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  Covering a President Becomes a Nightmare


  BOB HUFFAKER

  



  I was lifting little children from the top of my mobile unit and handing them back to their parents. “I saw the president!” a little girl said as I took her under the arms and brought her down from the station wagon’s luggage rack. Her father thanked me as he took her from my hands. In the canyon of towering buildings, the corner of Main and Akard was crowded with Dallasites who had cheered JFK as his motorcade passed. By the thousands they lined Main Street from Harwood to Houston Street. “He had a tan,” a little boy observed as I set him down beside his mother. “Wasn’t Jackie pretty?” she asked him as they melted into the throng.


  I unslung the transistor radio from my shoulder and set it on the seat of the little black Mercury Comet—the odd unmarked wagon among our fleet of Pontiac Catalinas emblazoned with “KRLD News” in gold leaf beside the distinctive CBS eye. I replaced the two-way mike on its dash-board bracket and eased the station wagon through the dissolving crowd, most of them on their way to lunch after glimpsing John F. Kennedy and his radiant wife. With the car’s low-band radio, I had broadcast a description of the motorcade passing through the jubilant crowd at the ticker-tape parade—the president golden bronze from his secret Addison’s disease, Jackie in hot pink to her pillbox hat, and John and Nellie Connally waving from the jump seats ahead.


  The transistor radio’s earpiece enabled me to hear our big fifty-thousand-watt AM signal and take my cue in our live coverage of the president’s visit. I had listened to my colleagues Frank Glieber and Wes Wise broadcasting from similar setups. Frank narrated Air Force One’s arrival at Love Field. Wes took over as the motorcade traveled Lemmon Avenue, then tossed it back for Frank’s last broadcast from the airport.


  [image: The two fated couples arrive at Dallas Love Field. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Tom Dillard Collection, Dallas Morning News]


  As the motorcade neared the heart of Dallas, Frank introduced me on the air. I took his cue through my transistor’s earpiece, and as soon as I heard the squelch break when he closed his mike switch, I began to describe the excited thousands lining Main Street behind police lines. Amid festoons of red, white and blue bunting, I described the scene as the parade passed in a whirl of ticker tape. After it had faded from sight, I talked about the president’s political reasons for the Texas visit: to heal enmity between Lyndon Johnson’s conservative wing of the Texas Democrats and the party’s moribund populist faction led by the state’s U.S. Senator Ralph Yarborough.


  I stretched my broadcast toward the time when our news director, Eddie Barker, would take over from the huge new Trade Mart, where the president was to address a noon luncheon. JFK’s Texas appearances were accomplishing their purpose, and his popularity was rising as he spoke in San Antonio and Houston the day before, then flew to Fort Worth for the night. We had begun the day’s coverage with a live broadcast of the president’s breakfast speech in Fort Worth. Now Eddie and our live TV cameras were ready to broadcast as JFK spoke to the crowd waiting at the Trade Mart.


  In those days the venerable old metropolitan stations were still intact with clear-channel AM and FM radio along with the area’s three network television stations and the three newspapers that owned them. The Dallas Morning News owned ABC affiliate WFAA-AM, FM, and TV Channel 8. The Fort Worth Star-Telegram held the NBC affiliate WBAP-AM, FM, and TV Channel 5. My paychecks came from the Dallas Times-Herald, which owned our CBS stations KRLD-AM, FM, and TV Channel 4. The television stations shared video with pool cameras at three locations: independent KTVT-TV Channel 11 fed the Fort Worth breakfast speech with help from Channel 5; Channel 8 fed the Love Field scene; and our Channel 4 cameras were ready at the Trade Mart.


  As the motorcade faded from sight and the cheering crowd closed in to fill Main Street, I stayed on the air. I was reporting signs that Vice President Johnson and Governor John Connally had marked Yarborough for political extinction, splitting the state’s Democrats and drawing JFK to mend Texas fences. I was glad to see the crowd’s enthusiasm, and I was relieved to see no right-wing demonstrators like those who had jeered, spat upon, and struck U.N. Ambassador Adlai Stevenson with a placard the month before when he spoke in Dallas on United Nations Day.


  While I went on broadcasting, a skinny young loner named Lee Oswald was killing John F. Kennedy barely more than a thousand yards away. I couldn’t hear the three shots that echoed through Dealey Plaza—named for the former Dallas Morning News publisher whose archcon-servative son was one of the president’s bitter political enemies. Unlike his humanitarian father, Ted Dealey had turned the newspaper to the extreme right. When Kennedy had seen the paper’s full-page attack ad against him that morning, he’d told Jackie, “We’re headed into nut country today.”


