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THE O3WALD FH.UE: THREE CARTRIDGE CASES

by Richerd Dernahei

Introduction

Enl

Joun F, Kennedy, President of *he Unlted States,
wag shot and killed on dsealey [ laza in Dallas, Texas,
The assassination oceurred st 12:30 p.m. on November
22, 1963,

At 1:12 p.m., in the course of a general search
of the Texas Sehool Evolk lepository building, whieh
was located behind the President when he was fired o
upon, Dallas police officers discovered three spent -
cartridge cases lying near a half-open window on the
sixth floor of the building. The cartridge cases were
designed for firing 6.5 mz bullets in Llannlicher-
Carcano rifles. (WR 79)*

At 1:22 p.m., after further searching, police
found on the sixth floor a Mamnlicher-Carcano rifle
tucked inconspicuously among surrounding cardboard
cartons. (WR 79) _

Conducted chiefly by FBEI firearmg identification
expert Robert A. Frazier, examination of the three
cartridge cases disclosed that they had been fired in
the llanmnlicher-Carcano rifle to the exclusion of all
other weapons. (WR £5)

Moreover, the officlal investisators determined
that several months before the assaasination the rifle
had been purchased by Lee Harvey Oswald. (WR 118)

Late in November, 1963, fresident Kennedy's
aneceszor anpointed a President's Commission, the
so-called Warren Commisgion, and by exeeutive order
he directed the Commission "to evaluate all the facts
and circumstances surrounding the assassination...and
to report its findings and coneclusions.” (WR ix)

Isgued in September, 1964, the Report of the
Commission coneludes that Lee Harvey Oswald alone killed
the President in the course of firing three shots with
the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle from the location at the
sixth floor window of the Texas 3School Book Depository.
lleferring specifically to the number of shots that were
fired, the heport says (VR 110}:

The most convineing evidence...was provided by
the presence on the sixth loor of three spent
cartridse eagseg which were demongirated to have
heen fired by the nmome vifle that fired the
bullet which crused the wonnds.,

* TWR" gsignitfies "Warren Report’ ., +ha Feport of the
. al . s B . e A i
Fresident's Commission ¢n ¢ Assassination of Presi-

dent John F, Kennedy(U.3. Covernment Frinting Office,

1964, ; the numerals slmmity vaps mumbers.,



Fierce controversy surrounds almost every issue
that bears on the assassination of the President. To
my realers I offer sincere apology because linitations
of space compell me to disregard all but one issue and
the matters that are directly related to it, the evi-
dence of the three cartridge cases.

Ag justification for such a clrcumscrihed procedure,
I offer two assurances: thet the issue in question is
enormously important,for it bears heavily not only on a
fundamental aspect of the assassination itself, but also
on the character of the govermment's investigation of the
assagsination; and that the issue is completely settled,
beyond any doubt. It is secure even from the cavil of
those who still cherish the notion that the government
cannot be grossly wrong ahout a national catastrophe of
such magnitude as the assassination of a Pregident--
flagrant error, you see, implies flagrant intent to err.

Moreover, the conclusive settlement of this issue
denies refuge in the gpezious plea, "So what?". The
evidence implies that Lee Harvey Oswald is innocent of
murdering the President. More than that, i1t leads
unambiguously to the coneclusion thet Oswald was deliber-
ately framed, framed not merely by accomplices in the
aggasgination itself, but also by the very investigators
who allege that Oswald alone is guilty.

None of the three certridge cases was used for the
agsassination of the President. The three cartridge cases
cennot have been used to kill the President; they cannot
have been used even to kill a rabbit.

In each instance, before the assassination occurred,
the bullet was manually pulled from the loaded cartridge, -
and the empty cartridege case was ingerted into the chamber
of the rifle and fired. The three .cases were deposited
near the sixth floor window. They had never been used to
fire bullets.

