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O

N
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 IN
 1792, the first investigative com

-
m

ittee o
f th

e H
o
u
se o

f R
ep

resen
tativ

es sat acro
ss a tab

le 
fro

m
 M

aj. G
en

. A
rth

u
r S

t. C
lair an

d
 in

q
u
ired

 w
h
y
 tro

o
p
s 

under his com
m

and had been handed one of the w
orst de-

feats inflicted on w
hite m

en by Indians. 
F

or the nest 186 years, H
ouse com

m
ittees, ever resist-

ant to change, conducted their hearings and investigations 
in m

uch the sam
e w

ay —
 C

ongressm
en on one side of a figu-

rative table listening to w
itnesses on the other side. 

T
hat has been changed by the m

uch-m
aligned H

ouse S
e-

lect C
om

m
ittee on A

ssassinations, w
hich last w

eek ended 
the investigative phase of its public hearings on the killings 
of P

resident John F
. K

ennedy and the R
ev. D

r. M
artin L

u-
th

er K
in

g
 Jr. W

h
atev

er else th
e co

m
m

ittee h
as o

r h
asn

't 
done, it has clearly charted new

 avenues for C
ongressional 

in
q
u
iries b

y
 m

ak
in

g
 in

n
o
v
ativ

e u
se o

f in
v
estig

ativ
e to

o
ls 

and presentation techniques. 
A

t the sam
e tim

e, the com
m

ittee's approach pointed up 
shortcom

ings in other investigative hearings and provided, 
in

 retro
sp

ect, a p
artial ex

p
lan

atio
n
 w

h
y
 th

e W
arren

 C
o
m

-
m

ission's report has been picked at for 14 years. 
N

o investigation can answ
er all the questions about the 

m
u
rd

ers o
f P

resid
en

t K
en

n
ed

y
 an

d
 D

r. K
in

g
, an

d
, in

 th
at 

sense, the com
m

ittee w
as doom

ed to failure. B
ut the com

- 
m

ittee has in fact answ
ered m

ore questions than m
ost ob-

servers dared to hope 18 m
onths ago, and in the process it 

has both im
proved the ability of C

ongress to obtain accurate 
inform

ation and furthered the public's right to know
 about 

that inform
ation. 

F
or exam

ple: 
• T

he com
m

ittee found w
ays to take testim

ony from
 the 

P
resid

en
ts o

f th
ree n

atio
n
s, th

e U
n
ited

 S
tates, C

u
b
a an

d
 

M
exico. 

• It p
u
b
licly

 ex
am

in
ed

 a h
ig

h
 o

rg
an

ized
 crim

e fig
u
re 

w
ho w

as a key participant in plots to m
urder F

idel C
astro. 

A
ssociated P

ress 
R

eps. W
aiter F

auntroy (left), L
ouis S

tokes and S
tew

art B
. 

M
cK

inney inspect K
ing assassination rifle. 

• It g
o
t a fo

rm
er d

irecto
r o

f th
e C

en
tral In

tellig
en

ce 
A

gency to testify publicly about his know
ledge of the m

ur-
der plots. 

• T
he hearings put on the public record the fact that a 

C
entral Intelligence A

gency station existed in M
exico C

ity 
and conducted photographic and electronic surveillance of 
C

u
b
an

 an
d
 S

o
v
iet U

n
io

n
 em

b
assies th

ere. A
lth

o
u
g
h
 th

e 
presence of the station w

as fairly com
m

on know
ledge, it had 

rem
ained classified inform

ation. B
efore these hearings, it  

had been discussed by other com
m

ittees only in executive 
sessions. 

T
hus the com

m
ittee show

ed a w
ay around the old C

on-
g
ressio

n
al d

ilem
m

a o
f h

o
w

 to
 h

an
d
le classified

 m
aterial. 

