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Assassination Theorists

A Day in the Sun for Doubters of the Warren Cdmmiséion |

By Myra MacPherson

They come into the House Assassination
Committee hearings lugging suitcases of ma-
terial. They take notes, stare intently at wit-
nesses and charts and photographs and end-
less reruns of the famous Zapruder film
showing President John F. Kennedys head
explode as a bullet strikes.

For years they belonged to a nether world,
generally scorned by the serious. But in the
skeptical post-Watergate era—with polls

showing a majority of Americans doubting

the widely disputed Warren Commission find-
ings—they are today at least acknowledged,
if not necessarily believed, by the establish-
ment politicians conducting the hearings.
Loosely defined as the “critical community”
they are vehement disbelievers of the War-
ren Commission Report finding that Lee
Harvey Oswald acted alone.

Within this group, the range of dlssent and

credibility is enormous..

“We find
being lumped as a group; we like to think
we represent the more rational wing,” said
one member of the Assassination Informa-
tion Bureau (AIB). About half-a-dozen AIB
members work out of a Washington office

it extremely uncomfortable -

crammed with assassination files. They pro-

pound their theories at salaries of $50 a weék ,

from private donations.

But Harold Weisberg, longtime Warren - °
cominission eritic, and author of several as-
sassination books, says “there is not one ex--

* pert” among the AIB ‘Weisberg is purposely: -.-
~absent from the pack of adozen or so critics”
at the hearings. The former ‘Senate investi-
- tigator and Frederick, Md. poultry farmer
feels the committee is deliberately “white-"

washing” the evidence by . skirting crucial
questions. He also says of the critics, #There
isn’'t sufficient unity to refer to us as a com-

. munity. I believe most are irresponsible,

well-motivated but unsuited, while a large
number are either eﬁo-mo’mated or crack-
pots.”

Some will tell you with absolute serious-.

ness and conviction that the so-called “um-
brella man” ’spotted in the Zapruder film,
shot a ‘poison dart into the.throat of the
president via_ his umbrella-weapon Others
list an army of conspirators the size of the
Normandy invasion—from J. Edgar Hoover

and Richard Nixon and Gerald Ford to right: . .
wing Americans and Cubans and the CIA -

and the Mafia.
See ASSASSINATION, B3, Col. I
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The Kennedy a&%&:n&o? center, and clockwise from top left, R.B. Cutler and Ric
G. Robert Blakey, and Robert Katz. , :




ASSASSINATION, From Bl

“Forget the name Lee Harvey Os-
wald. He was just a patsy,” said one
theorist at the hearings. Some see a
conspiracy behind everything and con-
tend with arched eyebrows that news-
papers do not print their ideas be-
cause of “organized suppression.”

The more respectable refuse to dab-
ble in conspiracy speculation but
seriously question from available evi-
dence as do many, including John
Connally’s wife, Nellie, who was in
the hmousme—the theory that a
single bullet passed through Kennedy
and wounded Connally in the jump
seat in front of the president. This is
erucial to the case because, if it was

aot a single bullet, one assassin could -

1ot have had the time to fire the two
shots.

For the .next month, these assassi-
“ation buffs—who like to call them-
selves “researchers”—and others fol-
.owing the story will be caught in a
wurious time warp that both compels
ind repels many, sifting a 15-year-old
disaster .and the discrepancies sur-
rounding it as if it were yesterday. -

For many in the “critical com-
munity,” pouring over the facts and
pseudo-facts _has been a fulltime,
decade long obsessmn.

“Some have exhausted their own
money to' publish books of theories
unacceptable to most publishers. Oth-
ers have made a living by giving lec-

tures' around the world, writing arti- '

cles, colléeting a small following.
I like to think Pm being looked at
more as a prophet than a crank,” says

30-year-old AIB member Robert Katz.

He handed-out leaflets at the hearings
on points the AIB feels the committee

will ignore—famong other things, what
Katz terms “the framing of Lee Har-
vey Oswald” based on “lack of incri-
minating evidence.”

Ka'tz and others chafed at the com-
mittee’s choice of Robert Groden, a
32-year-old photo-optical technician, as
the sole representer of their world.

Groden testified that films showing
Kennedy’s head violently wrenching
to the back ‘of the limousine “would
seem to indicate” that he was shot
form the front, not behind—a theory
which a panel of medical experts later
refuted. Katz agreed with Groden on
that point. Katz dismissed, however, a
blob at the bottom of one fﬂm—whlch
Groden says he believes is a man pos-

‘sibly holding a rifle—as a “Rorschach

test for anyone’s paranoia. If you
stare at anything long enough, you
can believe anything.”

Some of the more conservative the-
orists feel Groden’s testimony reflects
on them by putting forth .easily as-
sailed “far-out” theories. (Not a few
people question whether the commit-
tee didn’t pick him for just that
purpose.)

A few years ago, Groden became 2
mini-celebrity with a {raveling road
show, teaming with comedian Dick
Gregory to show his slides and films
and appearing on the new defunct
“Goodnight America.” He was lavishly
praised by chief counsel G. Robert
Blakey, as playing “no small part in
convincing many members of Con-
gress that the Kennedy case should be
reopened.”

. The far end of the spectrum is rep-
resented by men like R. B. Cutler, a

“"-congenial New England architect in
white bucks, seersucker suit and bow:

tie, who has peppered the committee
with his drawings and theories. “How
can any one person speak for all of
us?” he sniffed. Cornering one mem-
ber of the committee at the end of a
session, Cutler said, “Hi . .. 'm the
‘umbrella man’ theorist.” The staffer
said, “Oh yes ... I've read all your
stuff.”

