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      To the memory of my father,

Peter Warren Shenon,

whose kindheartedness and sense of fair play

were nurtured in the California

that Earl Warren created.
      




      
      
“The assassination of John Fitzgerald Kennedy on November 22, 1963, was a cruel and shocking act of violence directed against
         a man, a family, a nation, and against all mankind.”
      

      The final report of the President’s Commission
on the Assassination of President John F. Kennedy,
September 24, 1964

      QUESTION: Did he tell you anything about his trip to Mexico City?
      

      MARINA OSWALD: Yes, he told me that he had visited the two embassies, that he had received nothing, that the people who are there are too
         much—too bureaucratic.
      

      QUESTION: Did you ask him what he did the rest of the time?
      

      MRS. OSWALD: Yes, I think he said that he visited a bull fight, that he spent most of his time in museums, and that he did some sightseeing.
      

      QUESTION: Did he tell you about anyone that he met there?
      

      MRS. OSWALD: No. He said that he did not like the Mexican girls.
      

      Testimony of Marina Oswald
to the President’s Commission,
February 3, 1964
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      Prologue

      There is no way to know exactly when Charles William Thomas began to think about suicide. Who could really know such a thing?
         Years later, congressional investigators could offer only their strong suspicions about what had finally led Thomas, a former
         American diplomat who had spent most of his career in Africa and Latin America, to kill himself. On Monday, April 12, 1971,
         at about four p.m., he put a gun to his head on the second floor of his family’s modest rented house, near the shores of the
         Potomac River, in Washington, DC. His wife, downstairs, thought at first that the boiler had exploded.
      

      Certainly two years earlier, in the summer of 1969, Thomas had reason to be disheartened. He was forty-seven years old, with
         a wife and two young daughters to support, and he knew his career at the State Department was over. It was official, even
         though he still could not fathom why he was being forced out of a job that he loved and that he thought—that he knew—he did well. The department long had an “up or out” policy for members of the diplomatic corps, similar to the military.
         Either you were promoted up the ranks or your career was over. And since he had been denied a promotion to another embassy
         abroad or to a supervisor’s desk in Washington, Thomas was “selected out,” to use the department’s Orwellian terminology for
         being fired. After eighteen fulfilling, mostly happy years wandering the globe on behalf of his country, he was told he had
         no job.
      

      At first, he thought it must be a mistake, his wife, Cynthia, said. His personnel records were exemplary, including a recent
         inspection report that described him as “one of the most valuable officers” in the State Department, whose promotion was “long overdue.” After
         he was formally “selected out,” however, there was no easy way to appeal the decision. And Thomas, a proud, often stoical
         man, found it demoralizing even to try. He had already begun boxing up his belongings in his office and wondering if, at his
         age, it would be possible to begin a new career.
      

      He did have one piece of unfinished business with the department before he departed. And on July 25, 1969, he finished typing
         up a three-page memo, and a one-page cover letter, that he addressed to his ultimate boss at the department: William P. Rogers,
         President Nixon’s secretary of state. Colleagues might have told Thomas it was presumptuous for a midlevel diplomat to write
         directly to the secretary, but Thomas had reason to believe that going to Rogers was his only real hope of getting someone’s
         attention. Thomas was not trying to save his job; it was too late for that, he told his family. Instead, the memo was a final
         attempt to resolve what had been—apart from the puzzle of his dismissal—the biggest, most confounding mystery of his professional
         life. Rogers was new to the State Department, sworn in only six months earlier along with the rest of Nixon’s cabinet. Thomas
         hoped Rogers might be willing to second-guess the career diplomats at the department who—for nearly four years—had ignored
         the remarkable story that Thomas kept trying to tell them.
      

      At the top of every page of the memo, Thomas typed—and underlined—the word “CONFIDENTIAL.”

      “Dear Mr. Secretary,” he began. “In winding up my affairs at the Department of State, there is a pending matter which I believe
         merits your attention.”
      

      The memo had a title: “Subject: Investigation of Lee Harvey Oswald in Mexico.”

      His tone was formal and polite, which was certainly in character for Charles William Thomas, who used his middle name in official
         correspondence to avoid confusion with another Charles W. Thomas who worked at the department. He wanted to be remembered
         as a diplomat—to be diplomatic—to the end. He knew his memo outlined potentially explosive national-security information,
         and he wanted to be careful not to be perceived as reckless. He had no interest in leaving the State Department with a reputation
         of being some sort of crazy conspiracy theorist. At the end of the 1960s, there were plenty of craven, headline-grabbing “truth-seekers”
         peddling conspiracies about President Kennedy’s assassination. Thomas did not want to be lumped in with them in the history
         books—or in the classified personnel archives of the State Department, for that matter. His memo contained no language suggesting
         the personal demons that would lead him to take his life two years later.
      

      Secretary Rogers would have had easy access to the details of Thomas’s career, and they were impressive. Thomas was a self-made
         man, orphaned as a boy in Texas and raised in the home of an older sister in Fort Wayne, Indiana. He served as a navy fighter
         pilot in World War II, then enrolled at Northwestern University in Evanston, Illinois, where he earned both a bachelor’s and
         a law degree. Foreign languages came easily; he was fluent in French and Spanish and, over the years, developed a working
         knowledge of German, Italian, Portuguese, and Creole; the last had been valuable during a diplomatic posting in Haiti. After
         Northwestern, he studied in Europe and received a doctorate in international law at the University of Paris. In 1951, he joined
         the State Department and served initially in hardship posts in West Africa, where, despite several severe bouts of malaria,
         he was remembered for his good humor and enthusiasm. His friends said he was “the diplomat from central casting”—six feet
         tall, blond, preppy handsome, articulate, and charming. Early in his career, colleagues assumed he was destined to achieve
         the rank of ambassador, running his own embassy.
      

      In 1964, Thomas was named a political officer in the United States embassy in Mexico, where he was posted for nearly three
         years. Mexico City was considered an especially important assignment in the 1960s since the city was a Cold War hot spot—Latin
         America’s answer to Berlin or Vienna. There were big Cuban and Soviet embassies, the largest in Latin America for both Communist
         governments. And the activities of Cuban and Soviet diplomats, and the many spies posing as diplomats, could be closely monitored
         by the United States with the assistance of Mexico’s normally cooperative police agencies. The CIA believed that the Russian
         embassy in Mexico was the KGB’s base for “wet operations”—assassinations, in the CIA’s jargon—in the Western Hemisphere. (It
         would have been too risky for the KGB to run those operations out of the Russian embassy in Washington.) Mexico City had itself
         been the scene of Kremlin-ordered violence in the past. In 1940, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin dispatched assassins to Mexico
         City to kill his rival Leon Trotsky, who was living there in exile.
      
Mexico City’s reputation as a center of Cold War intrigue was cemented by the disclosure that Lee Harvey Oswald had visited
         the city only several weeks before the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in Dallas on Friday, November 22, 1963.
         Details about Oswald’s Mexico trip were revealed in news reports published within days of the president’s murder, giving birth
         to some of the first serious conspiracy theories about foreign involvement in the assassination. Everything about Oswald’s
         stay in Mexico, which had reportedly lasted six days, was suspicious. A self-proclaimed Marxist, Oswald, who did not hide
         his Communist leanings even while serving in the U.S. Marine Corps, visited both the Cuban and Soviet embassies in Mexico
         City. It appeared he had gone there to get visas that would allow him, ultimately, to defect to Cuba. It would be his second
         defection attempt. He had tried to renounce his American citizenship when he traveled to the Soviet Union in 1959, only to
         decide to return to the United States from Russia three years later, saying that he had come to disdain Moscow’s brand of
         Communism, with its petty corruptions and mazelike bureaucracy. He hoped Fidel Castro and his followers in Havana would prove
         more loyal to the ideals of Marx.
      

      In September 1964, the presidential commission led by Chief Justice Earl Warren that investigated Kennedy’s assassination,
         known to the public from the start as the Warren Commission, identified Oswald as the assassin and concluded that he had acted
         alone. In a final report at the end of a ten-month investigation, the seven-member panel said that it had uncovered no evidence
         of a conspiracy, foreign or domestic. “The commission has found no evidence that anyone assisted Oswald in planning or carrying
         out the assassination,” the report declared. While the commission could not establish Oswald’s motives for the assassination
         with certainty, the report suggested that he was emotionally disturbed and might have decided to kill the president because
         of “deep-rooted resentment of all authority” and an “urge to try to find a place in history.”
      

      And in the final days of his employment at the State Department in the summer of 1969, those were the conclusions that Charles
         Thomas wanted someone in the government to revisit. Was it possible that the Warren Commission had it wrong? Thomas’s memo
         to Secretary of State Rogers outlined information about Oswald’s 1963 Mexico visit that “threatened to reopen the debate about
         the true nature of the Kennedy assassination and damage the credibility of the Warren Report. … Since I was the embassy officer who acquired this intelligence information, I feel a responsibility for seeing it through to its final evaluation,”
         he explained. “Under the circumstances, it is unlikely that any further investigation of this matter will ever take place
         unless it is ordered by a high official in Washington.”
      

