Marksmanship


11/23/63
Washington -- Defense Department records show that Lee Harvey Oswald, the man charged with the assassination of President Kennedy, qualified as a sharpshooter with the rifle when he was in the Marine Corps.

This is the second rank in the three gradings of shooting ability.  The lowest is marksman, next is sharp-shooter, and then the highest ranking, expert.

Oswald, however, just barely made the sharpshooter qualifying score of 210 to 219.  His score was 212.  He maximum qualifying score is 250.

Police have reported a rifle was used in the shooting of Kennedy.  AP, 1:07, CST

11/23/63
Los Angeles - Lee Harvey Oswald ... became an expert marksman during Marine Corps training at Camp Pendleton six years ago, an ex-sergeant said today.

"He was good with a rifle, but he was such a hothead I was glad when he was finally shipped out for radar training," said Donald Goodwin of Los Angeles.

... Goodwin said he was Oswald's section chief and that the recruit made consistently high scores on the rifle range while undergoing combat training …  AP, 12:43 p.m. CST

11/23/63
Correction, first paragraph: Make it read … became a sharpshooter during …  etc. [sharpshooter instead of expert marksman].  AP, 1:52 p.m. CST

11/23/63
Message from Kansas City eliminating entire story: Goodwin now says, after check of service records, it apparently was another man he knew.  AP, 3:27 p.m. CST

11/24/63
Dallas - Oswald has acknowledged that he was in the schoolbook warehouse at the time a bullet, fired from a rifle equipped with a telescopic sight, plunged through the head of the President as the chief executive and his party moved by at 15 miles an hour.  San Francisco Examiner, Bob Considine, Hearst Headline Service
11/26/63
Washington - From account of statement by Henry Wade: Oswald was an expert marksman.  [The assassin had to be: the distance was 250 feet, the target moving.]  Chronicle, our correspondent

11/26/63
Washington - Sidebar on rifle.  A gun expert today said it would be possible to fire three shots in about it, five seconds with the type of rifle allegedly used to kill President Kennedy.

But he said such rapid and accurate fire as was displayed would seem to require "a true expert, which Oswald didn’t seem to be" on the basis of his record in the Marine Corps.

Leonard Davis, an official in the National Rifle Association, gave these technical opinions in response to a newsman's questions.  ...

... As a Marine, Oswald had barely qualified in the sharpshooter class, the middle of the three classifications in marksmanship.

Davis and some Marine officers in the Pentagon said Oswald would have to have practiced considerably since his release from the Marine Corps four years ago to have maintained and increased in proficiency with small arms.

...Davis, an Ex-Marine, explained that four motions are required for each shot with a bolt action rifle - raise the bolt lever, draw it back, move it forward and move the bolt lever down to lock the cartridge in the breach.

... The cars in the procession were moving slowly, at a few miles an hour, making easier one element of the shooter's problem.

But it was pointed out he needed to shoot at a downward angle, which is more difficult than aiming horizontally. AP, 2:19 p.m. CST

11/29/63
Measured as sniper's work, the shooting was remarkably effective.  The target was moving, 75 yards from the muzzle and about 60 feet lower than the assassin.  Life, p. 32H

11/29/63
[In Russia, Oswald] joined a rifle club and became an expert marksman.  [As a Marine he had made only average scores.]  He later told a Dallas friend:

"One of the things I didn't like about Russia was that the government wouldn't let you own a rifle.  Only shotguns.  So I joined a rifle club."  Life, p. 38, Thomas Thompson

12/4/63
Dallas [12/] - Rifle experts here point out that the time count should begin only after the first bullet had struck.

The assassin had uncounted seconds to find and hold the President in his telescopic sights before firing his first bullet.  However, after having fired his first shot he then had five or five and a half seconds to operate the bolt action for two more shots.

George R. Whittington of Amarillo, TX, who was president of the National Rifle Association in 1958 and 1959, commented on this today.  Reached by telephone in Washington, he said:

"The man starts the interval himself with the first shot.  Therefore, if the interval is five seconds, as some people say it was, he has to fire two shots in five seconds, not three shots.  It is possible, and it can easily be done.  It's no trick at all." New York Times
12/6/63
... from the movie camera's known speed of 18 frames a second - two frames faster than it should have run - it is possible to reconstruct the precise timing and placing and feasibility of the shots.