Cutler then eagerly pursued ‘the
man down the corridor, trying to get
his day in the sun as well. Cutler’s ma-
terial places “the umbrella man” as
one of several assassins. “Of course,
he shot the “flechette’ or poison dart
from the umbrella as he twirled it,”
said Cutler. “Not too many people be-
lieve that theory.” )

Cutler says, however, that “no one
would talk to me until after Water-
gate. Then some thought, ‘Just maybe
you’re right about our government
and- conspiracies’ ” Seated with him
was Richard Sprague, an expert on as-
sassination photographs and once a
consultant to the committee. He be-
lieves the assassinations of Kennedy,
Martin Luther King and Robert Ken-
nedy were all part of a government-in-
spired plot. Sprague said “my brother
wouldn’t talk to me for years.” Cutler
said, “Your brother? My wife wouldn’t
talk to me.”

Like most critics, Sprague said he
started 1o examine the evidence, saw
a number of troubling inconsistencies
and got hooked. “More than a decade
ago, I started cataloging, analyzing
and compiling a photo. system and I
just put my foot in quicksand and
have never been able:to pull it out.”

The mysterious “umbrella man”
long has been a subject of discussion.
Photographs taken at the time of the
assassination show a man opening a




black umbrella, although the sun was
shining as the motorcade turned in
front of the book depository. On the
Zapruder film he can be seen moving
the umbrella up and down rapidly as
Kennedy’s limousine passes. At the
point when the bullet hits the presi-
dent, and other spectators dive for
cover, several photos show the um-
brella man calmly sitting on the curb
and being joined by another man.
Many “researchers” have alleged that
he could have been a signal man for
an assassination team. Others see the
“ambrella man” as a “ridiculous” di-
version from important evidence.

“That man has been found and has
an explanation,” said one committee
staffer. “He was pumping it up and
down to protest Kennedy’s father’s
dealings with pro-Nazi sympathizer
Neville  «Chamberlain.” (Britain’s
prime minister at the outbreak of the
war was often caricatured as carrying
an umbrella.) As his listener stared,
the staffer said, “I admit it’s subtle,”
but indicated that the commitiee be-
lieved the explanation.

Blakey has incurred the wrath of
some of the press for his gag rule and
for what seems a rather grandiose
narration at the beginning of each
day’s hearings. He refuses to talk
about the hearings wuntil they are
over.

Some people have speculated that
the hearings will be more of a circus
than. a ecatharsis. “How can anyone
say that until they’ve heard all the
evidence?” Blakey asks. “This is not
a ‘Kojak’ program where you intro-
duce the characters, create a conflict
and resolve everything in an hour
with 15 minutes of commercials.”

‘One Capitol Hill policeman as-

signed to the hearing room displayed

his own brand of cynicism. “I think
the Warren Commission bungled it
and I don’t think we’re ever going to

get the answers. You know why I .

think they’re holding these hearings
now? Because, come November, all
those voters are going to say, ‘Oh
yeah, I remember that congressman.
I saw him on television.’ It’s strictly
politics.”

As the critics follow the ing .and
outs of the testimony, they talk. flu-
ently about bullet trajectories . and
autopsy reports, how long it takes to
load and fire a rifle, whether . the
bullet found on the stretcher was a
plant. They mull over evidence they
feel points to an assassin shooting
from another window, and-ponder the
Oswald-Jack Ruby connection.

Some of them gloomily predict the
committee—which has already spent
more than $2.5 million—will come to
the same conclusion as the Warren
Commission. “With Gerald Ford
[a member of the Warren Commis-
sion] scheduled {o testify, theyre

“hardly going to zap the Commis-

sion,” one said. Others feel-that pub-
lic hearings, no matter how inconclu-
sive, are some sort of plus “as op-
posed to the blindness imposed by
the trauma of the time,” as Katz puts
it. :

And for some doubters, the hear-
ings ultimately will be a beginning
rather than an end. Weisberg, sitting
in front of his TV set, already has a
milelong list of grievances against
the committee. ; :

“The right questions are just not be-
ing asked They’re. asking unimportant

t e

4 questions about. the rifle scope, ignor-

ing the crucial question: Was, the
scope mounted at the time of the-as-
sassination in a manner that permit-
ted accurate firing? L

The answer is no. When tested,
some of the best shots in the world
have been unable to reenact the shots
the way Oswald would have had to
make them.

“They never even cared to establish
Jjust where the bullet on the stretcher
came from—and there was available
testimony on that in the Warren Com-
mission report. Darrell Tomlinson, a
hospital engineer, said he found it af-
ter it was jarred from underneath a -
stretcher mattress and would _ have
been impossible to have fallen there
naturally.” .

David Lifton, a non-believer in the
single bullet theory, now appears on
WETA'’s broadcasts of the hearifgs as
a critie. He is troubled by the “vast di-
vergencies” of testimony so far. In
person, he was no less vehement. ““If
there is an entry wound in the front
of the throat, as Dr. Perry has testi-
fied, then where’s the bullet? It’s riot
on the X-ray. If he’s right, the X-ray is
a fraud.”- o

Lifton ‘was pelting ideas such '&s,
“Why was the earlier autopsy draft
burned?” At the same time” ‘he
adroitly slipped in that he has a book
about to be published.

He is among the critics who "seem
destined not to disappear after. this
hearing. They are scrutinizing the ma-
terial for a new barrage of refutation
~—thinking ahead to papers and books
and lectures and appearances to come,
they hope, long after these hearings.
have concluded. .