      The details of what Thomas had learned were so complex that he felt the need to number each paragraph in the memo. He enclosed
         several other documents that were full of references to accented Spanish-language names and obscure locations in Mexico City;
         they offered a complicated time line of long-ago events. His central message, however, was this: the Warren Commission had
         overlooked—or never had a chance to see—intelligence suggesting that a plot to kill Kennedy might have been hatched, or at
         least encouraged, by Cuban diplomats and spies stationed in the Mexican capital, and that Oswald was introduced to this nest
         of spies in September 1963 by a vivacious young Mexican woman who was a fellow champion of Castro’s revolution.
      

      The woman, Thomas was told, had briefly been Oswald’s mistress in Mexico City.

      As he wrote the memo, Thomas must have realized again how improbable—even absurd—this might all sound to his soon-to-be former
         colleagues at the State Department. If any of his information was right, how could the Warren Commission have missed it?
      

      In the body of the memo, he identified, by name, the principal source of his information: Elena Garro de Paz, a popular and
         critically acclaimed Mexican novelist of the 1960s. Her fame was enhanced by her marriage to one of Mexico’s most celebrated
         writers and poets, Octavio Paz, who later won the Nobel Prize in Literature. A sharp-witted, mercurial woman, Garro, who was
         in her midforties when she met Thomas, spoke several languages and had lived in Europe for years before returning to Mexico
         in 1963. She had done graduate work at both the University of California at Berkeley and, like Thomas, the University of Paris.
      

      The two had become friends on Mexico City’s lively social circuit and, in December 1965, she offered the American diplomat
         a tantalizing story. She revealed—reluctantly, Thomas said—that she had encountered Oswald at a party of Castro sympathizers
         during his visit in the fall of 1963.
      

      It had been a “twist party”—Chubby Checker’s hit song was wildly popular in Mexico, too—and Oswald was not the only American
         there, Garro said. He had been in the company of two young “beatnik” American men. “The three were evidently friends, because she saw them by chance the next day walking down the street together,” Thomas
         wrote. At the party, Oswald wore a black sweater and “tended to be silent and stared a lot at the floor,” Garro recalled.
         She did not talk to any of the Americans or learn their names. She said she learned Oswald’s name only after seeing his photograph
         in Mexican newspapers and on television after the assassination.
      

      A senior Cuban diplomat was also at the party, she said. Eusebio Azque, who held the title of consul, ran the embassy’s visa
         office. (In the memo, Thomas said that Azque’s other duties included espionage; the U.S. embassy believed he was a high-ranking
         officer in Castro’s spy service, the Dirección General de Inteligencia, or DGI.) It was Azque’s consular office in Mexico
         City that Oswald had visited in hopes of obtaining a Cuban visa.
      

      Garro, a fierce anti-Communist, loathed the Cuban diplomat. Before Kennedy’s assassination, she said, she had heard Azque
         speak openly of his hope that someone would kill the American president, given the threat that Kennedy posed to the survival
         of the Castro government. The October 1962 Cuban missile crisis, and the bungled CIA-sponsored Bay of Pigs invasion a year
         before that, would have been fresh in Azque’s memory. Garro recalled a party at which she and other guests overheard a “heated
         discussion” in which Azque supported the view that “the only solution was to kill him”—President Kennedy.
      

      Also at the party, Garro said, was a notably pretty twenty-five-year-old Mexican woman who worked for Azque at the consulate:
         Silvia Tirado de Duran, who was related to Garro by marriage. Duran was an outspoken Socialist and a supporter of Castro,
         which helped explain how she had gotten a job working for the Cubans. Thomas found a copy of the Warren Commission report
         in the embassy’s library and could see that Duran’s name appeared dozens of times in its pages; the commission determined
         it was Duran who had dealt with Oswald during his visits to the Cuban mission in Mexico. She had helped him fill out his visa
         application, and it appeared that she had gone out of her way to assist him. Duran’s name and phone number were found in a
         notebook seized among Oswald’s belongings.
      

      Garro told Thomas that she never liked Duran, both because of Duran’s left-wing politics and because of what Garro described
         as the younger woman’s scandalous personal life. Duran was married to Garro’s cousin, but it was widely rumored in Mexico City that she had had a torrid affair three years earlier with Cuba’s ambassador to Mexico,
         who was also married; the ambassador had offered to leave his wife to be with Duran. “Garro has never had anything to do with
         Silvia, whom she detests and considers a whore,” Thomas wrote. (It would later be determined that the CIA had both Duran and
         the ambassador under surveillance in Mexico; the agency would claim it could document the affair.)
      

      It was only after the Kennedy assassination, Garro said, that she learned that Duran had briefly taken Oswald as a lover.
         Garro told Thomas that Duran had not only bedded Oswald, she had introduced him around town to Castro’s supporters, Cubans
         and Mexicans alike. It was Duran who had arranged Oswald’s invitation to the dance party. “She was his mistress,” Garro insisted.
         She told Thomas that “it was common knowledge that Silvia Duran was the mistress of Oswald.”
      

      Thomas asked Garro if she had told this story to anyone else. She explained that, for nearly a year after the assassination,
         she had kept quiet, fearing her information might somehow endanger her safety, as well as the safety of her twenty-six-year-old
         daughter, who also remembered seeing Oswald at the party. In the fall of 1964, however, just after the Warren Commission had
         ended its investigation, she found the nerve to meet with American embassy officials in Mexico City and tell them what she
         knew. To her surprise, she said, she heard nothing from the embassy after that.
      

      In his memo to the secretary of state, Thomas was careful to acknowledge this might all be fiction, offered up to him by an
         exceptionally talented writer of fiction. Garro, he admitted, had a reputation for a vivid imagination, and her politics might
         color her perceptions; it was possible that she had simply mistaken another young man at the party for Oswald. “I knew Garro
         to be something of a professional anti-Communist who tended to see a Communist plot behind any untoward political event,”
         Thomas wrote. “A careful investigation of these allegations could perhaps explain them away.” Still, there was a need for
         another review of her story, he said. “It would be easy and convenient to sweep this matter under the rug by claiming that
         Miss Garro is an unreliable informant since she is emotional, opinioned and artistic,” he wrote. “But on the basis of the
         facts that I have presented, I believe that, on balance, the matter warrants further investigation.”
      

      According to his memo, Thomas’s senior colleagues in the embassy knew all about Garro’s claims because he had told them. He wrote them long reports after each of his conversations with her
         in 1965. He set aside part of Christmas Day that year to write a memo—it was dated December 25—recounting what he had heard
         that morning from her at a holiday party. He made sure his memos went straight to Winston “Win” Scott, the CIA’s station chief
         in Mexico. The courtly, Alabama-born Scott, then fifty-six years old, had sources at the highest levels of the Mexican government,
         including a series of Mexican presidents who sought his protection and whose top aides became some of the CIA’s best-paid
         informants in the country. Many Mexican officials saw Scott, who took up his post in 1956, as far more powerful than any of
         the American ambassadors he had worked with. His deputies knew he also wielded extraordinary influence back at CIA headquarters
         in Langley, Virginia, in part because of his decades-long friendship with James Jesus Angleton, the CIA’s counterintelligence
         director—the agency’s chief “mole hunter.” Both men had been with the CIA since its founding in 1947.
      

      In his memo to Rogers, Thomas said that Scott and others in the embassy did not pursue the information tying Oswald to the
         Cubans. After initial expressions of interest, Scott essentially ignored what Thomas had learned, even when Thomas tried to
         raise the questions again in 1967, as he prepared to leave Mexico for a new posting in Washington.
      

      Thomas acknowledged that “even if all the allegations in the attached memo were true, they would not, in themselves, prove
         that there was a conspiracy to assassinate President Kennedy.” But he concluded his letter to Rogers by warning of the danger
         to the government if Garro’s allegations, unproven but uninvestigated, became known outside the State Department and the CIA.
         “If they were ever made public, those who have tried to discredit the Warren Report could have a field day in speculating
         about their implications,” Thomas wrote. “The credibility of the Warren Report would be damaged all the more if it were learned
         that these allegations were known and never adequately investigated.”
      

      Thomas’s last day of employment at the State Department was July 31, 1969, only six days after the date on his memo to Secretary
         Rogers. It is not clear from the department’s records if Thomas was immediately informed about what happened next with his
         memo, but the department did pass on his information—to the CIA. On August 29, in a letter stamped CONFIDENTIAL, the State Department’s Division of Protective Security wrote to the CIA and asked for an appraisal of Thomas’s material. It provided the agency with Thomas’s memo, along with several
         supporting documents.
      

