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Lapruder Shot John Kennedy

And His Home Movie Has Been Raking in the Bucks Ever Since

braham Zapruder
peered through the
lens of his Bell &
Howell 8mm movie
camera, and as the

gleaming  Lincoln
Continental  con-
vertble

carrying
President John F. Kennedy and his
entourage slowly turned onto Elm
Street, he set his camera in motion.
The Dallas dressmaker lowered the
camera from his ashen face 18 seconds
larer, and nobody would ever ask him,
“Where were vou when Kennedy was
shor?”

The Zapruder film has become the
sacred text of the assassinationoiogists,
a document believed to unlock the
unholy mysteries of JFK's death.

“If vou go to Dallas, it's really quire
remarkable,” says Josiah Thompson,
auther of Six Seconds m Dallas: A M-
crostudy of the Kenmedy Assasvinanion
(1967), considered one of the seminal
JFK assassinarion books. “You stand
down in Dealev Plaza and you see
people bending over o pmkuparw;g
or a leaf. You see them
about, looking around as if this bright-
ly lit public square contains some sort
of secret that vou can find i you lock
long enough.”

And as with all scriprure, there are nearly
a8 many interpretations of the film as there
are believers. Zapruder's humble home
movie has been slowed down, run back-
ward, enlarged, enhanced, and deconstruct-
ed, and still nurtures fresh theories. new be-
llef systems. It's been studied in excru-
iating detail by 2 parade of official investiga-

tions including the Warren C

Rockefeller Commission, the Church Com-
mittee, Jirn Garrison’s investigation),-the
Texas attorney general’s investigation, and
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the House Select Committee on Assassina-
tions. The film was advanced by the Warren
Commission as being consistent with its lone
gunman theory, was the centerpiece of
scores of subsequent books that refuted the
official government view, and came full cir-
cle last vear when Case Closed author Gerald
Posner relied on a computer-nhanced copy
of the Zapruder film to burtress his retro
theory that Oswald acted alone. Assassina-
ten theoriss cling to their views like funda-
mentalist preachers, quon.ug chapter and
verse of the Zapwd:: , their seripturs in
celluloid. How do I know who killed Kenne-
dv® My Zapruder film tells me so.

"And what religion would be complere
withour the clash of God and Mammon? The
Zapruder film may be the repository of the
sacred, but if vou want 1o use anv portion of
the film for commercial purposes, it will cost
vou. Abe Zapruder died in 1970, and the
rights 1o the film are now controlled by a
company set up by Zapruder's widow and
two children, including Abe's son, Heary G.
Zapruder, a Washingron lawver with oftfices
on 13th Streer NW, Inquiries about the Za-
pruder film are directed to another Washing-
ton attorney, James L. Silverberg, 3 copy-
right lawver who acts as the family’s agent,

Sll\'e-rbetg uoted Washingron Ciey Paper 2
price of 52 UOO to publish three or fewer
frames of the Za filen on the cover—a
bargain, since national magazines, according
tw Silverberg, are routinely charged more
than four times that amount. And the three-
frame limir is negotiable.

**If four frames were needed for an analysis

of the angle of enry of a bullet, as opposed

to just using it as a backdrop, that would
make a difference,” Silverberg noted.

The family is somewhat less mercenary
when it comes to private or noncommercial
use of the film. Researchers can obrain
35mm slides or a VHS dub of the Zapruder
film for & nominal fee, provided they return
the material, and in some cases, Silver herg
says, the fee 15 waived for hardship cases.

“I have a [etrer written in crayon from an
§-vear-old in South Africa who wants a copy
of the Zapruder film,” Silverberg savs. Save
those pennies, kids, and you can have a head
shat of vour gwn.

