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Ignorance And Arrogance Make Another Non-Assassination Book

Chapter 3

"Ground Breaking" and "Serious Journalism" As It is Not Taught

There can be questions about the story the La Fontaines cooked up for the Houston Post to mark the thirtieth assassination anniversary in 1993.  There can also be -- in fact there are -- questions about how the La Fontaines handled this supposed sensation.  They do not say it but they present it  as their great, that word they love, "discovery" of theirs.  It was in fact "discovered" in a book more than twenty-five years earlier.

Naturally, that book, one of the rare Dallas books on the assassination -- and the La Fontaines live in Dallas -- is not in their bibliography.  

It is Judy Whitson Bonner's 1969 Investigation of a Homicide.  

It was written as a puff piece for the police Bonner covered as a reporter.  I found so little of value in it I gave my copy away as soon as I read it.

The annotation of that Houston Post November 22, 1993 La Fontaine article I use is by the same Paul Hoch whose picture they use next to that of Adams in their acknowledgment on page 9.

In fairness to the La Fontaines here is that entire story.  It began on page one, with the byline crediting both La Fontaines under the headline, "Oswald ID card may be missing link," their usual hint of something big in the assassination they have not come up with and with their ignorance of the established fact they cannot come up with.  The headline on the carryover onto page 29 is "OSWALD: Postmark on ID card creates more speculation."

The paper, despite the headlines, did not make a big thing of this.  It gave the story five and a half inches on the first page and a little less than three times that space on page 29:

DALLAS - On the tense evening of Nov. 22, 1963, the 112th Army Intelligence Group at Fort Sam Houston transmitted a confidential priority message to the U.S. Strike Command at Florida's McDill Air Force Base.

The cable from San Antonio to McDill, which remained on Red Alert following that morning's assassination in Dallas of President John F. Kennedy, identified arrested suspect Lee Harvey Oswald as a "card carrying member of (the) Communist party."

He was not, but 29 years ago today Oswald was carrying a card that suggests he may have been an employee of an organization much closer to home.

Found by Dallas police in Oswald's wallet -- along with a photograph of his wife, Marina -- was a U.S. Department of Defense "Uniformed Services Identification and Privilege Card," or more simply, a DD Form 1173.

It's a card officials today say Oswald should not have had.

But why he had it and what it might have meant is one of a lengthy list of unanswered questions surrounding Kennedy's death.  Also in question is whether Oswald -- as the Warren Commission concluded -- acted alone in shooting the president that clear, crisp day in Dallas, or was he part of any one of several conspiracies that have been offered up over the past three decades.

DD 1173 bears Oswald's photo, the circular seal of the U.S. Department of Defense, and what appears to be a postmark -- dated Oct. 23, 1963, less than a month before the assassination.  

Oswald was issued the identity card by the U.S. Marine Corps on Sept. 11, 1959, nine days after his request for a dependency discharge from the corps was approved.  His stated reason for the request was to support his mother, Marguerite, then living in Fort Worth.

Five weeks after receiving the card issued at El Toro Naval Air Station, Santa Ana, Calif., Oswald crossed the Finnish-Soviet border on his way to Moscow.  Two weeks later, he announced his intention to defect to the Soviet Union.

Oswald's military record notes the identity card was issued "In accordance with paragraph 3014.5 PRAM (Personnel Records and Accounting Manual)."  However, this paragraph pertains only to the issuance of USMC member cards and does not apply to a DD 1173.  The appropriate card for the discharged Oswald, as stipulated by the PRAM, would have been a 2MC (RES), reflecting his new status in the Ready Reserve.

Lt. Kim Miller, a Washington spokeswoman for the Marines, said Oswald could have been issued a DD 1173 for one of two reasons: because of an injury while on active duty entitling him to medical privileges, or because he was a civilian employee overseas needing a military ID.

But records do not show an injury in Oswald, and civilian employment, she adds, "would not have been annotated to his military book."

A similar finding was reached by Dennis Velock, reference historian of the U.S. Army Military History Institute of Carlisle, Penn.  He notes issuance of DD 1173 was regulated under Defense Department guidelines at the time Oswald received his card.  These guidelines limited recipients of such cards largely to military dependents "and civilians who require military identification."