  [image: The massive Main Street crowd surges forward to cheer JFK’s motorcade. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Photographer William Beal, Dallas Times Herald Collection]


  [image: In the motorcade’s wake, the throng closes in to fill Main Street. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Photographer William Beal, Dallas Times Herald Collection]


  Mine was the last scheduled broadcast of the motorcade. Eddie Barker was up next, and I was glad to be off for the day. I’d been fueled with coffee and cigarettes since 4:30 that morning, and I was thinking about lunch as I drove the two blocks back to the station. When I pulled up to the newsroom building across from the main studios, Warren Fulks, our ten o’clock newscaster, rushed out to meet me, shouting, “The president’s been shot and taken to Parkland!”


  “Grab a camera, Abe,” I said, “and let’s go.” Warren Fulks had the noble stature of a lean and rangy Abraham Lincoln, hence the nickname. Abe was a solid journalist and a naturally dramatic newscaster. He and I were young, eager and shaken, and I took us up Harry Hines Boulevard with my foot on the floor. I approached an empty cardboard box in the road and rammed it aside, then reached Parkland seconds after police guards had blocked all entrances. Trusting the power of the press card on the windshield, I bypassed the cordoned entrances, drove the wagon over the curb, then jumped medians all the way across the parking lot to the back of the hospital. I parked as near the emergency room as guards would allow, about 150 feet from the president’s bloodied limousine, standing with its doors still ajar. Dignitaries who had been in the motorcade were milling there in a daze.


  Senator Ralph Yarborough, whose liberal estrangement from LBJ’s powerful conservative Democrats was behind JFK’s Texas junket, had been riding reluctantly with his nemesis and Lady Bird Johnson in an open car not far behind the president’s. Yarborough stared at me in disbelief and said, “It sounded like a fusillade of shots.” In the previous day’s Houston motorcade he had declined to ride with LBJ, and before leaving Fort Worth that morning, President Kennedy had approached Governor Connally with the problem.


  “John, did you know that Yarborough wouldn’t ride with Johnson yesterday?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Well, he’s going to ride with him today, or he’s going to walk.”


  Back at the scene of the shooting, my colleague Jim Underwood, who had been in an open press car close behind the limo bearing LBJ and Yarborough, had vaulted out of the convertible at the sound of three shots from overhead. An alert Marine veteran, Jim had been in the thick of the Guadalcanal invasion, and he kept his wits. When JFK’s Lincoln braked hard, then screamed away onto Stemmons Freeway, Jim ran with police as they combed railyards above the triple underpass. He joined officers converging on the Texas School Book Depository, then raced to a telephone to make the first report. Underwood, KRLD’s assistant news director, had a combat rifleman’s sense for the direction of sniper fire. Gasping for breath, he made this live report:


  
    As the car I was in made the turn at Elm and Houston and started down for the triple underpass, I heard three loud shots seemingly from right over my head. There was so much confusion with people running, I thought at first that some of the spectators farther down the street toward the Elm Street underpass had been hit. I saw many of them throw themselves flat on the ground, and the police officers started blowing whistles and running for the scene. I leaped out of the car I was in in the parade and ran for the scene also.

  


  As sirens screamed and police surrounded the area, Jim said, “Evidently police believe that the man who fired the shots is still in the Texas School Book Depository building at the corner of Elm and Houston in downtown Dallas.”


  VIGIL AT THE EMERGENCY ROOM


  At Parkland, Warren and I waited to learn how seriously the shooting had wounded the president and governor. I knew that Jay Hogan, at our newsroom controls, was busy following the search for the gunman, so I started making my reports directly through the main radio control room across the street. Knowing that we had to stay on the air to reassure listeners even when we had nothing new to report, I keyed the mike and told the announcer and engineer, “Keep us on and tape everything we do.” We had to record history.


  Warren Fulks and I stayed on the air with as much information and description as we could glean, alternating between the mobile unit’s hand mike and the press briefings that Assistant Press Secretary Malcolm Kilduff would soon begin holding inside the hospital. One reason for staying on the air even without new information was to assure people that we were there to tell them the story as it developed. Another reason was to keep summarizing the sad sequence of events for those just tuning in.


  To stay on the air, we had to have the station wagon on the scene, and we were bound to the mobile unit, our only way of broadcasting without telephone connections. We kept fingers pressed to the mike’s talk button, or else the hiss of the squelch breaking would intrude on the broadcast. Since we were using our only two-way frequency, we couldn’t talk to our studios or newsroom while we were on the air.


  I walked through the stunned group and spoke in hushed tones with legislators who replied as they brushed aside tears. A pair of priests hurried past me toward the emergency room doors. Dreading what I had to say, I returned to the car, radioed the studios to put me on, took the cue through my transistor radio and began.


