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Follow
ing the T

rail of L
ee H

arvey O
sw

ald 
33 years after JFK

's slaying, 
three books offer new

 clues 

FRO
M

 'TH
E SEAM

Y FO
R IEE H

ARVEY 05W
A 

O
sw

ald and his w
ife, M

arina, on a train out of M
insk, bound for 

A
m

erica, in 1962; F
B

I agents suspected that she w
as a K

G
B

 plant 

REVIEW
ED

 BY 
JO

N
A TH

AN
 M

ARSH
ALL 

y
ou think you're having a 
b

ad
 d

ay? Im
agin

e b
ein

g 
the F

B
I agent reseronsible 

for tracking L
ee H

arvey O
sw

ald 
before the assassination of John 
F

. K
ennedy, w

hen O
sw

ald's ar-
rest hit the new

s on N
ov. A

 1963. 
In

 h
u

n
d

red
s of b

ook
s on

 th
e 

case, m
uch speculation has been 

m
ade about that agent, Jam

es P
. 

H
osty Jr., w

ho received a hostile 
(but unsigned) note from

 O
sw

ald 
10 days before the assassination, 
did nothing about it and flushed 
it dow

n the toilet afterw
ard. 

N
o

w
 H

a
sty

 h
a

s w
ritten

 
A

SSIG
N

M
E

N
T

: O
SW

A
L

D
 (A

r-
cade; 328 pages; $25.95), an en-
grossing m

em
oir that describes 

his sketchy but routine check on 
O

sw
ald before the assassination 

and show
s w

hy he saw
 no reason 

to suspect O
sw

ald of violent in-
ten

t or h
atred

 of th
e p

resid
en

t. 
O

sw
ald, w

ho had previously de-
fected to the Soviet U

nion, w
as of 

in
terest to th

e govern
m

en
t for 

cou
n

terin
telligen

ce rath
er th

an
 

as a crim
inal su

spect, he w
rites. 

H
asty says he visited Jsw

ald's 
w

ife tw
ice b

efore th
e assassin

a-
tion to establish w

here he w
as liv- 

in
g an

d
 w

ork
in

g, b
efore in

ter-
view

ing O
sw

ald —
 an interview

 
he never got around to conduct-
ing. T

he note O
sw

ald w
rote later•  

w
as a w

arning to H
asty and other 

F
B

I agents to leave his w
ife alone.  

H
osty says, q

u
ite cred

ib
ly, 

that the head of the F
B

I's D
allas 

office ord
ered

 h
im

 after th
e as-

sassination to destroy the note so 
bureau D

irector J. E
dgar H

oover 
w

ould not find out about it and 
throw

 a tem
per tantrum

. A
s H

os-
ty says, "O

ne of our jobs w
as to 

protect the B
ureau's im

age at all 
costs, even

 if it ran
 rou

gh
sh

od
 

over individuals or principles." 
T

he book exposes the bureau-
cratic infighting and w

hitew
ash-

ing endem
ic to the investigation 

and confirm
s H

oover's ugly repu-
tation as a m

yth-m
aker and a ty-

rant —
 so petty he w

ouldn't let 
agents drink coffee in the office. 

H
asty portrays his agony, hu-

m
iliation and anger after the as-

sassination w
hen he received tw

o 
reprim

ands, a one-m
onth unpaid 

suspension and a transfer to K
an-

sas C
ity for allegedly failing to In-

vestigate O
sw

ald properly. H
oo-

v
er, it w

a
s clea

r, n
eed

ed
 a

 
scapegoat, and H

asty w
as conve-

nient. T
he agent sought absolu-

tion
 in

 a p
rivate m

eetin
g w

ith
 

H
oover in 1964. B

ut the FB
I direc-

tor only ram
bled on about how

 
m

uch he hated A
ttorney G

eneral 
R

obert K
ennedy, despised m

em
-

bers of the W
arren C

om
m

ission 
an

d
 en

joyed
 b

ein
g p

als w
ith

 
right-w

ing T
exas oil m

illionaires. 
H

osty notes in passing that on 
the m

orning of the assassination  

he m
et w

ith agents of A
rm

y intel-
ligence and the B

ureau of A
lco-

hol, T
obacco and F

irearm
s to dis-

cuss the theft of w
eapons from

 a 
nearby m

ilitary base. T
he stolen 

arm
s, he says, w

ere being fenced 
to a right-w

ing extrem
ist group 

in a case "utterly unrelated" to 
the K

ennedy assassination. 