The explieit deseription of what happened to the
cartridge cases depends chiefly on two phenomena: the
presence of certain conspicuous dents on the sides of the
cartridege cases: and the absence of certain microsconic
marks from the brass basesg of the cartridge cases, Each
phenomenon by 1tself, without reference to the other,
conclusively establishes that none of the three cartridge
nases was uzed for the assassination of the FPresident.

The dentsg*

The three cartridee cases are part of the evidence of
the Warren Commission. They bear the desigmations Commis-
sion Exhitit (CE) H54a%, CE #44, and CE 545, .

* Readérs who are not lanillar with terms that apply o
ammunition should constlt Anpendix 1: omenclature
(Ammunition).




For reasons which are best known by those who con-
dueted the offieial investigation and issued the Warren
Report (reasons which others may ponder in the light of .
what follows), the most important physical features of ..
the three cartridge cases are referred to nowhere in the .73
officlal documents of the Warren Commission-- not in the
Warren Report 1itself, not in the 26 volumes of published
evidence, not in the vast quantity of unpublished docu-
ments that rest in the National Archives, not among the
reports thet are still classified "Top Secret"-- nowhere,

The Commission presents three close-up photographs
of the cartridge cases (17 H 241)*, but the photographs
do not reveal the dents, either because the photographs
themselves are of such poor quality thet herdly more than
the outline of each cartridge case is discernible, or
because the dents were turned in a direction away from
the camera's eye. 1t is not possible to determine which of
those circum stances apply, or indeed whether both apply.

The cartridge cases were first deseribed and depicted
by Josiah Thompson in his book Six Seconds in Dallas (Geis,
1967), pp. 144f. I rely on Thompson for hls description
of the cartridge cases and for his conclusion regarding
the significance of the dent on CE 543, If you consult
Thompson beyond that, read him with extreme caution, for
he gravely misinterprets the significance of other
phenomena,

The limitations of this medium of reproduction
cauge me to provide the reader only with drawings. Be
agssured, however, that the drawings represent with suf-
ficlent accuracy the physical objects which they depict.

CE 543 is dented at the brass mouth of the cartridge
cage. The dent 1s roughly triangular in shape, and measures
about 3 mm at its maximum length., One point of the tri-
angular dent 1s located on the neck of the case. The other
two points are located on the case mouth. The dent notie-
ibly disrupts the normally cirocular shape of the case mouth,

CEs 544 and 545 are similar to one another in all
essential respecta. Each bears a dent on the shoulder of
the cartridge case. It is a dimple of roughly triasngular
shape, and measures about 3 mm at its maximum length. One
point of the trianguler dimple is located on the side of
the case, The other two points are located on the case
shoulder; the edge of the dimple between these two points
is roughly parallel to the circumférense~of the &tase
shoulder.

* "H" gignifies "Hearings", the term applied to the 26
volumes of published evidence. The numeral-before "H"
gsignifies the volume; the numeral after "H" gignifies

the page in the ecited volume,



The detonated primers in the bases of the cart-
ridge cases bear micriscopic markings which establish
that the three cases were fired by no other weapon than
the Mannlicher-Carcano rifle which Dallas police found

am the aixth floor of the Dennzitn-s huilding.
— — - - T
CE 543 CEs 544 and 545
(dented case mouth) (dented case shoulder)

-
dent

The dent on each cartridge case seems small in com-

" parison with the overall surface of the case on which 1t

oceurs, but in terms of its significance each dent is vast,
cavernous. Unless the damage occurs after firing, the
presence of any such dents anywhere on the cylindriecal
walls of a cartridge case-- any cartridge case-- is positive
proof that the case was empty, without bullet and powder,
when its primer was blasted. The three cartridge cases
were empty when their primers were fired, and the dents
occurred before firing.