  
    What was a wonderful welcome in downtown Dallas has become a scene of indescribable horror, as hundreds of people crowd outside the back door to the emergency room here at Parkland Hospital. Faces are ashen white. And people are wondering, ‘Is our president going to live?’ President Kennedy is on the inside of Parkland Hospital, and two priests have just been sent into the room with the president.

  


  I reported that Congressman Jim Wright had said that he heard three shots and that Senator Yarborough had told me that he believed the president’s injuries to be very grave. “Reporters are being held outside the back door of Parkland Hospital, awaiting some announcement, some word on the condition of the president.” I handed Warren the mike, and he continued.


  
    All we can add at this time is that about three and a half minutes ago a spokesman from the hospital addressed himself to the press corps behind the hospital near the emergency exit, saying he could not elaborate on the extent of the president’s injuries or the location of those injuries. Yarborough, who was riding I believe some two cars behind that of the president, was visibly shaken. He said the scene was too horrible to describe. However, we must bear in mind that he himself, being an eyewitness, was very visibly disturbed and is as confused here as anyone else is. We are here at the scene, and we will remain here at Parkland Hospital.

  


  [image: Senator Ralph Yarborough, who rode with Vice President Lyndon Johnson two cars behind JFK’s, talks to reporters at Parkland. George Phenix in left background. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Dallas Times Herald Collection]


  Warren headed inside the hospital to a first-floor room where Malcolm Kilduff was starting to deal with converging reporters. Our colleague George Phenix had caught a ride from the Trade Mart to Parkland and was filming the scene inside and outside the building. Our reporter Dan Garza was on his way with another wagon and fresh film. We knew that Parkland Hospital had one of the nation’s busiest trauma centers and a staff of its top surgeons. If anyone could save gunshot victims, Parkland trauma teams could, and we were praying that they would.


  WAITING AT THE TRADE MART


  I went on interviewing dignitaries in the motorcade’s remnants and staying by our mobile unit to feed more reports and listen to those coming from my colleagues. Wes Wise had gone from his Lemmon Avenue motorcade broadcast straight to the Trade Mart. Sitting with his wife, Sally, Wes had been a guest. Now on the air, he was a reporter again:


  
    The first inkling of what has happened leaked into the Trade Mart as police and Secret Service men, then newsmen and photographers following close by, began running about the four balconies of the huge Trade Mart building. Up until a few moments ago, perhaps no more than fifty or sixty people in the huge crowd of some three thousand knew what has happened. Then I hurried to this phone. People who recognized me from local television called out to me as I ran by, “Is it true? Is it true?”

  


  Wes described the anguished guests: women with tear-stained cheeks, elderly men with heads bowed to the tables where they sat, the ominous public-address announcement of a delay, the unexplained request that people stay seated.


  At Dealey Plaza, our assignments editor, Joe Scott, was standing outside the School Book Depository. Small, dour and skeptical, Joe usually kept his distance from microphones. He and our Fort Worth reporter, Steve Pieringer, were using Steve’s mobile unit to broadcast. This was the only time I ever heard Joe on the air: “We’re down here at the scene of the current manhunt. There must be over two dozen squad cars blocking the intersection of Elm and Houston Streets.” Joe had been shooting film at Love Field with Pieringer, and the two of them had headed for the action when police monitors in Steve’s mobile unit had alerted them to the shots at Dealey Plaza. “So far,” Joe reported, “no one has been apprehended, but more than a score of Dallas policemen are standing with shotguns poised on their hip, ready and looking upward.”


  Steve Pieringer covered Fort Worth and the Tarrant County area with a station wagon so overspread with antennae that I teased him about its looking like an inverted hairbrush. Our newsroom and most of our mobile units monitored several Dallas police, sheriff, and fire frequencies, but Steve had outfitted his Pontiac also to receive everything throughout Fort Worth and Tarrant County. Eddie staffed the department with men who wrote, shot 16 mm movie film, reported news of all kinds, and in the face of this disastrous story, knew where to go and what to do. They were moving on their own. At the School Book Depository, Joe handed the mike to Steve, who reported discoveries inside the building: “Jerry Hill of the Dallas Police Department just leaned out a window and told police to call the Dallas crime laboratory to the scene. Apparently they’ve found some shells there in that room in the Texas School Book Depository building. Other police officers currently have the scene surrounded, while still more with shotguns are searching out the building at this time.”


  [image: Shotguns outside the Texas School Book Depository moments after JFK’s assassination. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Dallas Times Herald Collection]


  Inside the surrounded building, police were leading the depository’s management in accounting for their employees. One worker, Lee Oswald, was missing. It was his thirty-ninth day as an order clerk there, and he’d been seen on the sixth floor half an hour before the shooting, then below in the lunchroom within a couple of minutes after he’d pulled the trigger.


