with sabotage and assassi- 
r) 

	

	nations. The import of the Mexico City phone calls, placing Os- 
wald in a meeting with a KGB assassinauon offiEEF,-  was expio-
sive enough. Th-Elaciwiedge that Oswald was impersonated in 
these calls, eight 	pn(77:3M-67gm-s.nra-tioiri-raffi;iiave been 
vr"retrmore stunning news. Less than 36 hours after the voice on 
the  tapes was determined to be other th 	aid's, Lee Harvey 
Oswald was de . 

With this background, it is time to tell of my discovery. I had 

From the new cables and memos, it 
appears likely that the tapes were put 

on a special plane to Dallas on'the 
evening of the 22nd, arriving at Love 

Field...on the morning Hof the 23rd 

spent the day before the Lancer conference at the LBJ Library in 
Austin, and purchased some 17 tapes of LBJ phone calls, a few of 
them assassination-related. But not included among these was the 
incredible LBJ-Hoover call of the 231'1, which Newman showed in 
transcript form. After busying myself with other matters, finally 
around the first of March of this year (2000) I called the LBJ Li-
brary to inquire about whether a tape of this phone call was avail-
able. I spoke with library staff member Regina Greenwell, who 
informed me that yes they did have it, but it was of such poor 
quality as to be inaudible. Having been impressed by the quite 
good quality of the other tapes in my possession, and given the 
import of the conversation, I half-jokingly asked if this was an-
other "18-minute gap." Ms. Greenwell agreed that this seemed a 
bit troubling, but then went on to say that LBJ had yet to move into 
the White House and was still using his Vice-Presidential taping 
system. This "magnetic belt" system was of inferior quality—the 
library had needed to enlist technical help to enhance the signal 
quality of the conversations on these belts before releasing them. 
Curious, I asked to purchase the cassette tape which contained the 
Hoover conversation of the 23td. I hung up with the impression 
that all conversations on this tape would be inaudible. 

Several days later the single cassette tape arrived. Imagine 
my surprise when the first few calls, taped on the evening of the 
22', sounded perfectly clear (they may indeed be of somewhat 
lesser quality than the later Dictabelts, but not by much). Then 
came, according to the printed call Iog on the cassette label, the 
10:01 AM Hoover call. At this point, the tape emits over 14 min-
utes of silence interrupted only by some kind of "pop" or "beat" 
about every seven seconds (presumably at the seam where the end 
of the belt meets the beginning, though that is just a guess). The 

succeeding conversation, which is denoted as beginning at 10:17 
AM, sounds perfectly clear again. 

The log for side A of this compilation cassette tape is printed 
below, and only the Hoover call is silent. 

4. 

11/22/63 

11/22/63 

11/22/63 

11/23/63 

11/23/63 

11/23/63 

11/23/63 

11/23/63 

11/23/63 

11/23/63 

11/23/63 

11/23/63 

9:06 PM 

? 

9:10 PM 

10:01 AM 

10:17 AM 

1:10 PM 

1:15 PM 

1:35 PM 

1:44 PM 

1:50 PM 

1:55 PM 

2:00 PM 

Arthur Goldberg 

(Machine Noise) 

Richard Maguire 

J. Edgar Hoover 

George Meany 

Carl Albert 

Fred Kappel 

Edwin Weisl, Sr. 

Ralph Yarborough 

Everett Dirksen 

Robert Anderson 

Mrs. J. D. Tippitt 

Underlined names denote the beginning of a new magnetic 
belt. Note that the Hoover conversation occupies its own belt. 
There is thus the possibility that a blank belt has been substituted 
for the original. Expert testing could presumably distinguish be-
tween this and erasure of the real belt. In any case, the effect and 
inferred motivation remain the same. 