O
ther com

m
ittees debate w

hether to take all the classified 
inform

ation in secret session or not at all. T
he assassina-

tions com
m

ittee took the inform
ation in executive session; 

th
e
n
 it sim

p
ly

 g
o
t th

e
 in

fo
rm

a
tio

n
 d

e
c
la

ssifie
d
 a

n
d
 

presented it in public hearings. 
W

ith
 a little im

ag
in

atio
n
, said

 th
e co

m
m

ittee's ch
ief 

counsel, G
. R

obert B
lakey, "Y

ou really don't have to choose 
betw

een all or nothing." 
L

eon Jaw
orski, the form

er W
atergate special prosecu-

tor and chief counsel to the H
ouse com

m
ittee investigating 

K
orean influence-peddling, agreed that the assassinations 

p
an

el h
ad

 fo
u
n
d
 "lo

n
g
 o

v
erd

u
e" altern

ativ
es to

 th
e "o

u
t-

m
oded, antiquated and oxcart-style" practices of investiga-

tive com
m

ittees. 
"I w

as g
lad

 to
 see th

at a co
m

m
ittee ch

airm
an

 [L
o
u
is 

S
tokes, D

em
ocrat of O

hio] w
as w

illing to allow
 such innova-

tion," M
r. Jaw

orski said last w
eek. 

T
o get as m

uch inform
ation as possible into the public 

record, the com
m

ittee abolished the traditional five-m
inute 

tim
e lim

it allow
ed a m

em
ber to question a w

itness. Instead, 
each m

em
ber specialized in an aspect of each assassination 

and exam
ined a w

itness until that aspect had been covered. 
T

h
is larg

ely
 p

rev
en

ted
 scatterg

u
n
 q

u
estio

n
in

g
, o

n
e o

f th
e 

things that eat up tim
e at com

m
ittee hearings. 

W
ith the exception of Jam

es E
arl R

ay, w
ho killed D

r. 
K

ing, the com
m

ittee did not allow
 w

itnesses to read w
ritten 

statem
en

ts in
to

 th
e h

earin
g
 reco

rd
, b

u
t su

b
jected

 th
em

 to
 

trial-like cross-exam
ination. A

nd, in a departure from
 the 

loose form
at of m

ost C
ongressional hearings, the assassina-

tions com
m

ittee began each session w
ith a "neutral narra-

tor" presenting a general background of the issues to be ex-
am

in
ed

 th
at d

ay
. T

h
en

 w
itn

esses w
ere called

 to
 ad

d
ress 

those issues. S
taff attorneys opened the questioning to m

ake 
sure that basic, requisite inform

ation w
as solicited from

 a 
w

itness, then com
m

ittee m
em

bers took over. 



The assassination committee investigations are the 
most expensive in the history of the country, costing $5 mil-
lion in 18 months (although if one applied present-day value to the money the Warren Commission spent in 1964, it would come to about $10 million). 

In spending its money, the commission also broke some 
- new ground. Since it couldn't very well use the facilities of 
the Federal Bureau of investigation, a target of the inquiry, the committee bought scientific and technological expertise 
that some observers considered superior to that of Federal agencies. 

It is widely felt that the Warren Commission failed to 
convince the public because it operated like a Congressional 
committee that met in secret, then published a report with-out public hearings. It was like a grand jury report without a 
trial. The public likewise felt deprived of the full truth when 
James Earl Ray pleaded gulty to killing Dr. King and d trial was avoided. 

The task of the assassinations committee was to conduct two murder investigations, present the case to a.  public •jury" in a responsible trial atmosphere and, the next step, 
to recommend changes for avoiding confusion in reaction to any future assassination attempts. 

Whether or not it fulfilled the assignment to everyone's satisfaction, it has succeeded in showing Congress that it 
does not have to do things as they were done 186 years ago. 
General St. Clair, by the way, was found not to blame for the massacre of his troops — but was allowed to resign from the 
Army. 

Wendell Rawls Jr. is a reporter in the Washington bu-
reau of The New York Times. 