When a bulleted cartridge is locked into a rifle
chamber and the cartridge fired, gasses that are released
by the burning of propellent powder expand with fierce
intensity and exert enormous pressure in all directions.
At the instant when a bullet begins its travel under the.
magsive impulse of that pressure, the brass of the cart-
ridge case 1s pressed outward tightly-- very, very tilghtly--
against the aylindrical steel walls of the rifle chamber.
There it sticks until the bullet escapes the barrel and
the pressure drops. The resilient brass then relaxes
itg tight "grip" on the chamber walls, )



After firing, the cartridge case does not resume
its original shape; invariably it retains the shape of
the chamber in which it was fired.

If a cartridge case contains no bullet and no pow-
der when its primer is detonated (that is, if an empty
cartridge case is fired in a rifle), then insignificantly
gslight pressure is produced, for 1t is the resistence of

the bullet that allows pressure to build. Minute pressure

is exerted on the brass cartridge case; invariably the
case retalns its original shape; it does not yield its
dimple.

The pressure that 1s produced by the firing of a
bulleted 6.5 mm Mannlicher-Carcano cartridge is about
37,000 pounds per square inch*, more than enough-- far,
far more than enough-- completely to remove the dimple
from the shoulder of cartridge case CE 544 and, similarly,
from the shoulder of its mate, CE 545. In fact, several
physical tests with a Mannlicher-Carcano rifle and cart-
ridges 1nvariabiy caused shoulder dimples to be blasted
out and a evidence of their existence to be obliterated
completely. Not a trace remained.

Tests were hardly necessary, for they merely illus-
trate a well-known ballistic phenomenon called "fire-form-
ing", It is not & phenomenon that is peculiar to the
Mannlicher-Carceano, for it occurs in all firearms when-
ever they fire bulleted cartridges with dented cases. The
evidence that derives from the experience of fire-forming
ig clear and unassailable: it is not possible for shoulder
dimples to survive the shooting of the bulleted cartridges
on which theyoceur. CEg 544 and 545 cannot have fired )
bullets, for a loaded cartridge case must yield its dents,
mugt sssume precisely the shape of the chamber in which
it was fired.

Fire-forming exemplifies an unequivocal, inviolate
ballistic principle, an elementary prineiple which applies
equally to the large caliber magnum cartridges and to the
minuscule .22 Short rimfire.

The same principle applies, of course, also to the
dent in the case mouth of CE 543. If a bullet were fired
from CE 543, the case mouth would assume precisely the eir-
ecunlar shape of the steel chamber in which it was fired.

Besides, an additional feature by itself substanti-
ates that there was no bullet in CE 543 when its primer
wag detonated. A cylindrical bullet of 6.5 mm diameter
cannot fit into a deformed case mouth whose minimum

" dimmeter 1s less than 6.5 mm-- round peg, "square” hole.

Evidence that the three cartridge cases were dented
before firing derives partly from the elimination of pos-

sible means whereby they migzht have been dented after firing,

Chiefly, however, the evidence derives from the dlscovery,
through experimentation, the the dents were caused by the
mechanism of the rifle in the course of efforts to thrust
the cases into the rifle chamber.

* W,H,B, Smith and J.E. Smith, The Book of Rifles (1963),
p. 309,




There is no reason to suppose-that the cartridge
caseg received thelr dents after they came into the pos-
gsession of the police who found them or of the investig-
ators who examined them, The testimony of those who
handled the cases indicates that they were treated with
care and safeguarded from damage.

After experimentation Josiah Thompson rejected the
possibility that the dent on the case mouth of CE 543 oc-
curred when the case allegedly was ejected from the rifle
and struck the wooden floor or cardboard cartons near the
Depository window. Simulating conditions whigh existed
near the window when the cases were discovered, Thompson
tossed empty cartridge cases hundreds of times and inveriab-
ly failed to produce dents. The sharpness of the demt on
CE 543 and its small size indicate that it was not stepped on.