Johnson's daily diary, available at the LBJ Library web site, 
notes the Hoover call, which occurred after briefings from Na-
tional Security Advisor McGeorge Bundy and CIA Director Mc-
Cone. According to the diary, the call from Hoover was followed 
by a brief call from Bundy (untaped) and a call to labor leader 
George Meany (in the second column, 'f' signifies "from", 't' sig-
nifies "to"). The next three hours are taken up in these activities: 
a brief photography session, a viewing of the body of President 
Kennedy in the East Room of the White House, a meeting with 
former President Eisenhower, a discussion with CIA Director 
McCone, another discussion with President Eisenhower, and a call 
to Senator Humphrey (untaped). See the portion of the log repro-
duced belowr2 : 

I called the LBJ Library on March 17 and spoke with Regina 
Greenweil again, to see what else I could learn. The Vice-Presi-
dential recording system in place at the time of these recordings 
used an IBM machine which recorded magnetically on wide loop- 
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ing belts. This is a different system from the "Dictabelt" system 
used by President Kennedy and later by President Johnson. The 
LBJ Library had to borrow a machine from IBM in order to trans-
fer the tapes to cassette. The original belt holding this (now mute) 
conversation is in existence and was used as the source for the 

transfer. It 
now re-
sides in the 
National 
Archives II 
in College 
Park, 
Maryland; 
my call to 
that facility 
elicited 
little inter-
est. The 
LBJ Li-
b r ar y 
seems 
aware of 
t h e 
anomaly of 
this single 

conversation being "silent," but as far as I have been told no one 
has taken steps to perform an analysis to determine: 1) what ex-
actly may have happened to this belt, or 2) whether any voices can 
be "pulled" electronically off the original by signal filtering, boost-
ing, etc. The conversation was presumably transcribed contempo-
raneously, though it does not appear that anyone knows for certain 
who transcribed this particular conversation or when. 

I am not an audio engineer, but clearly people who are should 
be called in to examine this belt. In the 1970's, the firm Bolt, 
Beranek and Newman was hired to determine the nature of the 18-
minute gap in the Nixon tapes, and they were able to determine 
the means by which a portion of the tape in question had been 
erased. There may not be any way of learning when or by whom 
erasure was applied in this case. But it would also be of great 
importance (if possible) to be able to prove that a conversation, 
however faint, existed underneath the hiss. 
And I do mean to suggest that this astounding conversation, re-
corded less than 24 hours after the murder of President Kennedy, 
has been subjected to purposeful erasure (or alternatively, substi-
tution by a blank belt). The belt should be submitted to indepen-
dent scientific testing to see what may be learned. In the mean-
time, common sense will suffice. One can be glad at least that 
somehow the transcript was missed by whoever erased the belt. 
Crimes and cover-ups are rarely perfect. 

The discovery of this erasure adds one more brick to the al-
ready impressive evidence of the tapes' post-assassination exist-
ence. What are the counter-arguments to this thesis? Primarily, 
the argument has been simply that the CIA denies it and the FBI 
has seemed to agree. Typical of this is the 11/25 cable noting 
"There appears to be some confusion in that no tapes were taken 
to Dallas but only written transcripts."' One would be advised to 
keep in mind Senator Richard Russell's comment to former CIA 
Director and fellow Commissioner Allen Dulles: "I think you've 
got more faith in them [CIA] than I do. I think they'll doctor  

anything they hand to us."14  
The argument that Hoover was loose with the facts is perhaps 

arguable with respect to the phone call, but can hardly explain his 
detailed and specific memo to the head of the Secret Service. The 
other internal FBI memos also belie the idea that Hoover was mak-
ing this up. As to the conflicting but substantial evidence that 
Oswald was indeed in Mexico City visiting embassies, this proves 
nothing. What better way to establish the authenticity of the inter-
cepts than by piggy-backing them onto an actual trip made by the 
real Oswald (to get a visa), with witnesses to verify his presence. 

Not yet heard is a "bozo agent" argument. Could the FBI 
agents have been mistaken in their finding that the voice wasiA 
Oswald's. perhaps aided in their confusion by the "mystery man" 
photograph that clearly wasn't him? It seems obvious that the FBI 
would have given all benefit of doubt to the proposition that it was 
Oswald on tape, and only been dissuaded by necessity. 
I would like to turn now from the argument over the tapes' exist-
ence to the profound effect they had in the early aftermath of the 
assassination. Within 24 hours of President Kennedy's death, the 
highest levels of government had received the following informa-
tion: 

The following actions are known to have occurred in the face of 
this amazing situation confronting the government: 

1. Two hours after the LBJ-Hoover call, the CIA Mexico 
City station cabled headquarters announcing that one of 
the tapes (the earlier 9/28 call) had been previously erased 
("Station unable to compare voice as first tape erased prior 
receipt of second call.")'9  [Since FBI memos earlier in 
the day" specifically referred to the tape of this call from 
the Cuban to the Soviet Embassy, was this a trial balloon 
for a one-erased-tape cover-up strategy?] 