B
ut according to authors R

ay 
and M

ary L
aF

ontaine, that m
eet-

ing had everything to do w
ith the 

assassination. In O
SW

A
L

D
 T

A
L

K
-

E
D

: T
he N

ew
 E

vidence in the JFK
 

A
ssassination (Pelican; 454 pages; 

$25), the L
aF

ontaines unearth in-
triguing evidence that both O

s-
w

ald and his killer, Jack R
uby, 

w
ere con

n
ected

 to th
e gu

n
ru

n
-

ning case —
 and that O

sw
ald m

ay 
even

 h
ave b

een
 an

 in
form

an
t 

w
ho helped them

 Identify som
e 

of the right-w
ing extrem

ists, 
T

h
e L

aF
on

tain
es stu

m
b

led
 

across th
e com

p
lex story w

h
ile 

id
en

tifyin
g th

e fam
ou

s "
th

ree 
tram

ps" w
ho w

ere arrested near 
D

allas' D
ealey P

laza after the as-
sassin

ation
. T

h
ey d

iscovered
 

lon
g-lost D

allas p
olice record

s 
nam

ing the tram
ps, w

ho proved 
to be true hoboes, contrary to sus-
picions of conspiracy buffs that 
they w

ere disguised assassins. 
B

ut w
ith help from

 a San Jose 
researcher, B

in A
dam

s, the au-
thors learned that one vagrant ar-
rested then, John E

lrod, later told 
the F

B
I about a jailhouse conver-

sation w
ith a ceilm

ate w
ho the au-

thors believe w
as L

ee H
arvey O

s-
w

ald
. T

h
is cellm

ate revealed
 

personal know
ledge of the w

eap-
ons conspiracy and connected it 
w

ith
 a n

am
e E

lrod
 w

ou
ld

 soon
 

hear again: Jack R
uby. 

T
he F

B
I dism

issed the story 

S
ee P

age 8 
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on the ground that Elrod wasn't 
in the Dallas Jail on Nov. 22. But 
the LaFontaines conclusively 
prove otherwise from police re-
cords. They also produce substan-
tial independent evidence that 
Ruby was involved in gunrun-
ning with right-wing groups and 
that Oswald's path crossed fre-
quently into the same milieu. 

The FBI later suppressed the 
name of the government's infor-
mant in the gunrunning case at a 
court hearing and has since re-
fused to release at least one docu-
ment on Elrod, maintaining that 
"public disclosure would be so 
harmful that it outweighs the 
public interest." 

The LaFontaine book, soberly 
argued and filled with intriguing 

revelations, doesn't prove that a 
conspiracy killed Kennedy. But it 
makes a strong case for continu-
ing the release of classified gov-
ernment documents relating to 
the assassination. Even after 33 
years of revelations about the 
case, there are plenty of surprises 
in store. 

Another book no buff should 
miss is Robert Grodin's THE 
SEARCH FOR LEE HARVEY 
OSWALD: A Comprehensive 
Photographic Record (Penguin; 
262 pages; $29.95). Grodin, who 
has spent his adult life consumed 
by the case, has compiled an as-
tonishing collection of more than 
600 photographs relating to Os-
wald, going back to his infancy. 
In 1993, he published a related 
collection, "The Killing of a Presi-
dent" 

Grodin, a conspiracy theorist, 
reproduces in his latest volume 
some of the famous "backyard 
photos" showing Oswald holding 
a gun (which Grodin believes are 
fakes) as well as documents ap-
pearing to show discrepancies in 
Oswald's height and signature. 
These suggest that someone was 
impersonating Oswald, perhaps 
for some mysterious intelligence 
mission, before the assassination. 

Your own signature probably 
varies as much as Oswald's ever 
did, so you may not be persuaded. 
But even if you buy the official 
story that Oswald did it alone, 
you'll be captivated by this visual 
history of his strange career. ■ 

Jonathan Marshall is on the staff of 
The Chronicle. 
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