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I. The Conflicted Testimony of Dr. Renatus Hartogs
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Only a few public photographs have survived of Dr. Renatus Hartogs, the chief psychiatrist at the Manhattan Youth House where young Lee Harvey Oswald had been placed due to habitual truancy in 1953.1 The picture above appeared in an article with the following header: “Sanitized: Approved for Release: CIA-RDP75-001.” Dr. Hartogs’ apparent diagnosis of Oswald’s predisposition to commit violent acts was influential in shaping a profile of the alleged assassin of President Kennedy. In the mainstream historical record, that biographical profile has endured to the present day. Yet, at face value, the doctor’s testimony before the Warren Commission was hopelessly confused. In probing deeply into this topic, it will become clear that Dr. Hartogs is a crucial eyewitness to history. The examination of this controversial doctor is the starting point for an investigation into Oswald’s year in New York in 1952-53. The study will explore how the story of truancy and the unique role played by Dr. Hartogs shed light on the actual identity of “Lee Harvey Oswald.”

In the wake of the reception to Oliver Stone’s film JFK in 1991, which revived interest in the assassination of President John F. Kennedy and led to the establishment of the JFK Records Act, the attorney Gerald Posner published a 1993 rebuttal to Stone’s film in the book Case Closed: Lee Harvey Oswald and the Assassination of JFK. Posner offered to the public a recapitulation of the findings of the Warren Commission. After thirty years, Posner’s book is still in print with Kindle and audiobook versions available, along with the printed volume in a slightly revised edition. In attempting to portray Oswald’s “violent” nature, Posner refers early in the book to the period in spring 1953 when the truant Oswald was remanded to the Youth House of New York City and underwent a psychiatric evaluation. Posner writes that Dr. Renatus Hartogs, a Ph.D. in clinical psychology and an M.D., “vividly remembered Oswald eleven years later when he testified before the Warren Commission.”2 Posner then goes on to cite the 1953 report signed by Dr. Hartogs, which, Posner asserts, identifies symptoms of “passive-aggressive tendencies.”3 Speaking on the sixtieth anniversary of the death of JFK when he was promoting his book, Posner claimed that Oswald committed the assassination because “he was a sociopathic loser in life.”4 The diagnosis of Dr. Hartogs served in shaping Posner’s thinking in focusing on Oswald’s alleged violent predisposition. It is therefore essential to examine closely what Dr. Hartogs told the Warren Commission and the findings that were at the heart of his written report of 1953.

In Posner’s book, the author often identifies what he believes are the shortcomings of Warren Commission critics. Regarding the testimony of Dr. Hartogs, Posner points out the following:


Many of the critics ignore Hartogs’s testimony. He is not even listed in books written by Mark Lane, Josiah Thompson, Jim Garrison, John Davis, Robert J. Groden and Harrison Livingstone, Robert Blakey, Henry Hurt, David Scheim, or David Lifton. Jim Marrs disingenuously says: “the results were essentially inconclusive ….” Harold Weisberg tells of the tests but does not quote any of Hartogs’s conclusions. Sylvia Meagher, in her acclaimed book Accessories After the Fact, writes, “There is then, no basis in any of the available medical or psychiatric histories for allegations that Oswald was psychotic, aberrant, or mentally unsound in any degree.”5



Because the list above is a substantial sampling of major Warren Commission critics, it is worth examining closely the actual words of Hartogs in his testimony and his other writings about Oswald.

Dr. Hartogs was questioned by Warren Commission attorney Wesley J. Liebeler on April 16, 1964, which was eleven years after young Oswald had been placed in the Youth House, due to habitual truancy. After explaining that he had served as chief psychiatrist for the Youth House of New York City, Dr. Hartogs described his duties as supervising the staff and signing off on reports with recommendations to the court for the children sent to the Youth House. But the doctor then admitted of Oswald that, “I vaguely remember him” and the name was familiar to him in part because Oswald’s case had been the subject of one of Hartogs’ seminars when special cases were discussed in sessions with “the professional public of New York City” invited.6 Undoubtedly, the case was both unique and complex in order to merit presentation before a group of specialists.

The Warren Commission questioning proceeded as follows:


Mr. LIEBELER: In your capacity as chief psychiatrist for the Youth House did you have occasion at any time to interview Lee Harvey Oswald?

Dr. HARTOGS: Yes.

Mr. LIEBELER: Would you tell us when that was and all that you can remember about that interview in your own words.