If such a card was issued in error, says Velock, "it wouldn't have been authorized, and immediately upon being called to official attention would have been changed or revoked."

There is no evidence Oswald's identity card was revoked, even after he defected, threatened to provide military secrets to the Russians and received an undesirable discharge from the marine Corps in 1960.  Oswald's card did not expire until Dec. 7, 1962.

Oswald's card was not printed in the photographic evidence of the Warren Commission's report on Kennedy's assassination.  But the head-on photograph of Oswald on DD 1173 is the same as two other Oswald photos included in the report.

One is Warren Commission Exhibit 2892, identified by the FBI as "Photo taken in Minsk."  (The "Minsk" photo has a white circular cutout in the lower right hand corner corresponding to the overlapping postmark on the Defense Department card.

The Minsk contradiction -- Oswald's trip to Russia occurred after the issuance of the DOD identity card -- was not evident to the commission, apparently because the card was not made available to its members by the FBI.

In December 1966, when the FBI finally released Oswald's Defense Department identity card to the National Archives, it arrived "nearly obliterated by FBI testing,"  according to archivist Sue McDonough of the Civil Reference Branch.  "The color, the image, the printing, everything is gone," she said.  "You couldn't use it to show anything."

Challenging the archivist's assertion, FBI spokesman Bill Carter of the Public Affairs Office in Washington asks, "How does she (McDonough) know it was tested by the FBI?  Does she have a report?"

As those great investigative reporters the La Fontaines do note, the picture of Oswald on this Defense Department card seems to have been taken in Minsk.  As they do not note, that was after this card was created and issued to Oswald as it says on its face, at Santa Ana, California, September 11, 1959.  It expired December 7, 1962.  Provocative date that!  So, how a picture of Oswald not taken for weeks if not months, until long after that card was supposedly dated and issued, could have been taken so long after that and on a different continent and still be used on the card they do not go into.

Without the dangerous adventure of reading the La Fontaine mind, this does not seem to be the "missing link" of the headline.

As these journalists also do not note but their "acknowledged" Paul Hoch does, along with crediting publication of that card to Bonners so many years earlier, that same picture taken in Minsk some time after Oswald got there is used on the phony Selective Service card made out for Oswald in the name of Alek James Hidell.

That clearly is a fake yet it has the same photograph on it.

Then there is the question, how did Oswald get the typing so good and neat on this fake card when he had no typewriter?

When compared with the Oswald marine record as published by the Commission, as Hoch noted particularly the record he found in Volume 19, page 665, it does appear to be, as Hoch does not say, the same typewriter.  Our Desperado investigative reporters had no check made on that so we do not know.  The two may just look alike and be entirely different.

If one looks at the picture in Volume 26, where it is Exhibit 2892, what the La Fontaines say is a "cutout in the lower right-hand corner" seems more likely to be the shoulder of a person who was cut out of that picture. 

These were matters to be investigated if one was investigating not creating some kind of stink that could be sold to a newspaper.

The carryover headline says that the "postmark" on the card "creates more speculation."  Perhaps.  But perhaps less if one notes on the card what these demon Desperados do not mention.  On the reverse sides is a block reading, "IF FOUND, DROP IN ANY MAILBOX."

Thus the postmark itself does not "create" more "speculation."  That is what the DoD card asks.  The question that was not speculated about in the story is who could have put it I the mail box, the only way, it appears, a postmark could have been put on the card which has no addressee on it, and why.

"There is no evidence Oswald's identity card was revoked," the La Fontaines declare, "even after he defected, threatened to provide military secrets [which he did not have despite the La Fontaines] to the Russians and received an undesirable discharge ..."

A real question is was this card with a picture that did not exist at the time really issued by the marines to begin with?

In this regard, the alleged expiration date of Pearl Harbor Day is a it much, particularly because such cards are usually issued for a fixed number of years.  December 7, 1962 does not come out even beginning with the date of issue, September 11, 1959.  It is two months and twenty-six days more than three years.

While there is more that can be asked and can be said about this card and about the journalism of the La Fontaines, particularly in presenting it as new and from their own daring-do investigative reporting when the police gave it to Judy Bonner who did publish it almost certainly before Mary La Fontaine had put all her dolls away (which is also to say long before what could have been in mind in deciding on the chapter titles "It Takes a Woman to Know" and "Meaningful Glances"), this should be enough on the Houston Post story they regard as so important.  We use every word in fairness to them.