In the early afternoon on the 23°, CIA Headquarters cabled 
the Mexico City station, asking "Are original tapes avail-
able?"'-' Ufjbey  rlid itlflAR(ist and had been listened 
to, can this cable have been anything other than a big hint 
that a new story about the tapes' existence (or lack thereof) 
was desired?] 

1. Lee Harvey Oswald was the apparent assassin of Presi-
dent Kennedy (the rifle was traced to an A. Hidell by the 
early morning of the 23rd" ). 

2. Someone identifying himself as Lee Oswald had visited 
the Cuban and Soviet embassies in Mexico City in late 
September and early October of 1963, and (the same?) 
Lee Oswald made phone calls to the Soviet embassy. This 
Oswald connected himself to Valeriy Kostikov'6 , a known 
assassination-implicated KGB officer. Oswald had also 
seemed to imply that he had a relationship with the Cu-
bans ("I went to the Cuban embassy to ask them for my 
address, because they have it.""). 

cfrtk._ 
3. Tapck of intercepted phone calls, which appear to have 

beenl flown from Mexico City to Dallas on the evening 
of the 22"°, were listened to by FBI agents who had con-
versed with Oswald. These agents determined that the 
voice on the tape was not that of the Oswald who sat in a 
Dallas jail cell.' kw+ 
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But apparently the decision to go with this story, that the 
tapes were routinely recycled prior to the assassination, 
was made earlier. The previous evening, before Oswald's 
murder. FBI agent 
Rudd reported to Gor-
don Shanklin that "CIA 
has advised that these 
tapes have been erased 
and are not available for 
review.'" 

5. Monday, November 25, 
saw continuing discus- 
sion of the tapes amidst 
discussion of their erasure. Perhaps the participants were 
uncareful or not fully on board the new story. A cable 
from Washington DC to Legat, Mexico City at 7:15 PM 
noted "Include tapes previously reviewed Dallas if they 
were returned to you." The reply noted "There appears 
to be some confusion in that no tapes were taken to Dal-
las but only typewritten transcripts..." Finally, by the 
evening of November 25, mention of the tapes being lis-
tened to ceases." 

6. On the same day, November 25, Assistant Attorney Gen-_ 
eiarNiZhTlas Katzenbach issued his famous memo to 
Presidential assistant Bill Moyers. In it, Katzenbach as-
serted that "The public must be satisfied that Oswald was 
the assassin; that he did not have confederates who are 
still at large; and that evidence was such that he would 
have been convicted at trial.'' [When questioned in 1999 
about his knowledge of the FBI listening to tapes in Dal-
las, Katzenbach is reported to have denied knowing any-
thing about this, but added: "Whether I knew anything 
about it at the time, or what I knew about it at the time, I 
don't recall."26 ] 

7. Over the next few days, Lyndon Johnson arm-wrestled 
men like Earl Warren and Richard Russell onto his blue-
ribbon Commission, using the threat of nuclear war. LBJ 
told Senator Richard Russell "And we've got to take this 
out of the arena where they're testifying that Krushchev 
and Castro did this and did that and kicking us into a war 
that can kill forty million Americans in an hour."' [But 
since the tie-in of Oswald to the Soviets and Cubans was 
created by an impersonator, the obvious conclusion would 
be that no such connection really existed, only the pur-
posefully planted appearance of one. Why the need to 
go to World War III with the Soviets if they weren't in-
v o lvedl 

{A. 
ANTha does the Aagaiafthe.M.exicogtx tapes tell us about the 

sassinanon and the cover-up? The application of this new knowl-
edge to the searchfbiqFK's killers is a complex topic on which I 

will not speculate here." But light has also been shed on the cover-
up which occurred in the wake of this lightning storm of events. 
The Warren Commission's ostensibly encyclopedic 26 volumes 
of published evidence are completely silent on the issue of Os-
wald transcripts or tapes." The Warren Commission's unpublished-
but-numbered body of evidence (Warren Commission Documents) 
includes a great deal of information about Oswald's entry to and 
exit from Mexico, but is similarly silent on transcripts and tapes. 