      A little less than three weeks later, the CIA sent back its curt reply. It read, in full: “Subject: Charles William Thomas.
         Reference is made to your memorandum of 28 August 1969. We have examined the attachments, and see no need for further action.
         A copy of this reply has been sent to the Federal Bureau of Investigation and the United States Secret Service.” The memo
         was signed by Angleton, the CIA counterintelligence chief, and one of his deputies, Raymond Rocca. Thomas was notified of
         the CIA’s rebuff and, as far as he knew, that was where the paper trail stopped; apparently, nothing more was to be done.
      

      After his suicide two years later, the Washington Post published a 186-word obituary that made only a passing reference to how Thomas had died: “Police said the cause of death
         was gunshot wounds.” (Actually, his death certificate identified only one gunshot wound—to his right temple.) After pleas
         from his family, congressional investigators reviewed his personnel files and determined that Thomas had been “selected out”
         from the State Department in error. A clerical mistake had cost him his career, or so it appeared; an important job performance
         report endorsing his promotion had been left out of his personnel files for reasons that were never fully explained.
      

      Congressional investigators later suspected that there had been other factors in the decision to force Thomas out, including
         his persistent, unwelcome effort to get someone to follow up on Garro’s allegations. “I always thought it was linked, somehow,
         to his questions about Oswald,” said a former investigator for the House of Representatives. “It was impossible to prove,
         though. If he was forced out because of Mexico City, it was all done with a wink and a nod.” There were rumors in Mexico that
         one of Win Scott’s deputies at the embassy there had mounted a whispering campaign intended to damage Thomas’s reputation—for
         reasons that Thomas’s many Mexican friends could never fathom.
      

      Former senator Birch Bayh of Indiana, chairman of the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence from 1979 to 1981, helped Thomas’s
         family obtain some of the pension benefits they were initially denied after his suicide. Bayh said he intervened, at first,
         because Thomas had such strong family roots in Indiana. In a 2013 interview, he said he remained perplexed by Thomas’s dismissal.
         “It never made sense,” said Bayh, who insisted that he was never informed of any link between Thomas and the investigation of the Kennedy assassination. The former senator said
         that he could not necessarily draw a connection between Thomas’s ouster from the department and what he had learned—and tried
         to expose—in Mexico City. “But something happened to Charles Thomas,” Bayh said. “He was harassed to death by his government.”
      

      Late one afternoon in the spring of 2008, the phone rang at my desk in the Washington bureau of the New York Times. The caller was someone I had never met—a prominent American lawyer who had begun his career almost half a century earlier
         as a young staff investigator on the Warren Commission. “You ought to tell our story,” he said. “We’re not young, but a lot
         of us from the commission are still around, and this may be our last chance to explain what really happened.” His call was
         prompted, he said, by the generous reviews I had received that year after the publication of my first book—a history of the
         government commission that investigated the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks. My caller offered to do all he could to
         help me with a similar history of the Warren Commission, so long as I did not identify him to his former colleagues as the
         man who had suggested the idea. “I don’t want to take the blame for this when you find out the unflattering stuff,” he said,
         adding that the backstory of the commission was “the best detective story you’ve never heard.”
      

      And so began a five-year reporting project to piece together the inside story of the most important, and most misunderstood,
         homicide investigation of the twentieth century—the Warren Commission’s investigation of the assassination of President Kennedy.
         Chief Justice Warren and the other six members of the commission died long before I began work on this book—the last surviving
         member, former president Gerald Ford, died in 2006—but my caller was right that most of the then young lawyers who did the
         actual detective work in 1964 were still alive. And I’m grateful that almost all of them have been willing to speak with me.
      

      Sadly, time has begun to catch up with my sources, too. Some of the commission investigators and other key figures who granted
         me interviews for the book have died, most notably former senator Arlen Specter of Pennsylvania, who had been a junior staff
         lawyer on the commission. This book is therefore their last testament about the work of the commission and about the Kennedy
         assassination. I was the last journalist to interview former FBI special agent James Hosty, a central witness before the Warren Commission because he had Lee Harvey Oswald under surveillance in Dallas for months before the assassination. Hosty
         faced obvious questions about why he and his colleagues at the FBI had not been able to stop Oswald. In interviews shortly
         before his death in June 2011, Hosty insisted that he became the scapegoat—both within the FBI and for the Warren Commission—for
         the incompetence and duplicity of others in the government.
      

      The title of this book is drawn from the first line of the introduction to the commission’s final report: “The assassination
         of John Fitzgerald Kennedy on November 22, 1963, was a cruel and shocking act of violence directed against a man, a family,
         a nation, and against all mankind.” But while A Cruel and Shocking Act began as an attempt to write the first comprehensive inside history of the Warren Commission, it has become something much
         larger and, I believe, more important. In many ways, this book is an account of my discovery of how much of the truth about
         the Kennedy assassination has still not been told, and how much of the evidence about the president’s murder was covered up
         or destroyed—shredded, incinerated, or erased—before it could reach the commission. Senior officials at both the CIA and the
         FBI hid information from the panel, apparently in hopes of concealing just how much they had known about Lee Harvey Oswald
         and the threat that he posed. As this book will reveal for the first time, important witnesses to events surrounding the assassination
         were ignored or were threatened into silence. The reporting for this book has taken me to places and introduced me to people
         I would never have imagined would be so important to understanding President Kennedy’s death.
      

      I became a victim of the dual curse faced by anyone who tries to get closer to the truth about the assassination—of too little
         information and too much. I made the astonishing, nearly simultaneous discovery of how much vital evidence about President
         Kennedy’s murder has disappeared and also of how much has been preserved. There is now so much material in the public record
         about the assassination, including literally millions of pages of once-secret government files, that no reporter or scholar
         can claim to have seen it all. Whole collections of evidence have still not been adequately reviewed by researchers, almost
         exactly fifty years after the events they describe. I was the first researcher, for example, to be given full access to the
         papers of Charles Thomas, including the record of his struggle to get colleagues to pay attention to the astonishing story of Oswald and the “twist party” in Mexico City, and
         I did not see the material until 2013.
      

      The records of the Warren Commission—its formal name was the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy—fill
         up 363 cubic feet of shelf space in well-guarded, climate-controlled storage rooms at a National Archives facility in College
         Park, Maryland, just outside Washington, DC. Thousands of the commission’s physical exhibits are there, including Oswald’s
         6.5-millimeter Italian-made Mannlicher-Carcano rifle, the murder weapon found on the sixth floor of the Texas School Book
         Depository, as well as the nearly intact three-centimeter copper-jacketed, lead-core bullet that was discovered near a stretcher
         at Parkland Memorial Hospital in Dallas on the afternoon of the assassination. The commission’s staff—although significantly,
         not the commission itself—concluded that the bullet, fired from Oswald’s $21 mail-order rifle, passed through the bodies of
         both President Kennedy and Texas governor John Connally in a scenario that became known as “the single-bullet theory.”
      

      The rose-pink suit worn by Jacqueline Kennedy in the motorcade is also stored in the modern, fortresslike complex in suburban
         Maryland. The suit, an American-made Chanel knockoff that was a favorite of the president’s (Mrs. Kennedy “looks ravishing
         in it,” he told a friend) is preserved in an acid-free container in a windowless vault. The vault is kept at a temperature
         of between 65 and 68 degrees Fahrenheit (between 18.3 and 20 degrees Celsius), the humidity set at 40 percent. The filtered
         air in the vault is changed at least six times every hour in order to help preserve the delicate wool fabric, which remains
         stained with the president’s blood. The whereabouts of Mrs. Kennedy’s iconic pink pillbox hat is a mystery; it was last known
         to be in the custody of her former personal secretary. A separate vault, kept at a constant temperature of 25 degrees Fahrenheit
         (−4 degrees Celsius), is used for the storage and preservation of a small strip of celluloid that is believed, by the National
         Archives, to be the most watched piece of film in the history of motion pictures. It was on those 486 frames of Kodachrome-brand
         8mm color film that a Dallas women’s wear manufacturer, Abraham Zapruder, captured the terrible images of the assassination
         on his Bell & Howell home-movie camera.
      

      Much of Warren’s personal paperwork from the commission that bore his name is stored at the Library of Congress, just a few
         minutes’ walk down First Street from his former chambers at the Supreme Court. Warren, who died in 1974, might be startled to know that
         millions of Americans know of him principally because of the commission, not because of his history-making sixteen-year tenure
         as chief justice.
      

      The decision to preserve the vast library of investigative reports and physical evidence gathered by the Warren Commission,
         and now retained at the National Archives and the Library of Congress, was meant to be reassuring to the public—proof of the
         commission’s transparency and of its diligence. At the National Archives alone, there are more than five million pages of
         documents related to the assassination. But the truth about the Warren Commission, as most serious historians and other scholars
         will acknowledge, even those who fully support its findings, is that its investigation was flawed from the start. The commission
         made grievous errors. It failed to pursue important evidence and witnesses because of limitations imposed on the investigation
         by the man who ran it, Chief Justice Warren. Often, Warren seemed more interested in protecting the legacy of his beloved
         friend President Kennedy, and of the Kennedy family, than in getting to the full facts about the president’s murder.
      