In the book they build, or at least try to build up to their big journalistic moment, when they make TV with their Elrodding.  With regard to this it would be better not to repeat all they say (pages 346-348) but in not omitting a word we are not unfair to them and we are fair to history.

First we let them speak for themselves.  This is their book and they say and do in it -- and do not say and do in it -- whatever they please:

By the summer of 1992, the La Fontaines believed they had material sufficient for a documentary on the new assassination evidence.  They made a proposal to PBS affiliate station KHOU in Houston.  Executive producer Miriam Korshak agreed to provide postproduction and station sponsorship for the project, and sent a letter to this effect to help with fund-raising.  Ray then began the chore of raising money, hitting up corporations, foundations, and even individuals, all to no avail.  Kennedy assassination stories, no matter how ground-breaking, were outré for institutions and didn't have enough sex for everyone else.  After six months of refusals, including one from Ray's uncle, who suggested, not unreasonably, that he try a different line of work, the La Fontaines gave up. 

One day Mary received a dream message.  She woke up thinking: "Syndication."  Ray took the hint.  He dialed the number of an independent Dallas TV station and asked for local names and numbers of syndication salesmen.  The programming director was helpful, reeling off the names of several syndicaters, including the local Paramount and MTM salesmen.

The Paramount office asked if they had talked with "Hard Copy."

They hadn't.

"Somebody will get back with you," Ray was told.

The following Monday, someone did.  It was Linda Bell, soon to be co-executive producer of  "Hard Copy."  Linda asked Mary what made her think of them.  "It's not >Current Affair,'" she said.  They hit it off.  

Mary explained what they had, focusing on Oswald's cellmate John Elrod, and suggested a headline -- "Oswald Talked."  Linda requested a tape of the "ACA" story Ray had produced; he shipped it.  The conversations continued over the next couple of weeks, then Linda sent her new supervising producer, Ron Vandor, to Dallas to talk with the La Fontaines in Las Colinas.  Vandor, a refugee from television news, told a cautionary tale -- he went to "Hard Copy" initially planning to stay a few months, and ended up loving tabloid.  With the exit of Peter Brennan (who returned to "Current Affair") the show was changing, Ron said.  There was less T&A and more serious journalism.  The Elrod story could be a step in this direction.

In the meantime, Mary heard from a New York producer named Johnny Parsons.  Parsons at the time was trying to put together a new syndicated program for Tribune Entertainment.  It would later run as a pilot called "The Conspiracy Tapes," featuring Gerald Posner in full debunk mode.

Mary and Ray met with Parsons in a motel room in Dallas, where he was still nervously recuperating from a brush with sheriff's deputies in Waco (who had chased him out of town while he tried to film the burned-out Branch Davidian complex) and a woman from Indianapolis named Linda Thompson.  Linda, whom Parsons had flown to Waco together with her six-foot-five bodyguard, believed Janet Reno had pulled the switch intentionally on the Branch Davidians and that there were at least twenty-five unexplained deaths associated with Bill Clinton.  Vince Foster was only the tip of the iceberg, she maintained.  Parsons was more interested in the La Fontaines' story -- an Oswald roommate was mild by comparison, he may have figured -- but wasn't able to put his deal together prior to the contract Ray finally worked out with Paramount's "Hard Copy." 

As matters turned out, the experience with the Paramount show was a great improvement over the first tabloid debacle.  "Hard Copy" took the stories seriously and protected their confidentiality.  The executives didn't even want to know the whereabouts of the key witnesses (the more people who knew, the more possibilities for a leak) or see the documents on the segments Ray would produce.  They knew the La Fontaines had these, and they trusted them to do it their way.  Ray also retained domestic and foreign rights on the stories after they would air in November.  More significantly, the La Fontaines would keep all the raw footage not used in the programs (thirty-three Beta tapes in all) to produce the one-hour documentary they couldn't find funding for earlier.  In essence, "Hard Copy" agreed to serve as corporate funder (unlike the MacArthur Foundation, Exxon, Mobil Oil, and a dozen other aggressively civic minded organizations) for the little matter of telling the truth about the Kennedy assassination to the American public.

