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B
y N

ich
o
la

s vo
n
 H

o
ffm

a
n
 

N
ow

 that the nation's throat has gulped on the occasion 
o
f th

e
 3

0
th

 a
n
n
ive

rsa
ry o

f Jo
h
n
 K

e
n
n
e
d
y's m

u
rd

e
r. 

please excuse a few
 im

polite noises em
anating not from

 the 
heart but the bow

el. If truth be told, the slain K
ennedy ow

es 
as m

uch to his killer as he did to his father and his father's 
m

oney. W
ithout Lee H

arvey O
sw

ald, J.F
.K

. w
ould just be 

another nondescript, one-term
 P

resident, standing in that 
palsied row

 of ancient form
er C

hief E
xecutives behind B

ill 
C

linton on those occasions of state w
hen political shades 

from
 the past are sum

m
oned to get a bill through C

ongress 
or m

anifest a m
indless solidarity on behalf of free trade, the 

cocaine w
ars or another panacea du jour. 

W
hatever lasting celebrity K

ennedy has been accorded, 
he can thank O

sw
ald for it. H

ad he died a natural death from
 

any of the things w
e've subsequently learned ailed him

, he 
w

o
u
ld

 b
e
 a

s p
ro

fo
u
n
d
ly u

n
kn

o
w

n
 a

s W
illia

m
 M

cK
in

le
y, 

w
ho also w

as called the "m
artyred P

resident" until the coun-
try forgot he'd ever existed. In historical im

portance, how
-

ever, M
cK

inley ranks a few
 notches higher than K

ennedy: 
T

he form
er, after all, guided the U

nited S
tates to victory in 

a w
ar that com

m
itted the nation to a course of internation-

alism
 it has scarcely deviated from

 since. 
A

s a
n
 h

isto
ric fig

u
re

, K
e
n
n
e
d
y d

e
se

rve
s to

 b
e
 ra

n
ke

d
 

about on a par w
ith Jam

es A
. G

arfield, w
ho. in 1881, w

as also 
sh

o
t d

o
w

n
 b

y a
 m

a
d
m

a
n
. N

e
ith

e
r P

re
sid

e
n
t live

d
 to

 a
c-

com
plish m

uch that w
as m

em
orable and both m

en had m
ot-

tled escutcheons, G
m

-field's reputation for financial probity 
w

as not the sam
e after he w

as com
prom

ised by h
is ro

le
 in

 
th

e
 C

re
d
it M

o
b
ilie

r ra
ilro

a
d
 b

o
n
d
 sca

n
d
a
ls. O

n
 th

e
 o

th
e
r 

hand. G
arfield at least w

as a m
odel husband and father, 

som
ething not said of K

ennedy. 
Y

et 30 years after G
arfield's death, not even historians 

w
ere paying him

 m
uch m

ind. M
cK

inley, w
ho also m

et his 
death at the hands of a gun-w

ielding left-w
ing crackpot, w

as 

 

all but unknow
n by 1931, three decades after his m

urder. 
S

o w
hy is K

ennedy still hanging around to bother us? 
T

he continuing intrusion of J.F
.K

.'s ghost into the w
orld of 

the living is partially accounted for by the near.religious con-
viction held by m

any that his real killer has never been nam
ed 

or apprehended. T
he fact that no person w

ith any plausible 
connection to the foul deed other than O

sw
ald has ever sur-

faced has done nothing to discourage the belief that it w
as 

gunm
an (or gunm

en) X
. not O

sw
ald, w

ho pulled the trigger. 
P

eople haven't been able to sw
allow

 the idea that life is 
so crazy and so unpredictable that a psychotic jerk could 
buy him

self a cheap gun and get off a couple of lucky shots, 
thereby ending the life of a handsom

e, glam
orous young 

P
re

sid
e

n
t. A

t le
a

st Jo
h

n
 W

ilke
s B

o
o

th
, if n

o
t a

ll h
is co

n
-

federates in the conspiracy to m
urder A

braham
 Lincoln, w

as 
driven by em

otions and m
otives on behalf of a cause w

e can 
understand if not approve. T

o this day, the m
ishm

ash inside 
O

sw
a
ld

's cabeza rem
ains as incom

prehensible as w
hat im

-
pelled that other hom

icidal loony to m
urder John Lennon. 