      On the subject of the assassination, history will be far kinder to the commission’s surviving staff lawyers, as well as its
         former in-house historian, who reveal in this book what really happened inside the Warren Commission. Much of this book is
         their story, told through their eyes. The lawyers, mostly in their twenties and thirties at the time of the investigation,
         were recruited from prestigious law firms, law schools, and prosecutors’ offices around the country. Most are now at the end
         of long careers in law or public service. For several, being interviewed for this book was the first time they have talked
         in this much detail, certainly to any journalist, about the commission’s work. Many have kept their silence for decades, fearful
         of being dragged into ugly, and often unwinnable, public debates with the armies of conspiracy theorists. Without exception,
         all of these men—the one woman among the lawyers, Alfredda Scobey, died in 2001—retained pride in their individual work on
         the commission. Many, however, were outraged to discover how much evidence they were never permitted to see. It is evidence,
         they know, that is still rewriting the history of the Kennedy assassination.
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      THE HOME OF COMMANDER JAMES HUMES

      
      BETHESDA, MARYLAND

      
      SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 23, 1963
      

      
      Within hours of the return of the president’s body to Washington, evidence about the assassination began to disappear from
         the government’s files. Notes taken by military pathologists at the autopsy, as well as the original draft of the autopsy
         report, were incinerated.
      

      
      Navy Commander James Humes, MD, said later he was appalled that his handling of the hospital paperwork on the night of Saturday,
         November 23, might be portrayed as the first act of a government-wide cover-up. Still, he admitted, he should have known better.
         “What happened was my decision and mine alone,” he recalled. “Nobody else’s.”
      

      
      At about eleven that night, the thirty-eight-year-old pathologist took a seat at a card table in the family room of his home
         in Bethesda, in the Maryland suburbs of Washington, and prepared to read through his notes from the morgue. He assumed he
         would be there for hours, writing and editing the final autopsy report. He had lit a fire in the fireplace, which provided
         some warmth on an early winter night.
      

      
      The night before, he had led the three-man team of pathologists who conducted the president’s autopsy at Bethesda Naval Medical
         Center. There had been no time during the day on Saturday to finish the paperwork, he said. So now he sat alone, hoping to
         find the energy to complete the report in peace. He needed to present a final copy to his colleagues for their signatures; they were under orders to deliver the report to the White House by Sunday night.
      

      
      Humes was exhausted. He had managed a few hours of sleep that afternoon, but he had not slept at all Friday night. “I was
         in the morgue from 7:30 in the evening until 5:30 in the morning,” he said later. “I never left the room.”
      

      
      It was on Friday afternoon, with the terrible reports still pouring in from Dallas, that Humes, Bethesda’s highest-ranking
         pathologist, learned that he would oversee the postmortem of the president. He was told to expect the arrival of the corpse
         in a few hours’ time. Jacqueline Kennedy had initially resisted the idea of having an autopsy; the vision of her husband’s
         body lying on a cold, steel dissecting table seemed one more horror in a day already full of them. “It doesn’t have to be done,” she told the president’s personal physician, Admiral George Burkley, as they flew in Air Force One from
         Dallas to Washington. She was sitting with the president’s casket in the rear compartment of the plane. Burkley, who had proved
         himself a loyal and discreet friend to the Kennedy family, gently convinced her that there had to be an autopsy. She had always
         taken comfort from the fact that he was a fellow Roman Catholic, and an especially devout one, and at this moment she would
         trust his advice above almost all others’. He reminded her that her husband had been the victim of a crime and that an autopsy
         was a legal necessity. He offered her the choice of the Walter Reed Army Medical Center in Washington or the navy’s hospital
         in Bethesda. The two hospitals were only eight miles apart. “Of course, the president was in the navy,” Burkley reminded her.
      

      
      “Of course,” she said. “Bethesda.”

      
      The selection was a decision that even some navy doctors questioned. The veteran army pathologists at Walter Reed had far
         more experience with tracing bullet wounds than did their counterparts in the navy. (It was a simple fact that soldiers were
         more likely than sailors to die from gunshots.) Commander J. Thornton Boswell, another Bethesda pathologist, was assigned
         to assist Humes, and he thought it “foolish” to do the autopsy at the navy hospital given the other resources nearby. He thought
         the president’s corpse should have been taken to the Armed Forces Institute of Pathology in downtown Washington, a Defense
         Department research center that handled complex medical-legal autopsies from all branches of the military. Neither Humes nor
         Boswell had credentials in forensic pathology, the branch of pathology that focuses on violent or unexpected deaths, so a third member was added to the team: Dr. Pierre Finck, a forensic pathologist from the Armed Forces
         Institute. Finck was a lieutenant colonel in the Army Medical Corps.
      

      
      What might recommend Bethesda was the autopsy room itself. The whole morgue had just been renovated and outfitted with sophisticated
         medical and communications equipment. “We had just moved into it a couple of months before,” Humes recalled. “It was all brand
         new.” The autopsy room was spacious by the standards of military hospitals, about twenty-five by thirty feet, with a steel
         dissecting table fixed to the floor in the center. The room also functioned as an auditorium, with a viewing stand along one
         wall that allowed as many as thirty people—usually medical residents or visiting doctors—to view procedures. There was, in
         addition, a closed-circuit television camera so audiences across the street at the National Institutes of Health and down
         the road at the medical clinic at Andrews Air Force Base could observe at a distance. (Humes said later he wished someone
         had switched on the camera that night, to end the “ludicrous speculation” about what had gone on.) The morgue included large
         refrigerated closets able to store as many as six corpses, as well as a shower area for the doctors. The night of the president’s
         autopsy, the pathologists would need every square inch of space.
      

      
      The president’s body arrived at about seven thirty p.m. The bronze casket was wheeled in from a loading ramp off the street.
         The corpse was gently removed from the casket and—after X-rays and photos of every part of the body—was placed on the autopsy
         table, where it would remain for most of the next ten hours. The wounds to the skull were not immediately visible since the
         head had been covered with sheets in Dallas. After removing the blood-soaked cloth, Humes ordered that all the sheets be laundered
         immediately. “We had a washing machine in the morgue, and he stuck those in,” Boswell recalled. Humes worried from the start
         that something taken from the autopsy room would turn up as a grizzly souvenir in some rural sideshow—“he didn’t want those
         appearing in a barn out in Kansas sometime.”
      

      
      The autopsy was a “three-ring circus,” Boswell complained. Dozens of people—navy doctors and orderlies, X-ray technicians
         and medical photographers, Secret Service and FBI agents, military officers and hospital administrators—were either in the
         morgue or pressing at the door to be let in. The pathologists said the Secret Service agents who had accompanied the body
         to Bethesda, including some who had been in Dallas that day, were frantic with nervous energy. The man they had sworn to protect, even at the cost of their own lives, was dead. What were they protecting now? “Those people were in such
         an emotional state that they were running around like chickens with their heads off, and we understood their situation,” Boswell
         said later.
      

      
      Burkley, the president’s physician, had accompanied the body to Bethesda, and initially he tried to take control of the autopsy.
         As a rear admiral, he would normally have been in a position to give orders to the lower-ranking navy pathologists, but his
         medical training was as an internist and cardiologist, and his recommendations met with angry resistance from Humes and the
         other pathologists. At first, Burkley tried to argue that a full autopsy was unnecessary. He said that since the presumed
         assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, was under arrest in Dallas and there seemed little doubt about his guilt, there was no need for
         procedures that might severely disfigure the president’s corpse. He knew the Kennedy family was weighing whether to leave
         the casket open for a viewing of the body before burial. Burkley wanted to limit the autopsy to “just finding the bullets,”
         Boswell said.
      

      
      Humes rejected the admiral’s idea as absurd, given the danger that something important might be missed in a hasty postmortem,
         and Burkley backed down, although he insisted they move quickly. “George Burkley, his main concern was, let’s get this over
         with as fast as we could,” Humes said later, recalling his annoyance. Burkley appeared worried above all about the delay’s
         effect on Mrs. Kennedy, who was waiting with Robert Kennedy and other family and friends in the hospital’s VIP suite on the
         seventeenth floor. She had announced she would not leave Bethesda until she could take her husband’s body with her. Humes
         said he cringed at the thought of what she must be going through; he knew she was still wearing the bloodstained pink suit
         he had seen on television. (She had refused to change out of the clothes, in fact. “Let them see what they have done,” she
         had told Burkley defiantly.) Still, much as he felt sympathy for Mrs. Kennedy, Humes felt rushed by her presence in the hospital.
         “It did harass us and cause difficulty,” he remembered.
      