A few days after the Paramount contract was signed, the La Fontaines and their old friends the Zimmermans (who by this time had themselves abandoned "A Current Affair" and contracted with "Hard Copy") were winging their way to Memphis to find John Elrod.  Later, during weeks of unrelenting retrials of Oswald in the print and television media on the thirtieth anniversary of the assassination, the "Hard Copy" special Report of Elrod's revelations, and the La Fontaine Houston Post story (of Sunday, November 14) on the same topic, constituted the only new counter-Warren evidence presented by the media in the brave new age of Posner.

On Wednesday, November 17, 1993, the day after the Elrod story aired on "Hard Copy," U.S. Army Maj. John Newman, an intelligence officer (and professor of history at the University of Maryland), appeared by invitation before the congressional subcommittee overseeing the release of government agency documents on the assassination of President Kennedy.  (Among others in attendance: Gerald Posner.)  As he had previously planned, major Newman presented to chairman John Conyers and other legislators Oswald-related CIA materials that Newman himself had uncovered as a consultant to a recently aired "Frontline" documentary on the accused assassin, as well as a photograph depicting Oswald and David Ferrie at a Civil Air Patrol camp-out.  The army major then presented the Elrod documents to Congress, pointing out that the FBI had lied when it said Elrod was not in the Dallas jail "as claimed."  Newman also cited the fourteen pages of documents then still being withheld on obscure Ruby mechanic Donnell Whitter for reasons of "national security" (a fact uncovered by yet another Bill Adams FOIA request).23
It seems likely that the Elrod revelations -- courtesy in large part of "Hard Copy" -- will ultimately overshadow the million-dollar-plus joint three-hour PBS/BBC project for "Frontline."  If so, it would be an irony the La Fontaines couldn't help but enjoy, and lament, at the same time.  One of the major historical events of our fast-closing century was ultimately chronicled not on educational television, or even on a commercial network, but on a tabloid.

The typical La Fontaine modesty is worth nothing.

What they will air on Hard Copy will be "groundbreaking," no more and no less.

What they will do with that show will take Hard Copy in the direction of "serious journalism."

They will do this with the "little matter of telling the truth about the Kennedy assassination to the American public."

In their tabloid-journalism TV show that has nothing about the assassination in it but does claim to have some information about Oswald and Ruby.

What is surprising, unless one is familiar with the La Fontaine "journalism" is that with an entire book that is not small and with the importance they give what they say Elrod said throughout their  book they do not use the transcript of that special assassination anniversary edition of Hard Copy.

Not a word of it!

What they said was "groundbreaking" and would convert Hard Copy to "serious journalism."  What they said, and this was a year after the airing, was that "little matter of telling the truth about the assassination to the American public."

This did not belong in their book?

Their description of it did belong in the book but the transcript itself did not?

It is not there, whatever the reason.

But it is here for a very good reason we come to soon.

The transcript begins with the identification of those whose voices are heard on it, each identified by letters that are used in the transcript.  So the reader will not have to return often to the list of names and have this "groundbreaking" show with its "truth about the assassination" interrupted I have replaced the letters representing names with the names themselves.  Otherwise this is the transcript exactly as I received it.

As with transcripts of all such shows from time to time there is a break for the film that is shown.

Those who appear on this November 16, 1994 Hard Copy show are Bill Adams; Barry Nolan, Hard Copy's anchor; an unnamed Hard Copy announcer; John Elrod; Lindy Elrod;  Mary La Fontaine; and Oliver Stone.  Ray La Fontaine was the show's producer.  Ray La Fontaine's modesty is reflected in his description, in the words of Hard Copy's anchor, that "John Elrod may be the most important witness yet in the slaying of John F. Kennedy."  Put another way, and quoting still, there "is the most explosive new evidence uncovered yet in the 30 years in investigation into the John F. Kennedy assassination."  

"Explosive" does explain it, as will be seen in reading the verbatim transcript that follows.

It is not "explosive" as Ray La Fontaine promised on the show.  It is "explosive" in what it does to his and Mary's book and all else they say, including on Hard Copy, about what they say John Elrod himself said -- and refused to say on camera:

TRAILER:

Announcer: A Hard Copy exclusive.  He's kept the secret for 30 years.  He was Lee Harvey Oswald's cell mate.  And what Oswald told him scared him so much he has been in hiding ever since.  Now Hard Copy tracks him down.  And for the first time ever he breaks his silence.