The first strikes the President, 170 feet away, in the throat; 74 frames later the second fells Governor Connally; 48 frames after that the third, over a distance of 260 feet, hits the President's head.  From first to second shot 4.1 seconds elapse; from second to third, 2.7 seconds - time enough for a trained sharpshooter, even through the bobbing field of a telescopic sight.  …  Life, End to Nagging Rumors, Paul Mandel

12/7/63
Dallas, [12/6] - Oswald was by no means the best shot in the Marines and it is believed that he would have had to use the rifle frequently to achieve a high degree of accuracy.  New York Times, Joseph A. Loftus

12/9/63
...  At 12 Miles an Hour - Given the circumstances, with the President's car moving at only 12 miles an hour the assassin's accuracy is described by the experts as not phenomenal, but much better than could be expected from even a Marine marksman unless he had maintained his skill by practice.

The reason: A target moving at 12 miles an hour travels nearly 2 feet during the tenth of a second that a 6.5-mm bullet takes to travel 250 feet.

Thus the gunman had to "lead" his target - aim for a spot slightly in advance and fire at that spot.  Had he not, he would have missed entirely.

To get the right lead for a slow-moving target is described as much more difficult than hitting a stationary one. ...  U.S. News & World Report, How the President Was Shot, Illustrated, p. 71

12/10/63
Dallas - Special to Times, story on Oswald at the Davis rifle range [paraphrase].  

Floyd Davis, owner of gun range, said three of his customers had told of seeing Oswald practice firing there at three different times.

11/9 or 11/10, noticed by a doctor's son whose name Davis did not know.  Doctor's son noticed gun and its sight, recalled after the assassination where he had seen the alleged death weapon before.

11/9 or 11/10, Howard Price, a machinist and gun expert, according to Davis, helped a man fix a sight on a 6.5 weapon, same type as Oswald's.  Price himself refused to talk, saying it was up to the FBI.

11/17, a man named Slack told Davis of a man shooting rapid fire at a target 100 yards away.  This interested Slack, since rapid fire practice unusual on such ranges.  According to Davis, Slack said someone had handed a rifle wrapped in brown paper over the fence.  This would be noticeable, said Davis, "because you just don't see anyone around here with a rifle wrapped that way."  But he knew of no one else who may have noticed it.

FBI refused to comment in Dallas about Davis' report, but were examining pounds of empty shells they had taken from the Davis range.  New York Times

1/3/64
No attribution. - The FBI did not turn up any shells at the rifle range and have given up the rifle range story.  Lane interview

12/14/63
In the Marines his performance on the rifle range, typically, was better at the start than at the end.  Oswald began by qualifying as a "sharpshooter," with a score of 212 points out of a possible 250.  Two years later he scored a less impressive 191.  Saturday Evening Post, Ben H. Bagdikian

12/14/63
Oswald's marksmanship was astonishing.  He had to shoot downward, a difficult feat.  He shot from a height at which air currents can cause bullets to drift.  His weapon was a cheap, Italian-made bolt-action Mannlicher-Carcano rifle.  Yet he fired so rapidly that his victims scarcely had time to turn their heads.  And each of the three bullets found a mark.  Saturday Evening Post, Ben H. Bagdikian, p. 26

12/14/63
… we dodged cars and went out and stood in the middle lane of Elm Street, just before the second street light; right where the road goes down and, 20 yards farther, starts to go under the overpass.  It was right at this spot, right where this long crack ran through the gray Texas asphalt, that the bullets reached President Kennedy's car. Saturday Evening Post, Ben H. Bagdikian, p. 31

12/15/63
Dallas -- For a Marine, Oswald was a poor hand as a rifleman.  During his first year he barely qualified as a sharpshooter; the second year he barely qualified at all.  He had to score at least 190 to make marksman, the lowest category, and Oswald scored 191.

... on the weekend of 11/9-11/10, and again on 11/17, - and maybe even on 11/20 - he went to the Sportsdrome public gun range at nearby Grand Prairie to practice with his rifle.  He worked hard at it, and acquired an amazing degree of proficiency.  His skill fascinated others who frequented the range; consistently tight groups of bullet holes clustered in the bulls-eyes of target after target.  At up to 100 yards, they recalled, Oswald was deadly.  AP, Jules Loh

12/23/63
Had Oswald been at a suburban rifle range with another man - as witnesses in Dallas said - to take target practice the two weekends before the killing?  The FBI said privately that it had no proof, it didn't mention the matter in its report. Newsweek, p. 20

12/30/63
... The presidential car was moving slowly enough for one rifleman to keep it in his field of fire during the time involved.  Much has been made of differing press accounts that put the speed of the car as high as 25 miles an hour and as low as 12 miles an hour.