Exactly how much Allen Dulles or other Commissioners may 
have learned infor-
mally will probably 
never be known, but 
it is clearly more than 
they put into these 
records. For in-
stance, we know that 
President Johnson 
bragged to Richard 
Russell that he (LBJ) 
had recruited Earl 

Warren where Bobby Kennedy failed because he "pulled out what 
Hoover told me about a little incident in Mexico City."" Also of 
interest is a memo of January 31, 1964, from the CIA's Richard 
Helms to Commission Counsel J. Lee Rankin, declassified in 
1992.3' This lengthy memo contains much detail about Kostikov, 
including his association with Department Thirteen, "responsible 
for executive action, including sabotage and assassination." But 
there is no mention of tapes or transcripts, and the Warren Com-
mission was apparently troubled about sources. A March 26 memo 
from the Commission to the CIA complained that previous re-
sponses did not contain complete answers, particularly "what was 
the information and how was it obtained."" 

The Warren Commission apparently prevailed soon thereaf-
ter. Recently, former Assassination Records Review Board Coun-
sel T. Jeremy Gunn reported that two Warren Commission staff-
ers, William T. Coleman Jr. and W. David Slawson, told the board 
that in 1964 they had gone to Mexico City and not only read tran-
scripts, but listened to recordings." But what is unknown is 
whether Warren or any of the other Commissioners were let in on 
the secret that the voice was not that of the dead Lee Harvey Os-
wald. Warren and the others may indeed have conducted a cover-
up in order to avoid what they believed to be true leads pointing 
toward Soviet and Cuban complicity in the assassination, for the 
good of the country as they saw it. 

One may debate the morality and wisdom of such a decision. 
But it is clear that the same motives cannot be ascribed to Lyndon 
Johnson, J. Edgar Hoover, and any other high-level officials who 
knew the truth—that the Oswald-Soviet/Cuban connection was in 
fact a plant. The possibility exists that some of these men were 
complicit in the assassination and used an incomplete version of 
the Mexico City story to force a cover-up. However, it is also true 
that any public investigation into this affair would have inevitably 
aired a good deal of CIA operations and dirty laundry, not to men-
tion leaving the country with sophisticated and unknown murder-
ers of the President at large. Faced with this alternative, Johnson 
and Hoover and others may have decided their only real choice 
was to try to force the books shut on the whole affair. 

Finally, some speculation. It seems only common sense that 
the original assassination plot did not call for Oswald to be ar- 

3. By early afternoon on Sunday the 24th. within two hours 
of Oswald's murder at the hand of Jack Ruby. CIA Mexico 

,AAffi • City station reported to Headquarters that "Regret corn-
plete recheck shows tapes for this period already erased.' 
The CIA has stuck by this story since that day. 

joP\ctil,fi'L  4. 

/)/ 

It seems only common sense that the original 
assassination plot did not call for Oswald to be 
arrested and later shot dead in a police station 

on national television. 
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rested and later shot dead in a police station on national television. 
Something apparently went awry. So suppose Oswald had instead 
wound up conveniently dead in the Book Depository or on the 
streets of Dallas, the assassin of the President gunned down while 
eluding capture. Who then would have determined that the voice 
on these tapes was not his? 

Is it possible that such a plan was really meant to kick off a 
war that some powerful men of that era believed was inevitable 
and even desirable? Or, as Peter Dale Scott has suggested, was 
such a frightening prospect designed to force the government to 
press a lone-nut version of events? And what of Gilberto Alvarado 
Ugarte. the Nicaraguan undercover agent who appeared on No-
vember 26, offering a story of having seen Oswald accept money 
in the Cuban Embassy to kill Kennedy? Was his appearance a 
quick improvisation to fill a role that the tapes, now consigned to 
oblivion in the wake of Oswald's capture and interrogation, were 
supposed to fulfill? 

The Mexico City story, dragged bit by bit out of government 
files over the years, has turned more incredible and more deeply 
troubling at every turn. It has shed significant light on the behav-
ior of the FBI and the Warren Commission, and provides tantaliz-
ing leads in the curious pre-assassination handling of the knowl-
edge of the "Oswald" calls. Now comes the latest twist—the era-
sure of the one phone call known to have discussed the Oswald 
impersonation. One wonders how much of this story is yet to be 
revealed. 
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