John Elrod: Right now I am saying things that could really get me in trouble.

Oliver Stone: There's been several startling revelations.

Announcer: Oswald's cell mate.

SHOW:

Barry Nolan: Now it is the most explosive new evidence uncovered yet in the 30 year investigation into the John F.  Kennedy assassination.  

John Elrod: I am saying things that could really get me in trouble.

Barry Nolan: Lee Harvey Oswald's cell mate breaks his silence - that's next.

Barry Nolan: The Warren Commission never heard of him, the House Assassins Committee didn't interview him.  And you won't find his name in any of the 2000 books written on the Kennedy assassination.   John Elrod maybe the most important witness yet in the slaying of John F.  Kennedy.  Because on the day the President died, Elrod was thrown into a jail cell with Lee Harvey Oswald.  The images are still disturbing even after all these years.  An open motorcade on a sunny Dallas afternoon.  The young President and his glamorous first lady.  Then tragedy.  For 30 years we have been told the alleged assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, was a deranged solitary figure, working alone when he fired a cheap mail-order rifle at the President.  For three decades we have been told that Jack Ruby was also acting alone when he murdered Oswald.  But that was before we learned about this man's close encounter with Lee Harvey Oswald in the Dallas City jail.

Mary La Fontaine: Did he look nervous ... or?

John Elrod: I imagine we were all nervous.  When you say the word nervous, I say worried.

Barry Nolan: It was here on the day the President died that John Elrod learned an alleged secret meeting between Lee Harvey Oswald and Jack Ruby.  A meeting that happened just days before involving guns, gangsters, and money.  But for the last 30 years, John Elrod has kept that secret.  He has been in hiding, afraid to admit what he knows.  With the help of his family, Hard Copy found him on an obscure island.  He talked about Dallas but even after all this time he is still worried.

John Elrod: See right now I am saying things that could get me in trouble.

Mary La Fontaine: It's not going to get you in trouble.  You're telling the truth.

John Elrod: Yea.

Mary La Fontaine: And you know.

John Elrod: The truth can get you killed too.  You take Oswald - allot of people think he is innocent.  His ass is dead.  He is gone.  I could be innocent and I could be gone next week if the wrong things is said.

Mary La Fontaine: And this is the Sheriff's letter stating that Elrod came in with information...

Barry Nolan: The story of John Elrod would still be hidden were it not for Hollywood director Oliver Stone.  His movie, "JFK" caused such a public outcry that the Dallas Police decided to release long hidden records.

Oliver Stone: There is more in the files than I ever thought would be there.  There's been several startling revelations that have come out that have not made their way into the main stream media.

Barry Nolan: And that's how investigative journalists, Ray and Mary La Fontaine discovered Elrod's existence.  While working on an upcoming book, they found long lost Dallas Police files for the afternoon the President was shot.  It was about 2:45, Oswald was already in custody.  Somebody reported seeing a man with a rifle not far from Dealey Plaza.  When the police arrived they spotted John Elrod.  He didn't have a gun but they took him in anyway.  They put him in a cell with Oswald.  Oswald had been roughed up by the cops.

John Elrod: I...I can't say for sure, but in my mind I thought he was bruised slightly some whereas around this...this...this area in here.

Barry Nolan: John Elrod's brother Lindy remembers what happened next.

Lindy Elrod: He told Johnny...said I did not shoot no President.  Johnny said I know I didn't shoot no President.  I believe that...that Oswald told Johnny something and he just don't wanna come out with it.  I don't know what happened.  Really don't know what happened.  And probably never will know.  But something, to me, put a fright in Johnny.

Barry Nolan: The most obviously frightening thing that occurred happened in the basement.  While millions of TV viewers watched, Lee Harvey Oswald was gunned down by Jack Ruby.

John Elrod: It scared the hell out of me.  Because I knew Jack Ruby.