The presence of identical dents at the same location on
the shoulders of CEs 544 and 545 precludes the possiblity
that the shoulder dents were caused by random accident; these
dents must be assocleted with an sctivity that takes place
with recurring regularity. i

The shoulder dents cannot be associated with any
defect of the rifle chamber, for in that instance CE 543

would have incurred a similar dent on the case shoulder. v

o
CE 543 is not dented on the case shoulder, mor are there?} w'',. &%

any dents on, the shoulders of two cartridge cases (both | =\
in CE 557) which were test-fired in the Mammlicher- L
Carcano for purposes of comparison,

In size and shape the dent on the case mouth of CE 543
is obviously similar to the dents on CEs 544 and 545, a
similarity which implies that the same activity caused
all three dents. However, the location of the dent at the
case mouth of CE 543 clearly indicates that it was handled
differently from the two cases with dented shoulders,

Baglecally there are two mechanical sctivities of the
rifle which entall motion that is forceful enough to dent
brass cartridge cases: the introduction of the case into
the rifle chamber; and the ejection of the case from the
rifle.

None of the dents can have occurred during the extrac-
tion of the case from the chamber or when the case was ejec-
ted from the rifle. During extraction the bolt draws the
case directly backward out of the rifle chamber, and the
case encounters no obstruction. When the bolt is drawm
awiftly back to its rearmost position, the ejector deals
a sharp blow to the base of the cartridge case and thereby
tosses it directly to the right, away from the rifle., The
ejecting mechanism of the Mammlicher-Carcano rifle cannot
function until the bolt is drawn completely back, for the
bolt covers the ejector until that point. The ejector is
affixed to an immovable part of the rifle just beneath the
bolt, and it cannot be mctivated prematurely., When the
ejector strikes a case, the case is fully eclear of the re-

There was & fully loaded cartridge (CE 141) chambered
in the rifle when it was discovered in the Depository.
CE 141 also bears a dent in the case shoulder, although
it 1s less pronounced than the dents on CEs 544 and 545
(Thompson, op. eit., p. 144),
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ceiver, the only part of the rifle that might conceivably
dent 1t. The mouth of the cartridge case is sbout 30 mm
behind the receiver when gidewsvs elertion ocecurs,
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Observation of a cross-section drawing of the Mann-
licher-Carcano action suggests what caused the dents.
Viewing the action in motion corroborates what the draw- W
ing indicates. Physical tests with a Mannlicher-Carcano ™ oy
rifle and cartridges conclusively establish that the |
cartridge cases were dented while the cases were being [
thrust from the rifle clip. ¥l \{

The normal process for introducing cartridges into st
+he chamber of a Mannlicher-Carcano rifle requires that
bulleted cartridges be loaded one above the other in a clip
and the olip subsequently inserted into the magazine of the
rifle, When thrust forward from an "open" position, the
bolt of the rifle drives the topmost cartridge out of the
clip and into the rifle chamber,

In front of the cartridge as it leaves the clip Vo
is a steel ramp which guldes the nose of the bulleted hx§!a’j
cartridge upward and forward into the rifle chamber. b

It is this ramp which caused the deqts. it \“§q¢;“
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45 we: hambered as bulleted cart- -FA L
ridges in accordandg wiwl 1s process® As the bolt oo
thrusts the cartridgé™Torward and/gﬁ% of the clip, the WA

noge of the bullet strikes the ramp. The cartridge then
tilts, and the bolt continues-{ts forward thrust on the
tilted cartridge. The noge of the bullet bumps the up- g
per wall of the chamber end forces the nose down at the &
instant when the shoulder of the brasgs caese strikes the

steel ramp, Ther;pﬂément pressure of that blow dents

the case shon%&g .

ki

CEs 544 and

How the Case Shoulders Were Dented ]
g 544 and 545 |

|
1
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CB 543 was inserted into the ¢lip not as a bulleted
cartridge, but as an empty cartridge case. Under such =a
condition, when the bolt thrusts the cartridge case for-
ward and out of the clip, the case doe8 not tilt, for no
bullet follows the ing influence/of the ramp, Instead,
the brass case th is driven diredtly into the steel -
ramp. The force of the collisiog/ ents the case mouth.

How the Case Mouth Hé; Dented '
543
|
—
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