      
      Burkley had another request of the autopsy doctors, and on this point he was insistent. He asked Humes to promise that the
         pathologists’ report would hide an important fact about the president’s health, unrelated to the assassination. He wanted
         no mention of the condition of Kennedy’s adrenal glands. The White House physician knew an inspection of the adrenals would
         reveal that the president—despite years of public denials—suffered from a chronic, life-threatening disorder, Addison’s disease, in which the glands, which sit on top of the kidneys, did not
         produce enough hormones. Kennedy might have given the appearance of ruddy good health, but Burkley knew that was often a result
         of makeup and other staging for the cameras. The president survived because of daily hormone supplements that included high
         doses of testosterone.
      

      
      Humes, eager to begin, agreed. “He promised George Burkley that we would never discuss the adrenals until all of the then-living
         members of the Kennedy family were dead, or something like that,” said Boswell, who went along with the plan, even though
         it was a blatant violation of protocol. Days after the autopsy, Burkley returned to Humes with another secret request, this
         one about the handling of the president’s brain, which had been removed from the skull for analysis after the autopsy. As
         Burkley had asked, Humes delivered the brain, which had been preserved in formalin in a steel pail at Bethesda, to the White
         House so that it could be quietly interred with the president’s body.* “He told me flat out that the decision had been made and that he was going to take the brain and deliver it to Robert Kennedy,”
         Humes recalled.
      

      
      Humes’s work on the night of the autopsy was hampered for other reasons. In the hours after the president’s death, the fear
         that the assassination was the work of a conspiracy, and that the conspirators might strike again, was a topic of fevered
         discussion in the hallways at Bethesda. As Humes and his team set to work, they overheard colleagues talk about how the Russians
         or the Cubans might be behind the murder, and how Lyndon Johnson, sworn in hours earlier as president, could be the next target.
      

      
      The doctors began to worry for their own safety. If there was a conspiracy, the killers might want to hide the truth of exactly
         how the president had died. Was it possible the Bethesda pathologists might also be silenced, or their evidence seized and destroyed?
         “It seemed like there might be some sort of cabal” behind Kennedy’s death, Boswell remembered thinking. “Anybody was likely
         to be killed.” Humes’s superior officer was so alarmed by the potential threat that he ordered Boswell to make sure that Humes,
         who had taken responsibility for writing the autopsy report, got back to his house safely. “So I got in my car behind Jim
         Humes, and I followed him home,” Boswell said.
      

      
      When Humes finally walked through his front door at about seven a.m., he had no opportunity to collect his thoughts, let alone
         sleep. He was scheduled to drive his son to church that morning for the boy’s First Communion—Humes was determined to be there—and
         he knew he needed to return to Bethesda within a few hours for a telephone call with the doctors at Parkland Memorial Hospital
         in Dallas who had tried, futilely, to save Kennedy’s life. Humes later conceded he should have left the autopsy room and spoken
         with the Parkland doctors at some point Friday night, but he was under too much pressure to finish. “There was no way we could
         get out of the room,” Humes said later. “You have to understand that situation—that hysterical situation—that existed. How
         we kept our wits about us as well as we did is amazing to me.”
      

      
      The call on Saturday to Dr. Malcolm Perry, the chief Parkland doctor to attend to Kennedy, resolved a central mystery for
         Humes. There had been no question among any of the doctors in Dallas or Bethesda about Kennedy’s cause of death—the massive
         head wound from a bullet that blew away much of the right hemisphere of his brain, an image captured in awful photographs.
         The mystery was over what appeared to be the first bullet to hit the president, which entered his upper back or neck and should
         have remained relatively intact as it passed through soft tissue. Where had it gone? The Bethesda pathologists could find
         no obvious exit wound.
      

      
      Humes and his colleagues struggled with the question for hours; it was one reason why the autopsy took so long. “I x-rayed
         the president’s body from head to toe for the simple reason that missiles do very funny things occasionally in a human body,”
         Humes said. Bullets often zig and zag once they strike flesh, even if fired from a direct angle, he explained. “It could have
         been in his thigh or it could have been in his buttock. It could have been any damn place.” As they worked, Humes and the
         others talked about the unlikely possibility that the bullet had fallen back out of the entrance wound as the president’s
         heart was massaged to try to restore a beat—speculation that made its way into the report of FBI agents observing the autopsy.
      

      
      During the phone call, Perry had an explanation for the missing bullet. The Parkland doctors had performed a tracheotomy,
         cutting into the president’s badly damaged windpipe to allow him to breathe, exactly where there had been a small wound in
         front of the throat, near the knot of his tie. Perhaps that was where the bullet had exited? “The minute he said that, lights
         went on and we said, a-ha, we have some place for our missile to have gone,” Humes said. The tracheotomy, he assumed, had
         destroyed evidence of the exit wound. The doctors could never be certain where that bullet had finally landed, but at least
         they now thought they knew where it had gone—out of the president’s throat.
      

      
      That Saturday night, as Humes sat at his card table near the fireplace in his family room, he noticed the streaks of blood—the
         president’s blood—that stained each page of his notes from the autopsy room, as well as each page of the draft autopsy report.
         He later recalled being repulsed by the stains.
      

      
      Slowly, carefully, he began transferring the information from his notes to clean sheets of paper. “I sat down and word for
         word copied what I had on fresh paper,” Humes said later. It took hours. His well-thumbed copy of Stedman’s Medical Dictionary was at his elbow: he wanted no spelling errors on the report that he would give to the White House.
      

      
      Only Humes knew what motivated him to do what he did next. Were there embarrassing errors in the original autopsy report and
         in his notes that he wanted to correct? Did he adjust the location of the entry and exit wounds of the bullets? Beyond his
         promise to Burkley to eliminate any reference to the president’s adrenal glands, did he leave out other information? Was he
         ordered to? Whatever the reason, Humes decided—as he sat there at the card table—to destroy every piece of paper in his custody,
         except the new draft. He was determined, he said, to keep the bloodied documents from falling into the hands of “ghouls.”
      

      
      Years later, he admitted that he did not fully understand the implications of his actions, and he acknowledged that they might
         have helped feed the conspiracy theories that dogged him the rest of his career. He tried to reconstruct his thinking: “When
         I noticed these bloodstains were on these documents that I had prepared, I said, nobody’s going to ever get these documents.”
      

      
      
      Humes gave the original notes and autopsy report a final look before standing up and walking to the fireplace. He dropped
         the bloodstained pages of the original draft autopsy report into the fire and watched as the flames turned the paper to ash.
         He pushed his handwritten notes from the examination room into the fire as well.
      

      
      “Everything that I had, exclusive of the final report, I burned,” he said. “I didn’t want anything to remain. Period.”
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      In the city where the president had been killed, the destruction of evidence began within a day of the assassination. On Friday,
         hours after learning of her husband’s arrest, Marina Oswald remembered the “stupid photographs” that she had taken of Lee
         in the yard of the shabby New Orleans home where the couple lived earlier that year. The photos showed a smirking Lee, dressed
         in black, holding his mail-order rifle in one hand; in the other, he held recent issues of two leftist newspapers, the Militant and the Worker. There was a pistol in a holster around his waist.
      

      
      On Friday night, after hours of initial questioning by the FBI and the Dallas police, Marina was allowed to return to the
         home of Ruth Paine, a local friend who spoke some Russian. Marina, the strikingly pretty twenty-two-year-old Russian who had
         married Oswald during his failed defection to the Soviet Union, had lived in the Paine home for several weeks that year while
         Oswald lived elsewhere, first in New Orleans, as he looked for a job.
      

      
      When she got back to the house, Marina found the photos, which she had hidden in an album of baby pictures, and showed them
         to her mother-in-law, Marguerite Oswald. The two women barely knew each other—Oswald had always claimed to hate his mother
         and so refused to see her—and the two Mrs. Oswalds had been reunited only because of the assassination. Marina spoke just
         a few words of English.
      

      
      “Mama, Mama,” Marina said, showing her mother-in-law the photos.

      
      Mrs. Oswald appeared shocked by the image of her young son with the weapons and replied, without hesitation, “Hide them,”
         according to her daughter-in-law’s account.
      

      
      
      Marina said she did as she was told, putting the photos in her shoe.

      
      The next day, Saturday, after hours of additional police questioning, she was approached by her mother-in-law and asked where
         the photos were hidden.
      

      
      Marina said she pointed to her shoes. “Burn them,” Marguerite told her daughter-in-law, according to Marina’s account. “Burn
         them now.”
      