he most famous heme movie of all time
almost wasn't made. On the morning of
Nov. 22, Zapruder figured that rain
would prevent the president’s mororcade
from passing through downtown Dallas, so
he didn't bring his movie camera to work.
Foﬂnmrtlv{brrml.honsof future JFK assas-
sination buffs Zapruder's secretary, Lillian
Rogers, told her boss that he was missing a
once-in-a-lifetime chance 1o film a president
(she was sight sbout that} and convinced
Zapruder to make a I4-mile round-trip drive
from his office on Elm Streer, near Jack
Ruby's nightelub, 1o retrieve his pride and
jov: Bell & Howell's wop-of-the-line $mm
movie camers, the Executive model, which
was equipped with a telephoto lens,
Zapruder returned o downtown Dallas in
fime o stake out 3 good vantage point to
film the mmotorcade, climbing drop a -foot-
high concretz block on 2 grassy knoll in
Dealey Plaza. Zapruder wasn't the only one
in Dealey Plaza making sure he would have
a clear shot at Kennedy. But who else?
Where? How many?
Wmd:ecammssp::doonmawon
“run” and the lens on “telephoto,” Zapruder
begm filming just as the presidential limou-
sine rurned left onto Elm Street and passed
the front door of the Texas School Bouk
Depaository. The limo slowed to 11 mph as it
made the sharp left, and President Kennedy
and Jackie are seen smiling and waving w
peopie on their right and left. The limo be-
gins w0 disappear briefly behind 2 fresway

sign, the last moment Abe Zapruder and the
world would see Kennedy alive and well,
When Kennedy emerges from hehind the
sign, he is already clenching his fists and
bringing his arms up toward his throat, like
a man swrapped into a rowing machine. [n
the jump seat of the car, Texus Gov. John

v turns to look over his right shoul-
der, stops, and then begins looking vver his
left shoulder. Suddenly, Connallv's hair fiies
up and his mouth opens, clearly in redction
to having been shot. Jackie places her hand
on her husband’s splaved elbows and looks
at him with a puzzied expression as he
slumps towards her,

Several seconds later—at Zapruder frame
No. 313—rhe president’s head explodes in a
pink-and-white mist of blood and brain mar-
ter. Somehow, Zapruder keeps his camera
running. Kennedy's body jerks back violent-
Iv against the seat and slumps woward tha
floor. Jackie climbs onto the trunk of the
limousine, where she is met by Secrer Ser-
vice Agent Clint Hill, who pushes her back
into the seat. The limousine accelerates as it
travels under a triple underpass. Ar that
point, Abe Z:pmdcr sWOps ﬁlm.ng, lowering
the Bell & Howell from his eve and begin-
nmg his new life as the Kennedy assassina-
tion’s chief cinematographer.

Abe's son Henry declined 1o be inter-
viewed for this article, and according o his
secrefary never speaks to the media about
the film that bears the family name. His re-
Iuctance 1o speak publicly while still turning
a handsome profit from the film is consistent
with his father’s behavior. Minutes after the
shoating, Abe Zapruder returned o his of-
fice and locked his Bell & Howell in the
company safe. A few hours larer, Forrest
Sorrels of the Secrer Service arrived, having
discovered that Z.prunier was in Dealey Pla-
za with a movie camera. (So were severul
other people, but Zapruder’s film would
twm out w provide the best view of the as-
sassination.) Zapruder’s film was developed
that day at a local Eastman Kuodak plant,
and three copies were made—one for the Se-
cret Service, one for the FBI, and one for
Zapruder,
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The next day, a representative from Life
magazine arrived at Zapruder's door and ne-
gotiated a deal thar gave the magazine exclu-
sive worldwide rights to the film. Working
around the clock, Life managed to publish
several black-and-white stills from rthe Za-
pruder film in an issue that was on the news-
stand four days after the assassination.

No doubt uncomfortable with the blood-
money aspect of the deal, Zapruder and Life
ar first refused to diselose any details about
the transaction. Several media outlets quoted
a figure of $25,000, and Zapruder himself
testified before the Warren Commission:

“I received 525,000, as you know, and I
have given that w the Firemen's and Police-
| men’s Benevolence with a suggestion [to re-
serve the money] for Mrs. Tippit [the widow
of the Dailas pohmmn Oswald was zccused
of shooung].”

But most assassination researchers believe
that Life paid Zapruder closer tw $250,000,
or 10 umes what Zapruder had testified un-
der cath. In 1973, Life sold the film rights
hack o meZapmderemmmrﬂ having
dem.da:lthztmmmmpefme&hnwas:m-
barrassing for Time Inc. Since then, the Za-
pruder family has sold one-time rights to the
film to a steady parade of researchers pro-
ducu:g bcoks. filme, and documcnsmcs on

tens
fod!uuwndsofdod.lmﬂ)nmigleuse.
The Zapruder film may now be the high-
estgmssmsnuﬁ'mmofallum
While commercizl use of the Zapruder
film is bourd by copyright law, merely view-
ing the film won't cost you a penny. Copies
of the Zapruder film are available for public
| viewing ar the National Archives' new film
| branch in College Park ar 8601 Adelphi
Road. It's best 1o get there when the branch
[ opens at §:45 a.m., or you can call ahead o
|
|

reserve a copy at (301) 713-6790. Tell them
Lee sent you.

