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om
e chronic ache in the A

m
erican 

spirit keeps taking us back to that 
F

riday in N
ovem

ber seven years ago. 
It w

as, to
 m

an
y
, T

h
e D

ay
 T

h
in

g
s 

S
tarted T

o G
o W

rong. P
erhaps gai-

ety w
ent out of A

m
erican life on the 

d
ay

 Jo
h
n
 K

en
n
ed

y
 w

as m
u
rd

ered
; 

m
aybe that's w

hy w
e can't let the sub-

ject lie. It seem
s a kind of collective 

search for lost joy and innocence and, 
like every such search, futile. 

B
ut this search has a dark side.T

he 
W

arren
 R

ep
o
rt h

as left u
s w

ith
 th

e 
lo

n
e m

isfit an
d
 h

is rifle. O
n
 th

e as-
su

m
p

tio
n

 th
at th

is ex
p

lan
atio

n
 isn

't 
g

o
o

d
 en

o
u

g
h

, th
at it's u

n
w

o
rth

y
, 

som
ehow

, of the crim
e, w

e seem
 to 

have a perverse urge to discover con-
spiracy—

the bigger the better. T
o sat-

isfy this urge history has offered us 
Jim

 G
arrison, the N

ew
 O

rleans dis-
trict attorney. G

arrison developed a 

Jim
 G

arrison explicating 

flim
sy theory, irresponsibly trum

pet-
ed it, tried to bully and coax stray facts 
and nonfacts into the greatest crim

e-
busting coup of the century and per-
secuted C

lay S
haw

. A
nd the saddest 

irony of all: in his heavy-footed ef-
fort to solve %

%
 hat m

ystery rem
ained, 

G
arrison has probably m

ade it im
pos-

sible for anyone to solve it. 
G

arrison's book is all sm
oke. K

en-
nedy w

as killed, he tells us, because 
h
e o

p
p
o
sed

 th
e V

ietn
am

 w
ar an

d
 

yearned to launch a P
ax A

m
ericana. 

T
o
 th

e m
aster sch

em
ers o

n
 d

u
ty

 at 
m

ilitary
-in

d
u
strial-co

m
p
lex

 h
ead

-
quarters, this v‘ as intolerable; they  

needed that w
ar in A

sia. T
hus K

en-
nedy had to be killed, and a labyrin-
thian C

IA
 plot had to be concocted to 

do the job. A
nd thus also, five years 

later, his brother and M
artin L

uther 
K

in
g

 h
ad

 to
 b

e d
ealt w

ith
 th

e sam
e 

w
ay. A

t its broadest, w
hich is broad 

en
o
u
g
h
 to

 reach
 fro

m
 R

o
ch

ester 
to

 R
an

g
o
o
n
, G

arriso
n
's in

d
ictm

en
t 

charges the sam
e evil force w

ith re-
sponsibility for every sour develop-
m

ent of the last seven years, saving 
only acts of nature. O

nly he, G
arri-

so
n

, h
as b

een
 p

riv
ileg

ed
 to

 see th
e 

truth. E
veryone else is either an agent 

of the conspiracy or a dupe of it. T
he 

sinister forces have thw
arted him

, but 
the voters of N

ew
 O

rleans love him
 

yet. M
artyrdom

 beckons. 
Jam

es K
irkw

ood's A
m

erican G
ro-

tesque is about the trial of C
lay S

haw
. 

K
irkw

ood is a novelist (G
ood T

im
es/ 

B
ad T

im
es) and as such qualified to 

roam
 in this field. H

e begins w
ith an 

apology for his subjectivity, declaring 
him

self to be a partisan of S
haw

 and a 
foe of G

arrison, a conviction that re-
m

ains intact through 655 pages spent 
ted

io
u

sly
 reco

n
stru

ctin
g

 th
e ev

en
ts 

before, during and after the trial. 
K

irkw
ood seem

s to have checked 
his novelist's baggage at the airport. 
H

is excesses are those of the new
spa-

per-of-record: w
e get too m

any tran-
scripts of courtroom

 testim
ony, too 

m
any docum

ents reproduced in their  

entirety, too few
 insights, flashes of 

color or character portraits. 1 le inter-
view

s everyone, finds som
ething to 

ad
m

ire o
r resp

ect in
 ,ev

ery
o
n
e an

d
 

prattles on too long about this tech-
nique. P

oor S
haw

 rem
ains as one-di-

m
ensional as he w

as in the daily press, 
a starch

y
 fig

u
re o

o
zin

g
 p

o
ig

n
an

t 
charm

, bearing his cross w
ith 6-foot-

4 dignity. T
he state's chief w

itness, 
P

erry R
aym

ond R
usso, w

allow
s in 

obfuscating contradictions, his m
oti-

vation forever enigm
atic. T

he judge, 
w

ho doesn't care for hom
osexuals, is 

arrested nine and a half m
onths after 

th
e trial in

 a raid
 o

n
 a stag

 m
o

v
ie 

party. 
It is a squalid exercise. T

he fact that 
half a dozen w

itnesses could be found 
w

illing to link S
haw

, in one sm
oky 

w
ay

 o
r an

o
th

er, to
 L

ee O
sw

ald
 is 

hardly m
ore cheering than the exis-

tence of a district attorney w
illing to 

m
align a m

an's reputation w
ith such 

a th
in

 tissu
e o

f o
v
erh

eated
 circu

m
-

stan
ce. N

eith
er G

arriso
n
 n

o
r K

irk
-

w
o
o
d
 ad

d
s lig

h
t, in

 th
e en

d
, to

 th
e 

agony of our long night, and w
e're left 

w
here w

e began—
w

ith a dead prince, 
w

ith the flaw
ed and unsatisfying W

ar-
ren

 R
ep

o
rt, w

ith
 th

e m
iserab

le O
s-

w
ald m

aking all of us suffer for his 
puniness, suffering m

ost of all for his-, 
tory's unrom

antic grubbiness. 

b
y D

on
ald

 Jack
son
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