      
      Again, Marina said, she did as she was told. That evening, she and her mother-in-law were moved by the Secret Service to a
         small motel, the Executive Inn, near Love Field airport. Marina said she found an ashtray in the motel room, placed the photos
         in it, and then lit a match, touching the flame to the corner of one of the pictures. The heavy photographic paper was difficult
         to burn, she recalled, so it took several matches to do the job. Her mother-in-law would later insist that the decision to
         destroy the pictures had been Marina’s alone. But Marguerite Oswald did admit that she was in the room and watched as her
         daughter-in-law destroyed the photos. And Marguerite admitted that she—not Marina—look the ashtray and emptied it into the
         toilet. “I flushed the torn bits and the half-burned thing down the commode,” Mrs. Oswald later explained. “And nothing was
         said.”
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      Evidence was also beginning to vanish that weekend from the files of the FBI. At about six p.m. Sunday, FBI Special Agent
         James Hosty was called to the office of his boss, Gordon Shanklin, the special agent in charge of the Dallas field office.
         Hosty said that Shanklin pushed a piece of paper across the desk.
      

      
      “Get rid of this,” Shanklin ordered. “Oswald is dead now. There can be no trial.” Seven hours earlier, Oswald had been gunned
         down by Jack Ruby in Dallas police headquarters, a shocking scene captured live on national television.
      

      
      Shanklin nodded to the piece of paper and repeated the order to Hosty, a square-jawed thirty-nine-year-old who had joined
         the FBI a decade earlier as an office clerk, a traditional career route for the bureau’s field agents. “Get rid of it,” Shanklin
         said again.
      

      
      
      Hosty didn’t need to be told a third time. He recognized the piece of paper—a handwritten note that Oswald had delivered in
         person to the FBI office in early November, apparently warning the bureau to stop disturbing his Russian-born wife.
      

      
      “If you don’t cease bothering my wife, I will take appropriate action,” Oswald had written, according to Hosty’s later account.
         The FBI receptionist who took the note from Oswald said she thought he sounded “crazy, maybe dangerous.”
      

      
      Hosty and Shanklin could well imagine what would happen if J. Edgar Hoover learned of the note’s existence. It was proof that
         the bureau had been in contact with Oswald only days before the assassination; that there had been face-to-face contact between
         the bureau and Oswald’s wife; that Oswald had actually stood there, in person, in the Dallas office. Simply put, the note
         could be read as proof that the bureau—in particular, Hosty and Shanklin—had missed the chance to stop Oswald before he gunned
         down the president.
      

      
      And the note only hinted at the extent of the FBI’s months-long pursuit of Oswald. The truth, Hosty and Shanklin knew, was
         that the bureau’s Dallas office had maintained an open file on Oswald as a potential national-security threat since March.
         Oswald had returned to the United States the previous year after his aborted defection to Russia, and the FBI suspected that
         he might have come back to spy for the Soviet Union.
      

      
      Shanklin continued to stare down at the note, waiting for Hosty to pick it up.

      
      Hosty had a lot to protect—a wife and eight children at home who depended on his $9,000-a-year salary. At the FBI, orders
         were followed, no questions asked, even an order as grave and almost certainly illegal as destroying a vital piece of evidence
         involving the man who had just killed the president.
      

      
      Hosty picked up the note and left Shanklin’s office, walking a few feet down the hallway to the men’s room. He entered one
         of the stalls and closed the door. He began to tear up the note, dropping the pieces into the white porcelain toilet bowl.
         When he was done, he pulled the heavy wooden handle on the metal chain to flush the toilet. He waited a moment and pulled
         the chain again. He said later he wanted to make certain every scrap of paper was gone.
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      THE SUPREME COURT

      
      WASHINGTON, DC

      
      FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 22, 1963

      
      The knock on the heavy oak door to the conference room was unexpected. It was rare for the justices of the United States Supreme
         Court ever to be interrupted during their weekly Friday conference. By tradition, the court’s staff could interrupt the justices
         only in an emergency, or something close to it, and information could be passed to the justices in the conference room only
         in the form of a note handed through the door.
      

      
      Chief Justice Earl Warren, then in his eleventh year on the court, had come to see the value of this and so many other seemingly
         arcane traditions, if only because they imposed a polite order on a group of nine strong-willed men—some of whom disliked
         one another to the point of hatred—who had agreed to spend the rest of their working lives in this place.
      

      
      On Friday, November 22, 1963, shortly after one thirty p.m., the justices heard a knock. By tradition, the door was answered
         by the court’s most junior member, and so Associate Justice Arthur Goldberg, who had joined the court a year earlier, stood
         up silently, went to the door, and opened it. He took the one-page note, shut the door, and handed it to the chief justice.
         Warren read the typewritten message from his personal secretary, Margaret McHugh, in silence. Then he stood and read it out loud to the others:
      

      
      “The President was shot while riding in a motorcade in Dallas. It is not known how badly he is injured.”

      
      The members of the court, Warren later recalled, were “shocked beyond words” and adjourned to their own offices. “There was
         little said, but I believe each of us, stunned by the news, repaired to a place where he could receive radio reports of the
         tragedy.” (Actually, some of the justices and their staffs gathered in the chambers of Justice William Brennan, who had a
         television set and was watching Walter Cronkite’s coverage on CBS.) Warren went to his chambers, where he listened to the
         radio “until all hope was lost,” he remembered. “In perhaps half or three-quarters of an hour, the news came that the president
         was dead—it was almost unbelievable.”
      

      
      Warren and the other justices had special cause to be shocked: only thirty-six hours earlier, they had been the guests of
         the president and Mrs. Kennedy at a reception in the First Family’s private living quarters on the second floor of the White
         House. “We could not forget how friendly and happy the occasion was,” Warren said. “It was a delightful occasion.” He recalled
         how the justices had engaged in a lively conversation about Kennedy’s imminent trip to Texas, which was scheduled to begin
         the next morning.
      

      
      The two-day, five-city fund-raising trip was the talk of much of official Washington because, to many, it seemed politically
         risky. The president had been warned that he might face protests from right-wing demonstrators, especially in conservative
         Dallas. “The Big D,” as the city’s boosters liked to call it, was home to several far-right extremist groups and had a reputation
         for discourteous, even disgraceful, treatment of prominent political visitors. Only a month earlier, Kennedy’s UN ambassador,
         former senator Adlai Stevenson, had been heckled outside his Dallas hotel by anti-UN protesters, including a scowling Texas
         homemaker who hit him over the head with a cardboard placard that read: DOWN WITH THE UN. During the 1960 campaign, then Senate majority leader Lyndon Johnson of Texas, Kennedy’s vice presidential candidate, and
         his wife, Lady Bird, were swarmed by dozens of screeching anti-Kennedy protesters as they tried to cross the lobby of the
         Adolphus Hotel in Dallas to reach the hotel’s ballroom for a luncheon rally. One protester carried a defaced copy of a Johnson
         campaign poster with the words SMILING JUDAS scrawled across it, while another spat on Mrs. Johnson. She described the nearly thirty minutes it took to cross the lobby
         as among the most frightening of her life.
      

      
      At the White House reception, Warren recalled, “we jokingly admonished the President to be careful ‘down there with those
         wild Texans’—of course, the thought of a real disturbance of any kind was far from our minds.”
      

      
      After receiving confirmation of the president’s death, Supreme Court colleagues remembered how tears welled up in the eyes
         of the chief justice and how he remained close to tears for days. It was no secret around the court that Warren adored John
         Kennedy, even though that opened him up to charges of partisanship by the president’s Republican opponents. Warren’s affection
         was almost paternal, he admitted. The assassination was “like losing one of my own sons,” he said. “The days and nights following
         were more like a nightmare than anything I had ever lived through.”
      

      
      A generation separated the president and the chief justice. Kennedy died at the age of forty-six; on the day of the assassination,
         Warren was seventy-two. In the younger man, Warren had seen the farsighted, progressive leadership—on issues of social justice,
         especially—that he had hoped to bring to the White House himself when he ran for president in 1952. Warren had been the wildly
         popular governor of California from 1943 until 1953, and, although he was a lifelong member of the Republican Party, his popularity
         in his home state had always stretched across party lines. He took pride in the fact that his landslides in three gubernatorial
         elections had included the votes of a huge share, if not most, of the state’s Democrats.
      

      
      As governor, he pursued policies that outraged many conservative, antitax Republicans. Warren was responsible for massive
         investments in higher education and transportation, and he raised gasoline taxes by more than $1 billion over ten years—an
         almost unheard-of sum at the time for a state government—to pay for construction of California’s futuristic highways, which
         became the model for a national system. After World War II, he created statewide New Deal–like public works projects to address
         unemployment, especially among veterans. His attempt to establish universal health care for Californians was foiled by an
         aggressive lobbying campaign by the California Medical Association, which labeled the plan “socialized medicine.”
      