:| n F Seer NW, just around the corner
from Ford's Theater, artorney Jim
Lessar sits in 3 small office, surrounded

on all sides by assassing. asprmdmta.nd
co-founder of the Assassination Archives
and Research Center, Lesar shares an office
with the ghosts of some of the most infa-
mous names in American history—Les Os-
wald, James Earl Ray, Sirhan Sichan, John
Wilkes Booth, The center was established in
1984 as a clearinghouse for information on
pelitical assassinaticns, with particular em-
phasis on the JFK killing. A decads after its
founding, the center's small office looks like

mnz,mﬂbooksmmched y

an shelves stacked to the ceiling.

mﬂwmdumtheﬁlesof Is
fiedd office concerning the JFK assas-

sumuon, along with 100,000 pages of FBI
headquarters files on the killing and two
dozen file cabinets ovuﬂammxhn:ws—
papers,

unpublished manuscripts, and research

couldn't secure timely permission from the
Zapruders, 50 Lesar assembled a legal case,
secking a ruling from the D.C. District
Court that Selby’s First Amendment right of
access 1o an historical document such as the
Zapruder film overrode the Zapruder fami-
ly’s copyright interest. The case was eventu-
ally settled out of court, and Selby was per-
mitted o use Zapruder frames in his film,
Reasomable Doubt.
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Abraham Zapruder Shot John Kennedy...

the film. I'd be surprised if it weren't more
than a million dollars. [ know he made a lot
last year [the 30ch anniversary of the
assassination], and during the furor aver the
Oliver Stone movie [FFE]."

“I don't think anyone should have o
for the Zapruder fm, ﬁ E[-Eﬁ%
ASSASSINATON researchcr C15-

‘B‘E:‘g",'a‘G: O o four-volume:
I practice what . Lve
BH a ol a on pages through the
Teedom GrmAnon AC, & s =

supervised access (0 them and use of 4 copi=

¥ crat mciﬁ 0 any researches, |

Hootleg copigs of the Zapruder film have
been screened and sold openly ar assassina-
ton lectures and conventions for years, Jour-
nalist Glean Garvin, who worked s a Time
smmgermlS‘?S remembers being assigned
byr.hc ine to attend 2 speech given at

miversity by an assassination re-
wdrmrmmcwhcdﬁ:rthe
film was being used without Time Inc.'s per-
mission.
“It turned out the speaker showed this

B .

notes. The answer o the question “Who
killed Kennedy?”" may well be somewhere in
the office—it's just that no one can put their
hands on i1,

Lesar is one of the country's leading anor-
neys in pursuing assassination-related docu-
ments under the Freedom of Information
Act. The clurter in his office is, in a sense, 2
tribute o his persi: . Inn 1988, Lesar was
the attorney in 2 suit against the Zapruder
family estate, filed on behalf of Chip Selby, a
University of Maryland grad smudent who
wanted to use pordons of the Zapruder film

in a documentary he was making. Selby

Like many assassination researchers, Les-
ar believes the Zaj family has put pri-
vate gain ahead of the needs of history, Pay-
ing money to use the Zapeuder film i like
handmgovetn&ewsmdyﬂ\eNmTBm-

ment.
“The Zapruder film should be in the pub-

ment documents. “It’s 1::ﬂsﬂ:sﬁlumely critical
piece of evidence in what may well be one of
the most impormant politcal questions in
U.5. history this century. I think Henry Za-
pruder’s made a hell of 1 lot of money off of

horrible 10th inn booteg of the Za-
pruder film,” recalls Garvin. “Ir could have
shown aliens abducting Kennedy and put-
ting a double in his place for all you could
make out. Bur [ sl had to report back o
mycd:mrthatrheﬁ]mwasbemgusedwuh—
out permission,”

U!nsﬂﬁ',avazucly menacing letrer from a
copyright lawyer is enough o St0p most cas-
&5 of unauthorized use. Copyright infringers
are liable for starutory damages of up to
$20,000, and as much as 3100,000 if the
infringement is deemed “willful ™ Sull, that
hasn't stopped some researchers from chal-
lenging the private ownership of the Zapru-
der film, risking martyrdom for the cause.