Lincoln truly w
as a m

artyred P
resident, crim

inally slain 
by real political enem

ies in a real conspiracy. N
o m

atter how
 

m
uch of a tragedy, his death m

ade sense and had m
eaning. 

K
ennedy's death didn't. It w

as as random
 an extinction 

of life as that of a bug getting zapped by the fum
igator w

hile 
other bugs get aw

ay. S
o the search for a rational killer, a 

m
u
rd

e
re

r w
ith

 a
 p

o
litica

l m
o
tive

, n
o
 m

a
tte

r h
o
w

 vile
, is a

 
w

ay of refusing to accept that w
e hum

an beings, even the 
greatest of us, die w

ith the sam
e predictability and for the 

sam
e reasons as cockroaches. The thought that our com

ings 
and goings are so m

eaningless is too m
uch to bear. 

For the sam
e reasons, perhaps, the deadly event itself has 

been invested w
ith an overarching im

portance. T
he days 

after the assassination are called the tim
e that television cam

e 
o
f a

g
e
, b

u
t th

a
t's ce

rta
in

ly a
 m

o
d
e
st o

b
se

rva
tio

n
. M

o
re

 
grandiose ones are frequently m

entioned. O
ver the last few

 
w

eeks w
e've been told again and again that it w

as in N
o- 

 

 

vem
ber of 1963 that "A

m
erica lost its innocence." although 

the m
etaphor seem

s absurd in our sexually licentious tim
es. 

T
he m

urder and its aftem
m

th are m
ade equivalent to the ex-

pulsion of A
dam

 and E
ve from

 E
den. B

y this crim
e, w

e are 
asked to infer, a once-pure A

m
erica w

as henceforth fated 
to w

ander and labor in pain, m
ystification and sin. It is said 

that the day K
ennedy w

as m
urdered, A

m
erica fell apart, 

m
orally at least, and w

e w
ent to hell in a hand basket, as a 

rising generation of young idealists dropped into a state of 
cynicism

 and disbelief. T
he death of K

ennedy is repeated-
ly described to us as the passage across a tim

e line, an abrupt 
transition from

 a golden age to an epoch of dross. 
M

aybe so. but A
m

erican social com
m

entators have spent 
m

ost of this century m
arking tim

e lines and rem
arking on 

our lost innocence. It w
as said of the G

reat W
ar, that disil-

lusioning crusade of 1917-18; it w
as said again in the shock 

of the D
epression and yet again after P

earl H
arbor. In fact, 

it has been said so often that A
m

erica figures to be a girl 
w

ith an ever regenerating hym
en w

ho, ever revirginized, 
starts up again pure and unsullied, so that she m

ay once m
ore 

be violated by the tragedy of history. 
T

hough w
e have had four m

urdered P
residents, only the 

day of K
ennedy's assassination is recognized. A

fter the 
deaths of the first three, a trade in m

orm
arial m

em
orabilia 

sprang up, but it certainly didn't last for 30 years. G
arfield 

and M
cK

inley soon dropped out of m
em

ory because they 
didn't hulk large enough. Lincoln w

as a different story, re-
m

em
bered not for how

 and w
hen he died but for w

ho he 
w

as and w
hat he did. F

or the author of the E
m

ancipation 
P

roclam
ation and the G

ettysburg A
ddress, his life, not his vi-

olent and untim
ely death, is w

hat w
e fix on. F

or P
resident 

John F
. K

ennedy, now
 chiefly rem

em
bered for the w

hores. 
tarts. strum

pets. bim
bos, actresses, casual office w

orkers, 
trollops, bobbysoxers, hookers and rich society ladies he 
bedded, w

hat else is there to fix on other than the tim
e and 

m
anner of his dem

ise? 
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