      
      
      Throughout the 1940s, Warren’s star kept rising; in 1948, he was selected to run for vice president on the Republican ticket
         with New York governor Thomas E. Dewey. After Dewey’s unexpected defeat by incumbent Harry Truman, Warren returned to California
         and began to consider his own run for the Oval Office. He launched a bid in 1952, only to be undermined by another prominent
         California Republican, Senator Richard M. Nixon, who led a revolt among the state’s GOP leaders in favor of General Dwight
         D. Eisenhower. Nixon’s move helped seal the nomination for Eisenhower, who went on to a decisive victory that November, with
         Nixon on the ticket as vice president. The relationship between Warren and Nixon remained poisonous for the rest of their
         lives. The chief justice was delighted by Kennedy’s election victory in 1960, not least because it meant Nixon’s defeat.
      

      
      Still, Warren had reason to be grateful to Eisenhower, who placed him on the Supreme Court. It was the fulfillment of a pledge
         made by Eisenhower shortly after the 1952 election, apparently as thanks to Warren for what seemed to be his full-throated
         public support for the Republican ticket. Eisenhower came to regret the decision; he was later widely quoted as describing
         Warren’s nomination to the court as the “biggest damn fool mistake I ever made.” The president was reported to be furious
         over the Warren Court’s far-reaching rulings in support of civil rights and civil liberties, beginning with the Brown v. Board of Education decision in 1954, in which the court ordered the desegregation of the nation’s public schools.
      

      
      For Warren, the election of John Kennedy changed everything. The new president reached out personally to the chief justice,
         attempting to nurture a genuine friendship. Warren and his wife, Nina, found themselves invited to glittery receptions and
         dinners at the White House, where they were introduced to Kennedy’s celebrity friends from Hollywood and Palm Beach. Raised
         in the gritty, sunbaked town of Bakersfield, California, Warren, the son of a railroad worker, could often seem starstruck
         in Kennedy’s presence.
      

      
      The president’s support went well beyond dinner invitations. He spoke out often in public to express his admiration for Warren
         and for the rulings of the court. The chief justice was grateful, especially given the heated, often hateful response to the
         court’s civil rights decisions. Warren was scorned personally by much of the country; he had grown used to the regular death
         threats that would arrive at the court in the mail or by phone. By the time of Kennedy’s assassination, a national campaign to bring impeachment charges against Warren had been under
         way for years. In Dallas, IMPEACH EARL WARREN posters and bumper stickers were a common sight on the day the president was killed there.
      

      
      Within hours of the assassination, Warren had his staff release a public statement that reflected his assumption that the
         president had been killed because he, like Warren, had dared to stand up to the evils of racism and other injustice. “A good
         and great president has suffered martyrdom as a result of the hatred and bitterness that has been injected into the life of
         our nation by bigots,” Warren wrote. The statement was handed out to reporters before the announcement later that day of the
         arrest of twenty-four-year-old Lee Harvey Oswald, a Dallas man who worked in a school-book warehouse on Dealey Plaza.
      

      
      That afternoon, Warren was notified that the new president, Lyndon Baines Johnson, was headed back to Washington aboard Air
         Force One; the presidential jet also bore the bronze casket containing his predecessor’s body. The White House invited the
         chief justice, along with congressional leaders and members of Kennedy’s cabinet, to be at Andrews Air Force Base in Maryland,
         a few miles southeast of Washington, to receive the new president. Warren was chauffeured to the base by one of his Supreme
         Court clerks, and the chief justice looked on somberly as the plane touched down at about six p.m. He watched as President
         Johnson emerged from the plane, followed by Jacqueline Kennedy, still in the pink suit from the motorcade. Warren later wrote
         that he found it a “heart-rending sight to see a saddened new president and the fallen president’s widow, still in the bloodstained
         clothes she wore after her mortally wounded husband had slumped in her lap.” He remained at the side of the plane as the casket
         was lowered slowly from a rear passenger door.
      

      
      The next morning, he and the other justices were invited to the White House for a private viewing of the casket in the East
         Room. Warren was joined by his wife, Nina, at the viewing, and afterward she stood in tears in the north portico of the White
         House, waiting for a car to take her home. Warren did not go home with her. From the White House, he went instead to the court,
         where he stayed much of the day “waiting for some information about what was to happen.” The city had effectively shut down.
         “The entire government plant was closed,” he wrote. “It was as though the world had stopped moving.”
      

      
      
      Many of the capital’s residents recalled that their mourning was mixed with fear. The Pentagon and other military installations
         around Washington were on high alert, out of concern that the president’s murder had been carried out by agents of the Soviet
         Union or Cuba—an act of war that could mean a nuclear exchange was imminent. For some in Washington, including President Johnson,
         the jittery, even apocalyptic feeling that weekend was similar to what they had been through only a year before, during the
         Cuban missile crisis.
      

      
      Much of the rest of the weekend was a blur for Warren. He remembered returning home Saturday evening to his apartment in the
         residential wing of the Sheraton Park Hotel, in a leafy neighborhood of northwest Washington, and watching television for
         hours and “listening to the wild stories and rumors which permeated the air.” Like millions of Americans, he was experiencing—for
         the first time—a national tragedy unfold on a flickering television screen. He found it “sickening” to sit there, numbly,
         and take in the black-and-white images—the repetition, over and over, of scenes from the president’s murder and of the first
         images of Oswald under arrest. “But there didn’t seem to be anything else to do.” At about nine that evening, the phone rang.
         He picked up the receiver and was startled to hear the feathery, but now intensely solemn, voice of Mrs. Kennedy, calling
         from the White House. She asked if he would offer a short eulogy to her husband in the Capitol rotunda the following afternoon;
         the casket was being moved to the rotunda for its public viewing before burial. “I was almost speechless to hear her voice
         personally asking me to speak at the ceremony,” Warren recalled. “I, of course, told her I would do so.”
      

      
      He grabbed a yellow legal pad and tried to draft a tribute to the slain president, but he quickly gave up. He was too tired
         and overwhelmed to write anything of value. “It was simply impossible for me to put thoughts on paper,” he said. He went to
         bed around midnight, hoping to find inspiration in the morning. He rose before seven a.m. and went back to work, worried that
         he would not finish the tribute in time. The ceremony was scheduled to start at one p.m. At about eleven twenty, he was still
         writing when his daughter Dorothy rushed into the room where he was working.
      

      
      “Daddy, they just killed Oswald!”

      
      Warren was annoyed at the interruption. “Oh, Dorothy, don’t pay any attention to all those wild rumors or they will drive
         you to distraction.”
      

      
      
      “But Daddy,” she said, “I saw them do it.”

      
      Warren rushed to the television set and watched a replay of footage of the handcuffed Oswald, surrounded by police officers
         as he was being marched to a squad car, being shot by Dallas nightclub impresario Jack Ruby. It was not clear if Oswald would
         survive his injuries.
      

      
      Despite this new shock, Warren forced himself back to his legal pad. He had less than an hour to finish the eulogy and have
         Nina type it up before they hurried out the door for the drive across town to Capitol Hill. With the help of policemen who
         recognized the chief justice and cleared the crowded city streets, the Warrens managed to arrive at the Capitol in time. The
         chief justice was one of three speakers at the ceremony; the others were chosen to represent the two houses of Congress: House
         Speaker John W. McCormack of Massachusetts and Senate majority leader Mike Mansfield of Montana, both Democrats.
      

      
      All three eulogies were short. Warren’s was by far the most pointedly worded and, it seemed, personally felt.

      
      “John Fitzgerald Kennedy—a good and great President, the friend to all people of good will; a believer in the dignity and
         equality of all human beings; a fighter for justice; an apostle of peace—has been snatched from our midst by the bullet of
         an assassin,” he began. “What moved some misguided wretch to do this horrible deed may never be known to us, but we do know
         that such acts are commonly stimulated by forces of hatred and malevolence such as today are eating their way into the bloodstream
         of American life. What a price we pay for this fanaticism!
      

      
      “If we really love this country; if we truly love justice and mercy; if we fervently want to make this nation better for those
         who are to follow us, we can at least abjure the hatred that consumes people,” he continued. “Is it too much to hope that
         the martyrdom of our beloved President might even soften the hearts of those who would themselves recoil from assassination,
         but who do not shrink from spreading the venom which kindles thoughts of it in others?”
      

      
      Warren was proud of the eulogy, publishing it in full in his memoirs, but his effusive, unqualified praise for Kennedy struck
         some listeners as inappropriate for a chief justice, given his responsibility to rise above partisanship. Would he have offered
         similar praise in a eulogy for Eisenhower? Almost certainly not.
      

      
      * * *

      
      
      Robert Kennedy told friends later that he did not like the tone of Warren’s remarks. “I thought it was inappropriate to talk
         about hate,” he said. Others in Washington were even more offended. Warren’s words denouncing “the forces of hatred” and their
         “venom” were instantly seen by many prominent Kennedy critics in Congress, particularly southern segregationists who had opposed
         the president on civil rights legislation, as an attack on them. They were all the more outraged after it become clear that
         Lee Harvey Oswald was a product of political forces that had nothing to do with them. If the early news reports were right,
         Oswald was a Marxist who had once tried to defect to Russia and openly admired Fidel Castro.
      