Dr. HARTOGS: That is tough. I remember that— actually I reconstructed this from what I remembered from the seminar. We gave a seminar on this boy in which we discussed him, because he came to us on a charge of truancy from school, and yet when I examined him, I found him to have definite traits of dangerousness.7



Throughout his testimony, Dr. Hartogs would return to the seminar devoted to young Oswald and how he had definitely perceived “traits of dangerousness” in the child.

As the questioning continued, the interrogator raised the issue of the treatment plan for young Oswald recommended by the doctor in 1953. The following exchange occurred:


Mr. LIEBELER: Do you recall what recommendation you made to the court in respect of Oswald?

Dr. HARTOGS: If I can recall correctly, I recommended that this youngster should be committed to an institution.

Mr. LIEBELER: What type of institution, do you recall?

Dr. HARTOGS: No; that I don’t recall. No.

Mr. LIEBELER: But you are quite clear in your recollection that you recommended that he be institutionalized immediately because of the personality pattern disturbance; is that correct?

Dr. HARTOGS: Yes; that is right. That I remember; yes.8



After another interchange about how Dr. Hartogs was relying on the seminar he conducted for the recall of the diagnosis of Oswald, Mr. Liebeler then surprised the doctor by revealing the actual report on Oswald signed by Dr. Renatus Hartogs for case no. 26996 for the boy Lee Harvey Oswald on May 1, 1953. The findings of the report were in such stark contrast to what the doctor related during the questioning that Mr. Liebeler asked him, “do you think that possibly it may have been somebody else that was involved in the seminar or are you convinced that it was Oswald?”9 The attorney was understandably confused because the report outlined very clearly an outpatient treatment plan with no recommendation to institutionalize the child. The 1953 report was worded as follows:


We arrive therefore at the recommendation that he should be placed on probation under the condition that he seek help and guidance through contact with a child guidance clinic …. It is our definite impression that treatment on probation should be tried out before the stricter and therefore possibly more harmful placement approach is applied to the case of this boy.10



A flummoxed Dr. Hartogs was forced to admit the following: “Yes. It contradicts my recollection.”11 In other words, the report he had signed indicated the precise opposite of institutionalizing the child to which he just testified, based on his memory jogged by the seminar. This portion of the interrogation concluded with Mr. Liebeler asking the doctor, “It would not appear from this report that you found any indication in the character of Lee Oswald at that time that would indicate this possible violent outburst, is there?”12 And the doctor replied, “I didn’t mention it in the report, and I wouldn’t recall it now.”13 And Mr. Liebeler followed this reply by stating, “And in fact, as we read through the report, there is no mention of the words “incipient schizophrenic” or “potentially dangerous” in the report.” And Dr. Hartogs had to concur that that no such clinical diagnosis was explicitly stated in the report.

At first glance, it would be difficult to imagine any eyewitness as unreliable as Dr. Hartogs. And his physical description of the boy Oswald seems just as erratic as the recall of his assessment of Oswald’s mental state. In his Warren Commission testimony in 1964, Dr. Hartogs described young Oswald as “a medium-sized, slender, curlyhaired youngster.”14 But this description differs from that of the report he had signed in 1953, in which Oswald was identified as a “13-year-old, well-built, well-nourished boy.”15 In his book The Two Assassins published in 1965, the doctor describes the boy more precisely in recalling the moment when young Oswald first entered his office, and the description is closer to his 1964 oral account before the Warren Commission: “The door opened. Lee Harvey Oswald, a slender, dark-haired boy with a pale, haunted face walked in. I remembered thinking how slight he was for his thirteen years. He had an underfed look, reminiscent of the starved children I had seen in concentration camps.”16 Over the course of twelve years, the “well-built, well-nourished” boy of the 1953 written report had been transmogrified into an “underfed” child resembling “the starved children I had seen in concentration camps.” Obviously, these are emphatically contradictory accounts of a boy recalled from Dr. Hartogs’ memory and of the report he had signed in 1953. But in the story of the doctor’s memory of young Oswald, there are multiple layers to uncover.

