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  The book is dedicated to the Briarcliffe Athletic Association, and to all of the coaches, especially John Crossan, who made my childhood summers so magical and so meaningful.
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  PREFACE


  In October 1997, John F. Kennedy Jr. traveled to Havana to interview Cuban leader Fidel Castro for a feature in his new magazine, George. John often interviewed important historical figures for the magazine, but this interview was unlike any other. Castro sat down at a table and, with only an interpreter in the room, launched into a four-hour monologue about everything from the U.S. embargo, to civil rights, to world revolution. John never had a chance to utter a word. He listened; Castro lectured. John tuned Castro out in the first few minutes.1


  The most revealing part of the meeting took place after the formal session had ended. As the two men exchanged farewells, Castro finally dropped his guard and tried to engage John in an informal, albeit, awkward, conversation. “How tall was your father?” Castro asked. “Was he as tall as you?” John, who was just a few days short of his third birthday when his father was assassinated, often confused his own memories of his father with the thousands of photos he had seen growing up. “I don’t know,” he responded. Knowing that Castro was his father’s contemporary, John retorted: “You tell me.”


  As John was speaking, Castro moved closer, placed his hand on John’s shoulder and leaned in as if he were about to share a secret. “You know,” he said without prompting, “I could not have allowed Oswald into my country.” Almost begging for John to acknowledge what he had just heard, Castro said: “You know that, don’t you?” John did not say how he responded, but he thanked Castro for his time, shook his hand, and quickly made his way back to the United States.


  Afterward, John interpreted Castro’s comment as an awkward way of reassuring him that the Cubans had not been involved in his father’s assassination. Not only was Oswald not a Cuban agent, he was not even welcome to enter the country. John, who rarely spoke about his father’s death, seemed, on the surface at least, willing to accept Castro at his word. (In the fifteen-plus years that I knew him, John made only one passing mention of the conspiracy theories surrounding his father’s death. “Bobby knew everything,” he cryptically stated, suggesting that his uncle knew things that no one else did.*)


  But Castro’s comments are revealing on another level. American intelligence knew that a few weeks before the assassination Oswald had traveled to Mexico City where he bounced back and forth between the Cuban and Soviet embassies begging for an entrance visa. Both governments gave him the runaround and refused his request. It had long been speculated that while at the Cuban embassy Oswald threatened to kill President Kennedy. What has never been clear was whether the Cubans took those threats seriously. Castro’s confession to John seems to confirm that the threat made its way all the way up the chain of command to Castro himself, and that the Cuban leader personally made the decision to deny a visa to the future assassin. Recent revelations lend further support to those claims.


  Why are these revelations important? The new information about a possible, though tenuous, connection between Cuban intelligence and Oswald may help us understand his motives. They do not, as many conspiracy theorists have tried to assert, prove that Castro and the Cuban intelligence community masterminded the Kennedy assassination. Quite the contrary — Castro was too shrewd, and too masterful at the art of selfpreservation, to conspire to assassinate the President of the United States. The retribution for such actions would have been devastating to him and to the revolution he so cherished. As Castro told John, he considered Oswald too much of a risk, but in recent years credible evidence has emerged that freelancing Cuban intelligence officials may have fanned Oswald’s assassination fantasies.


  Five decades after the assassination many Americans are still skeptical of the Warren Commission conclusion. Polls show that a majority of Americans, swayed by a vast army of conspiracy books and propaganda, refuse to believe that Oswald acted alone.


  The skepticism is understandable. Are we to believe that ideology played no role in the plans of a former Marxist marine, who had once lived in the Soviet Union, to kill the president of the United States? That a man who could not hold a job, or even drive a car, could mastermind a daring midday assassination? And to top it off, are we to accept that Oswald’s murder two days later at the hands of a local nightclub owner was a spontaneous act of outrage?
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  Presidential motorcade, Dallas, Photograph, Record Group 272; Released Per P.L.-102-526 (JFK ACT); National Archives at College Park, College Park, MD.


  While this scenario seems implausible, it is far more convincing than any of the alternative explanations of the events in Dallas. It is the only theory that makes sense of most of the “known” facts, although when it comes to the Kennedy assassination it is difficult to find many facts upon which everyone agrees. I believe that the physical evidence proves that Oswald fired all of the shots at the presidential limousine on that fateful Friday afternoon. The question that lingers, and perhaps will never be answered with any certainty, is: Why?


  Oswald took most of his secrets with him to his grave, but his actions in the final 48 hours of his life leave room for reasonable speculation about his motives. The final 48 hours of Oswald’s life — beginning with assassination of President Kennedy at 12:30 p.m. on Friday afternoon and ending with Oswald’s death at Parkland Hospital on Sunday afternoon — reveal a complicated figure. The pages that follow will try to peel back some of the layers of Oswald’s personality and speculate about his motives and strategy. Was he a deranged loner searching for attention, or a misguided ideologue trying to make a statement? Or, as many have suggested, was he simply a pawn in a much larger plot to kill the president?


  * Robert F. Kennedy Jr. seemed to confirm those suspicions in a 2013 interview when he claimed that his father believed the Warren report was a “shoddy piece of craftsmanship.” Robert F. Kennedy’s oldest son said that his father “publicly supported the Warren Commission report but privately he was dismissive of it.” His father suspected that the mob was behind the assassination and that more than one shooter was involved.
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