      
      Senator Richard Brevard Russell Jr., the Georgia Democrat who was chairman of the Armed Services Committee and widely seen
         as the most powerful man in the Senate, told colleagues that he seethed when he heard Warren’s eulogy. Russell, almost certainly
         the most brilliant legislative tactician of his generation, was a staunch segregationist. Most days, he memorialized his thoughts

         with jottings on a pad of tiny pink notepaper that he kept in his suit pocket; the pads were later gathered up by his secretary
         and filed away. In a handwritten note to himself about the eulogy, Russell described it as “Warren’s blanket indictment of
         the South.”
      

      
      Russell could grow furious simply at the mention of Warren’s name. That had been true since 1954 and Brown v. Board of Education, which Russell saw as the start of a campaign by the Supreme Court to undermine what he had always called the “Southern way
         of life.” Russell felt very differently about the fallen president. Whatever their differences over civil rights, he had always
         liked Kennedy. On the afternoon of the assassination, reporters recalled seeing Russell in a lobby off the Senate floor, hunched
         over a cabinet that contained the “tickers” that printed out the news reports of the Associated Press and United Press International.
         He was reading the bulletins from Dallas aloud to his colleagues as tears streamed down his face.
      

      
      If the sixty-six-year-old Russell could find anything of comfort that day, it was that he knew—and loved—the man who would
         now occupy the Oval Office. Lyndon Johnson was arguably his closest friend; the new president had been Russell’s most devoted
         protégé in their years together in the Senate. Johnson called Russell “the Old Master” and treated him like a beloved uncle. He owed the Georgian much of his success in Congress and, as Senate majority leader, he had sometimes
         stood with Russell in opposing major civil rights bills.
      

      
      Soon, however, Russell would have cause to be bitterly disappointed by his former protégé. In one of his first acts as president,
         Johnson chose to coerce his old Senate colleague—to blackmail him, really—into working with the man who, more than any other
         in Washington, Russell openly despised: Earl Warren.
      

      
      

         THE HOME OF ATTORNEY GENERAL ROBERT KENNEDY

         MCLEAN, VIRGINIA

         FRIDAY, NOVEMBER 22, 1963

      



      
      For a man who was only thirty-eight years old, Robert Kennedy had accumulated an extraordinary number of powerful enemies.
         In a horrible twist of fate, he learned of his brother’s murder from one of them—FBI director J. Edgar Hoover.
      

      
      Seconds after receiving word from the FBI’s Dallas field office of the shooting in Dealey Plaza, Hoover picked up the telephone
         in his office and was patched through to Hickory Hill, Kennedy’s sprawling six-acre, Civil War–era estate in the Virginia
         suburbs of Washington. Ethel Kennedy, the attorney general’s wife, answered the phone as Kennedy and his guest, Robert Morgenthau,
         the United States attorney in Manhattan, lunched on tuna fish sandwiches on the patio. They had been discussing Kennedy’s
         war on organized crime. It was a surprisingly warm November afternoon—so warm that the attorney general had earlier taken
         a swim in his pool as Morgenthau chatted with Ethel.
      

      
      Ethel held the white telephone receiver and motioned to her husband. “It’s J. Edgar Hoover.”

      
      Kennedy walked to the phone; he knew this must be important since Hoover never called him at home. “Yes, Director,” he said.

      
      “I have news for you,” Hoover said. “The president has been shot.” Hoover said he believed the president’s injuries were serious
         and that he would call back when he had more to report. Then the phone went dead, Kennedy said. Years later, Kennedy could
         still recall the coldness in Hoover’s voice, as if he had been calling on the most routine sort of Justice Department business. Hoover’s tone, Kennedy remembered bitterly, was “not quite as excited as if he was reporting the fact
         that he found a Communist on the faculty of Howard University.”*

      
      Morgenthau recalled later that Kennedy’s response to the news was one of horror and stark, inconsolable grief. After Hoover’s
         call, Kennedy crumpled into his wife’s arms, his hand over his mouth as if to silence a scream.
      

      
      John Kennedy was his older brother and best friend, and the fact that Robert Kennedy was also the attorney general of the
         United States—the nation’s chief law-enforcement officer—seemed an afterthought in those first minutes. Ethel took her husband
         to wait in their upstairs bedroom for final word from Texas. She directed Morgenthau to a television set on the first floor.
      

      
      Kennedy’s closest aides flooded to Hickory Hill that afternoon. After the formal announcement of his brother’s death at about
         two p.m. Washington time, the attorney general emerged from the bedroom and came downstairs. Slowly he began to move among
         his aides and friends, accepting their condolences and thanking them for their contributions to his brother’s presidency.
         To a few, he offered hushed remarks suggesting that he was overwhelmed by a sense of guilt—that he was somehow responsible
         for this. He seemed to believe that some vicious, powerful enemy of the Kennedy administration—and, specifically, of Robert
         Kennedy’s Justice Department—was behind his brother’s murder. “There’s been so much hate,” he told one of his most trusted
         deputies, Ed Guthman, the department’s press spokesman. “I thought they would get one of us. I thought it would be me.” Recalling
         the exchange, Guthman said that Kennedy did not specify who “they” were.
      

      
      Kennedy later confided to a handful of friends that he had initially feared that the assassination was the work of some element
         of the Central Intelligence Agency. It was a shocking thought, but he knew that there were people at the spy agency who had
         never forgiven his brother for the disaster at the Bay of Pigs in 1961, when CIA-trained Cuban exiles failed in their attempt
         to invade Cuba and oust Castro’s government. Although CIA bungling was ultimately to blame for the fiasco, agency veterans were outraged by the president’s decision not to order
         up American air power to save the guerrillas when the operation started to go wrong. After the debacle, Kennedy ousted Director
         of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles and reportedly vowed to an aide that he would “splinter the CIA into a thousand pieces
         and scatter it to the winds.”
      

      
      Within an hour of the assassination, Robert Kennedy telephoned the CIA and asked that John McCone, the former California industrialist
         who was Dulles’s successor, come immediately to Hickory Hill. McCone arrived minutes later—the CIA’s headquarters in suburban
         Langley, Virginia, was only a short drive away—and Kennedy took McCone for a somber walk on the lawn. McCone offered his condolences,
         only to be startled by the question that the attorney general asked him: Had the CIA killed the president?
      

      
      “I asked McCone … if they had killed my brother, and I asked him in a way that he couldn’t lie to me,” Kennedy later recalled.

      
      McCone assured Kennedy that the CIA had nothing to do with the assassination, a pledge he said he made as a man of faith—as
         a fellow Roman Catholic.
      

      
      Kennedy said he accepted McCone’s denial. But if the CIA didn’t kill the president, then who, or what, did? The list of Robert
         Kennedy’s sworn enemies might actually be longer than his brother’s, and many had the motive and the ability to dispatch an
         assassin to Texas. The assassination had not required a sophisticated plot or a professional sniper; that much was already
         clear. Initial reports suggested that his brother and Texas governor Connally, who had been seriously injured in the gunfire
         as he rode in the president’s limousine, had been easy targets in the slow-moving motorcade.
      

      
      Could it have been the Mafia, which Robert Kennedy had made his target for so much of his professional life—first as a congressional
         investigator, now as attorney general? Or could the president’s murder have been ordered up by a corrupt union boss, perhaps
         the thuggish Teamster head Jimmy Hoffa, another target of Kennedy’s Justice Department? Or was the assassination carried out
         by southern racists, angered over the Kennedy administration’s civil rights policies?
      

      
      There was also the possibility that the president had been killed by a foreign enemy. In those first hours, Kennedy’s friends
         recalled hearing nothing from him to suggest that he had any strong suspicion that the Soviet Union was behind the assassination; Moscow would know that any successor administration in Washington was unlikely
         to treat the Kremlin differently. A more likely suspect was Cuba. The United States had almost been drawn into a nuclear war
         over Cuba during the missile crisis the year before. And Robert Kennedy knew better, maybe even better than his brother, that
         Fidel Castro might have reason to want to see John Kennedy dead.
      

      
      Rather than wait for others to investigate the assassination, and perhaps sensing the political danger that an independent
         inquiry might pose, Kennedy launched his own private investigation that very afternoon. He picked up the telephone at Hickory
         Hill and called friends and well-connected political allies around the country, asking for their help to determine the truth
         behind his brother’s murder. He called Walter Sheridan, a trusted Justice Department investigator who was an expert on labor
         racketeering and the Teamsters, and asked him to try to find out if Hoffa was involved. He phoned Julius Draznin, a prominent
         Chicago labor lawyer who had valuable sources within organized crime, to see if Draznin could find a Mafia link to the assassination.
      

      
      From the start, Robert Kennedy seemed unable to accept the idea that Lee Harvey Oswald could have acted alone.
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