Before dismissing Dr. Hartogs as an inept eyewitness, the pertinent question raised by attorney Liebeler must be recalled about the special seminar organized by the doctor: “Do you think that possibly it may have been somebody else that was involved in the seminar or are you convinced that it was Oswald?”17 Behind this question is the possibility that Dr. Hartogs had signed off on reports for two different boys remanded to the Youth House for truancy. Of the two cases, one was serious enough to warrant a special seminar of psychiatrists in New York City. The implications of this hypothesis about two separate cases will be explored in the following pages as we examine the evidence surrounding Oswald’s residency in New York and the circumstances of his truancy that led to his arrest and placement in the Youth House in spring 1953.



_______________
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II. Who Is the Boy at the Bronx Zoo?
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This photograph of young Oswald at the Bronx Zoo was published in the Warren Report volumes and was being disseminated in the media shortly after the assassination. The photo may have influenced the memory of Dr. Hartogs in writing about a “slender, dark-haired boy” in his 1965 book.18 While Dr. Hartogs never actually identified Oswald from the photo in his Warren Commission testimony, his description certainly squares with this image. When shown the photo, another New York psychiatrist at the Youth House, Dr. Milton Kurian, recognized the boy as the youngster he had examined in March, 1953. Myra DaRouse, an instructor at Beauregard Junior High School in New Orleans also identified from the photo the student answering to the name of Harvey Oswald, whom she taught in 1954, shortly after he had left New York. But, curiously, Lee Oswald’s older half-brother, John Pic, with whom he resided briefly in New York at the time the photo was taken, was unable to recognize the slender boy pictured above when the image was shown to him during his Warren Commission testimony. When researcher John Armstrong showed this photo to Phillip Anderson and Richard Woodward, who were fellow students of Oswald in the sixth grade and interacted with him in Texas in the year prior to his move to New York, they too were unable to identify the boy in the picture as their classmate at West Ridglea Elementary School in Fort Worth.19 In terms of the assessment of young Oswald by Dr. Hartogs, the question remains how he could have identified Oswald as “well-built” and “well-nourished,” then offer a radically different description of a “starved” child resembling one from a “concentration camp” in his book in 1965. There are multiple layers of the evidence to uncover that may reveal that the boy in the Bronx Zoo photo may indeed have been examined by Dr. Renatus Hartogs and was the youngster whose psychiatric profile was the subject of one of his seminars.

Today, we have enough new factual information discovered about Oswald’s life to sort out the contradiction between a “well-nourished” and a “starved” boy, who were both residing in New York in 1953. Thanks to the tenacity of John Armstrong in his decades of research into Oswald, the New York experience of 1952-53 comes into clearer focus. The evidence points to two boys with the same name being raised in different households over a number of years, who eventually became participants in American intelligence operations. It is likely that references to them in government records included separate identifications: one boy was "Lee Harvey Oswald," born to Marguerite Claverie Oswald in New Orleans, Louisiana on October 18, 1939. The other boy was given the name "Harvey Lee Oswald"; he was likely a Russian-speaking refugee from Eastern Europe following World War II, who was brought to this country with thousands of other displaced persons.

This foreign-born boy was raised by a caretaker mother occasionally identifying herself as “Margaret” Oswald.
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In the twentieth century, Eastern Europe suffered enormous dislocations of humanity, particularly ethnic minorities, through forced displacements.20 The dynamic of multiethnic pluralism traditionally defining Eastern Europe had given way to the arbitrary imposition of new borders resulting in new “nationalities” following World War I. After the outbreak of the Second World War, the situation was exacerbated when Hitler and Stalin signed the Ribbentrop-Molotov non-aggression pact on August 23, 1939, wherein they were able to carve up spheres of influence in Eastern Europe. A secret component of the agreement was that Poland would be divided between Germany and the Soviet Union. Additionally, Estonia, Latvia, and Bessarabia would fall under Soviet hegemony. Entire populations were in effect being “exchanged.” The process of readjusting boundaries, annexing territories, and displacing entire populations continued through the war with massive deportations and genocide during the Holocaust. According to the French migration expert Thomas Chopard, “throughout Europe minorities were partially deported to secure new borders …. Human movements were generally accompanied by aggressive cultural policies banning the minority language, closing its schools, and bringing local elites to heel. Across Europe, contested territories enduringly marked by their multiethnic character were annexed, nationalized, and brutally ethnicized in order to complete the construction of nation states.”21 By the end of World War II, the chaotic conditions were apparent in enormous displacement camps for the refugees. As the CIA was beginning to be formed out of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), hundreds of thousands of homeless people in Eastern Europe were targeted as potential “alien” assets. This is the historical background for the
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