he most celebrated legal challenge was
inidared by JFK assassination research-
er Josiah Thompson in & swit against
Time Inc. in 1968, back when the publish-
mgguntsu]iconuo[[edmenghumdleh-
pruder film, Prior to the assassination,
Tt was a college profe ofphulos-
cphyspecﬂ.hzmngmkegaard ag
grounding for the labyrinthine search for
swminmeK:unedykﬁﬁiugasany.ﬂmdy
after the Warren Commission released its
report, Thompson began studying ballistics
w understand berter the intricacies of the
mse-agamst()swald He was hired as a re-
m:cherbvb,&m 1966andcl'|a.rgedml.h
leading the magazine’s continuing mvestga-
tion into the assassination. Thompson's dig-

ples
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ging culminated in a Life article published
that November titled (what else?) “Grounds
for Reasonable Doubt.” Although timid by
today’s standards, the article marked the
. first time that the establishment press openly
dissented from the official view of the Ken-
nedy killing.

Thompson’s contract with Life expired
shortly after the article came out, and he
turned to publishing his own analysis of the
case. Thompson found that the Zapruder
film was the single most important piece of
evidence in presenting his case, and he peti-

" tioned the board of Time Inc. to allow him

to use frames from the film. Time refused,
partly due to squeamishness over the graph-
ic depiction of Kennedy’s head being blown
off, and also because limiting the distribu-
tion of the film made it even more sought af-
ter. .

Unable to publish the real Zapruder
frames, Thompson published an artist’s ren-
dering of key frames in his book Six Seconds
in Dallas). Time filed suit for copyright in-
fringement anyway, and in a landmark rul-

ing in September 1968, a U.S. District Court -

judge ruled that Thompson had made “fair
use” of the frames. The court ruled that the
~ First Amendment right of the public to have
the fullest information available about the
assassination overrode Time’s copyright in-

terests, and that Thompson’s use of Zapru-
der film drawings hadn’t caused the compa-
ny any economic harm.

“I'm one of the few people who.never
made a goddamn penny on the Kennedy as-
sassination,” Thompson says with a certain
pride. “I got a $500 advance for the book,
and by the time I .paid for all the lawyers,
the earnings from the book didn’t come any-
where near to covering my costs.”

Geraldo Rivera, of all people, was the next
Zapruder challenger, showing the film with-
out Time’s permission on his program Good-
night America in 1975, the first complete
screening of the film on national TV. Embar-
rassed and unwilling to become embroiled in
a court case with Geraldo, Time sold the
rights back to the Zapruder family, where
they remain today. Interestingly, the fami-

ly’s brisk business in selling one-time rights

to the film for use in hundreds of books,.
magazines, newspapers, and television
shows over the years has bolstered the Za-
pruders’ copyright claim. Unlike Time,
which didn’t fully exploit the film for com-
mercial gain, the Zapruder family can argue
that any unauthorized commercial use of the
film nowadays causes it substantial economic
harm—say, about $2,000 for no more than
three frames. Only in America can squeez-
ing every last penny out of a grisly murder

Most assassination

researchers believe that Life -

paid Zapruder closer to
$250,000. In 1975, Life sold
the film rights back to the
Zapruder estate for $1. Since
then, the Zapruder family
has sold one-time rights to
the film to a steady parade of
researchers producing
books, films, and
documentaries on the
assassination, sometimes
collecting tens of thousands
of dollars for a single use.

strengthen your legal position.

In the final analysis, there is no final analy-
sis to the Kennedy assassination. Thirty
years of investigation have yielded no short-

- age of scenarios—at last count, the number

of assassination theories was pushing 100.
The only problem with 100 assassination
theories is that at least 99 of them have to be
wrong. And who knows—maybe no one has
advanced the true sequence of events yet.
(’m thinking about writing a book myself,
titled Reasonable Doubt: The Target Was Fack-
ie.) Those who have studied the assassina-
tion the longest sound as though they are
furthest from an answer.

“The best metaphor for the Kennedy as-
sassination is a puzzle,”. says Thompson.
“Some of the pieces are missing, extra pieces
have been added, and some of the pieces
have been shaved. As long as that's the case,
you’re never going to get all of the pieces to
fi.” _

The Zapruder film remains the puzzle
piece everyone’s trying to work around, a
piece whose size and shape are still a matter
of debate, but whose importance is never
questioned. Long after the last penny is col-
lected by the Zapruder estate, the film that
carries the family name will remain the
keeper of the sacred mysteries, a holy, in-
scrutable work. cP