Films show the car moving very slowly, until after the last shot.  All the other circumstances indicate a slow moving auto. ... U.S. News & World Report, As Warren Inquiry Starts -- -Latest on the Assassination, p. 28

1/3/64
No attribution - The FBI did not turn up any shells at the rifle range and have given up the rifle range story.  Lane interview

2/21/64
His marksmanship record indicates he was only a fair shot, although the Marine courses are notably difficult and anyone who qualifies in them must be able to handle a rifle proficiently.  He qualified as a sharpshooter with a score of 212, shooting at distances of 200, 300 and 500 yards.  A score of 190 to 209 earns a Marine a qualification as marksman; 210 to 219, a sharpshooter; 220 to 250, an expert.  On an easier course, where recruits fired at targets 200 and 300 yards away, he barely qualified with 191.  He fired the M-1 rifle on both courses.  Life

3/64
The rifle which killed President Kennedy, as all the world has been told, was a Mannlicher-Carcano 1938.  As is well known by now, European experts - including technicians of the Beretta Company which manufactured it and Italian army instructors who used it during World War II say that this type of rifle does not lend itself to three accurate shots within five or six seconds.  Other experts - in Sweden and the United States disagree.  But practically every expert who thinks it possible for such a rifle to achieve so high a degree of rapid-fire accuracy also says that it would require a crack shot, one who was intimate with the weapon and was practicing on it constantly.

...  Lee Oswald was considered a good shot during his service with the Marines, but far from a champion, and even a champion, everybody agreed, would have to practice regularly to do as well as President Kennedy's assassin did.  [image: image1.png]


Commentary, Leo Sauvage

5/30/64
Dallas - Television station KRLD said today that the Warren Commission's Report would show that the first bullet hit both the President and Governor John B. Connally, Jr. and that the third shot went wild.

… In a copyrighted story, KRLD said it had also learned that the Commission's Report ... would show the following:

The first bullet traveled 168 feet before it hit, the second 207 feet.

There was an interval of 4½ seconds between the first and second shots, and about 2½ seconds between the, second and third shots, and experts contend a crack marksman could have fired all three in the time it took the assassin to fire the first two.  New York Times, AP
8/64
... There was a persistent rumor that John was the real target of the assassin and the President was killed by accident, but I do not believe that.  For one thing, John has traveled all over this enormous state for two years - without security guards and more openly than when he was with the President.  Anyone who had wanted to harm h him would not have waited till he was flanked by the Secret Service.  And then, since no one else in the car was hit, I think we have to assume the marksmanship was accurate.  ...  McCall’s, Since That Day in Dallas, Mrs. John Connally, as told to Michael Drury, pp. 79-142

11/23/64
Washington - Sidelights story on release of supplements.

Marksman Oswald: A former Marine testified Oswald was not skilled in handling or firing a rifle during his service in the corps.

Nelson Delgado, who served with Oswald at Santa Ana, CA, in 1958-59, said Oswald missed the target completely many times on the firing range and barely qualified in the lowest category, Marksman.  AP
6/13/66
As a Marine recruit, Oswald had received intensive training in all forms of small-arms fire.  Twice he was tested and rated on a rifle range. ...  In 5/59, in his second test, … his ... rating indicated he was "a rather poor shot," according to the testimony of Lt. Col. A.G. Folsom, Jr., head of the records branch of the U.S. Marine Corps.

One of the most striking features of the Commission's final report is the legerdemain by which this "rather poor shot" is converted into a superb marksman.  This transformation was performed with the assistance of Major Eugene D. Anderson, Marine Corps marksmanship expert.  Considering all these factors, said the Major, "... As compared to a civilian who had not received this intensive training, he would be considered a good to excellent shot."  In other words, if you compared Oswald with a civilian who had never been trained to shoot, Oswald would look pretty good and so, the Commission implied, the "rather poor shot" was really an "excellent" one.  The Nation, Fred J. Cook, p. 712

6/13/66
Discussion of defect in telescopic sight.

… Other witnesses … testified it was inconceivable that Oswald's cheap Japanese sight, jolting around in the back of a station wagon all the way from New Orleans to Dallas and later being moved from place to place in the Paine garage, would not have developed wayward tendencies of which Oswald himself could not have been aware without test-firing the gun.  He apparently never did so.