Barry Nolan: But something else scared John Elrod too.  According to newly discovered documents, Elrod was tormented by what he knew.  Nine months after the assassination, he showed up at the Sheriff's office in Memphis and said he had information concerning the murder of Lee Oswald.  The FBI was called in.  He told them that back in the Dallas jail his cell mate had talked about a motel room meeting where money changed hands.  It was some sort of gun deal and Jack Ruby was at the meeting too.  Now Oswald was never mentioned in the FBI report, but if the story checks out, it is extraordinary.  Because it places Ruby and Oswald together just days before the assassination - something the Warren Commission, the 1979 House Committee on Assassinations, and 30 years of independent research have failed to do.  And it appears there really was such a gun running plot - because just 3 days before Elrod's jail house encounter in Dallas, there was a high speed police chase.  Two ex-cons crashed a car loaded with guns.  One of the men worked for Jack Ruby.  And at the time Ruby was suspected of gun running.

Bill Adams: The basic facts of the gun deal are true facts from an actual case the FBI was involved in.

Barry Nolan: But in 1964, when the Memphis FBI tried to check out John Elrod's story, the Dallas Field Office said he wasn't even in jail the day JFK died.  So the Memphis FBI closed their file.  Yet newly discovered police records prove that Elrod was in jail.  So the question is, was there a cover-up?

Oliver Stone: It does indicate that the FBI concealed it and covered it up quickly.  They didn't want any loose ends and that only conforms to the larger pattern of what Hoover did and John ...J. Edgar Hoover...by closing down any serious investigation.

Barry Nolan: So what was John Elrod's big secret?  Perhaps the biggest secret of all - the knowledge that when Jack Ruby shot Lee Harvey Oswald, he was killing somebody he knew.  Somebody he wanted to keep quiet.  Today when confronted with the FBI report, John Elrod admits he told the FBI that Oswald was his cell mate, but he says he never told them anything about guns, gangsters, or Ruby.

Mary La Fontaine: Well, what did you tell them?

John Elrod: I just told them I...I was arrested for the...for the murder down there and I was in a cell with Oswald and...that was it.

Barry Nolan: We tried to re-assure him.  Tried to tell him the more people who know the truth the safer he will be, but he does not believe US.  Whatever else he knows are secrets he may take to his grave.

Lindy Elrod: If he tried to tell it and nobody listened, he will probably never tell it again.

Barry Nolan: Despite repeated requests for an interview, the FBI declined to comment on our report.  And tomorrow those newly discovered documents will be presented to a Congressional Committee.  We will keep you posted on what happens.

Aside from the obvious lies, everybody said what the La Fontaines say Elrod said except Elrod himself, as the transcript reflects.

They did talk him into saying that he had been Oswald's cellmate and that he knew Jack Ruby but they did not get from him a single word he said Oswald said.  That as in their article in the Washington Post and their book they attribute to John Elrod when they had him on camera for all those thirty-three cassettes and reduced that to an hour, not a word could they get from their "most important" witness that they attribute to him in their article and their book.

He did keep saying he could get in trouble, as most people believe is possible if they lie.

In their article as in their book there is much they attribute to John Elrod they say they got from his brother Lindy.  Here when they had Linda on camera, too, all they got him to say is that he "felt" that John was holding something back.

If he could say no more than that it is clear that his brother did not tell him more that he could say.

But not a word of what could or might have gotten him in trouble came from him.

And so it was that the La Fontaines reached what for them is the very pinnacle of American journalism - with what they wrote a book about and yet were careful to keep from their book the content of which they controlled.

"Groundbreaking?"  Only for those capable of shame, those who from shame would want the ground to break open so they could hide in it.

If as the anchor on the La Fontaine Hard Copy show said, the one that Ray La Fontaine produced and from which he "would keep all the raw footage" consisting of the "Thirty-Three Beta Tapes," a considerable amount for which he found no use on his show, "John Elrod may be the most  important witness in the slaying of John F.  Kennedy" to which he was not any kind of witness at all, somehow the La Fontaines managed not to have that on their Hard Copy show.

This is La Fontaine "journalism." It is not journalism as it is taught. 

If by any remote chance John Elrod had any secrets for thirty years before that show, he still kept them secret on and after that show.

As do their articles and their book, on this the La Fontaines reflect what they believe is their concept of "serious journalism" and of "telling the truth about the Kennedy assassination to the American public."
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