Yet the commission record turns this defect, which would make accurate sighting impossible, into an aid to accuracy.  The tendency of the rifle to shoot high, Frazier explained, would virtually eliminate the necessity to "lead" the target, and the quirk that resulted in the rifle's throwing shots to the right might also have been an advantage, because the curve of Elm Street would help to bring the target into line.  Of course, all such fancy theories depend upon the supposition that Oswald was such an ignorant marksman he would not attempt to lead his target or compensate for the Elm Street curve; for, if he had tried to make such routine allowances, without having previously test-fired the rifle, he would have insured a set of misses.  The Nation, Fred J. Cook, p. 714

6/13/66
Detailed discussion of firing tests made of the Carcano by FBI and the Army's Ballistics Research Laboratory, pointing out inadequate standards for comparisons firing at stationary targets, tests primarily for speed, with only secondary attention to accuracy, etc.; test results given.

FBI test: ... This fastest, bolt-action-only time [a statistic that does not reflect accuracy or the necessity to adjust to a moving target] thus became the commission's standard in deciding that Oswald could readily have performed the deed attributed to him.

Army test:  … Only one of the three championship marksmen - and he only on one round and firing at still targets - had matched the firing time attributed to Oswald.

... On this basis, Oswald would have accomplished something beyond the capacity of the fastest trigger fingers the Commission could find.

… The investigation in Dallas had left the Commission with just one suspect, Lee Harvey Oswald.  And the Commission, it would seem, lacking other evidence, decided that Oswald and his capabilities had to fit the case, ignoring the alternate conclusion that, if they simply would not fit, there had to be another explanation.  The Nation, Fred J. Cook, pp. 714, 715

9/30/66
... You have apparently overlooked the fact that in the time it takes to fire 3 shots, it is only necessary to operate the bolt twice.

[Writer himself overlooks fact that this provide no time in which to aim the first shot, which had to be done as the car emerged from under an oak tree.]  Time, letter to the editor, Frederick T. Wehr, Baltimore, p. 16

10/16/66
p. 56 - Question. You say there was time for three shots within the time sequence established by the Zapruder films and the time required for working the bolt action of the rifle?

That is correct.  The time span ran between 4.8 and 5.6 seconds, from the instant of the neck wound, assuming the President responded immediately, to the impact of the head wound.  The rifle could be fired as rapidly as 2.3 seconds between shots. ... When you fire three times, the first shot is not taken into account in the timing sequence.  This point is missed repeatedly by the would-be critics of the Commission Report.

For example, aim is taken: Bang! - at least 2.3 seconds must pass while the bolt action is worked and aim is taken again; bang! - 2.3 seconds again for bolt action and aim; bang!  So that three shots can be fired within a 4.6-second range of time.

[Specter goes on to say, p. 58, that Oswald was a "reasonably good shot" by Marine standards, and that aiming would not have been a difficult matter.  Explanation does not take into account the fact that target emerged from behind tree and allowance should be made for aiming for first shot.]  U.S. News & World Report, Interview of Arlen Specter

10/12/66
Aberdeen, MD - The Army has designed a new target that shoots back at soldiers on the rifle range.

... The amount of stress affects not only a rifleman's accuracy, but also his rate of fire and the time it takes him to fire his first round, according to scientists at the Army's Human Engineering Laboratories here.  New York Times

1/30/67
London - Account of BBC 4-hour debate among Lane, Belin and Specter, with Lord Devlin and Alexander Bickel of Yale acting as judges.  They agreed Lane [whose film was having its British premiere] produced no new evidence, but Devlin disagreed with Bickel's opinion that the question should be reopened.

A British Royal Marine fired a Carcano three times in 2.6 seconds on the first try, and in 3.9 seconds on the second try.  The FBI said it took their experts 2.3 seconds to fire it twice.

However the Marine was firing blanks and presumably did not have to take aim, although the story says nothing about taking aim or not.  New York Times
12/17/67
Robert Oswald, in WFAA-TV interview, says he still "at this particular time" thinks `Lee alone shot JFK but suspects someone planted the idea in his head, and thinks the Warren Commission did not prove Lee had the necessary practice to do the shooting.  Had never fired a high-powered bolt action in his life before, nor had used a telescopic sight.  AP, Ao55dn 440pcs