  Oswald had abandoned the rifle that he’d sneaked into the building that morning packaged as what he’d claimed were curtain rods. After the shooting, he had passed through the lunchroom, gone out the front door, made his way through the confusion, and walked east on Elm Street toward the heart of downtown. After seven blocks, he knocked on the door of a westbound Oak Cliff bus, boarded it and headed back toward the depository. Two blocks and four minutes later he changed his mind, had a transfer punched, and got off the bus just ahead of snarled traffic at Dealey Plaza. He walked south to the Greyhound bus station on Lamar and climbed into one of the taxis at curbside there.


  [image: After discovery of three spent cartridges on the sixth floor, Sergeant Jerry Hill calls down for the crime lab. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Dallas Times Herald Collection]


  While investigators in the building were discovering his absence, Oswald was in the cab, westbound across the Trinity River to his rented room in Oak Cliff. He was in a hurry to get the pistol that he kept there, and soon he would use it to take another life that day.


  At Parkland the terrible dream would not end. Legislators behind the presidential limousine in the motorcade had been basking in cheers and confetti—then, their leader killed by Oswald’s old Italian rifle, had sped up Stemmons Freeway in wild flight, sirens screaming to the emergency door, JFK’s open car soaked with gore and Jackie’s red roses on the floorboard with her husband’s blood. The party of surviving politicians were shattered, and I questioned them with gentleness. Congressman Ray Roberts stared at the ground shaking his head: “I simply couldn’t say anything. I simply couldn’t tell you anything. I just can’t think straight.”


  While I scraped for more information, Warren was inside waiting for a briefing, and I had to keep reporting: “The crowd is growing as spectators who have just learned of the horrible thing that has happened are sifting in from the street—walking in. People of all descriptions are standing here behind Parkland Hospital and waiting for some iota, some word about the condition of the president.”


  As I spoke again to Senator Ralph Yarborough, he burst into tears and told me, “I saw a Secret Service man on the rear of the presidential car and pounding it with his hands in despair, anguish, and pain. I knew something horrible had happened.”


  “The first lady is in the emergency room with the president,” I reported, “and the crowd outside is quiet and waiting for some word on his condition.”


  At the Trade Mart, luncheon guests began to suspect the worst. Wes continued radio broadcasts from there by telephone, and Eddie Barker used KRLD’s waiting pool camera connection to feed live television: “The only thing that we have at this time is the report that the president is at Parkland Hospital, that Governor John Connally was also wounded.”


  Eddie paused as the minister who was to have given the luncheon’s invocation stepped to the dais. Eddie, who knew the community’s leaders well, spoke low into his broadcast mike as he introduced the Reverend Luther Holcomb, executive secretary of the Dallas Council of Churches. Then Eddie fell silent as the minister, speaking over the public address system, prayed for the wounded chief executives and their families. Behind the blurred audio of the minister’s prayer, one could hear Eddie breathing. After the amen, he continued, “The shots apparently came from the Texas School Book Depository, which is a building about eight floors in height that—yes?” Again he paused, as a man approached him and whispered, “Eddie, he’s dead.” Barker listened while holding his mike away from the informant, then asked, “And who are you, sir?”


  “I don’t want to be identified,” the man replied, and Eddie went on in a tone of despair: “We have just been told by a member of the staff at Parkland Hospital, the president is dead. This is not—what is the governor’s condition?”


  “He’s been shot in the chest.”


  “In the chest. Do you have any report on that?”


  “No, no.”


  Eddie gave the nation the tragic news: “The word we have is that President Kennedy is dead. This we do not know for a fact. The word we have is that he is dead, that he was shot by an assassin at the intersection of Elm and Houston Streets just as he was going into the underpass. The word we have is from a doctor on the staff at Parkland Hospital who says that it is true. He was in tears when he told me just a moment ago.”


  Ever the professional, Eddie went on giving as much information as he had, describing the president’s entire Texas visit that had begun in San Antonio and Houston the day before. The president and his party had stayed overnight at Fort Worth’s Hotel Texas. Early that fateful morning JFK had walked into a crowd of several thousand in a downtown Fort Worth parking lot. Eddie mentioned fears that right-wing demonstrators might have spoiled the president’s welcome at Dallas Love Field. “But nothing went wrong there,” he continued. “There were some pickets, there were some demonstrators, but the president in his charming manner moved into the crowd with his wife by his side and greeted and shook hands.”


  Eddie even summarized the unexpected weather, which had begun gray and cold in Dallas that morning, then turned to a beautiful sunny day that had perhaps changed history. The morning fog, rain, and low clouds had been forecast to continue through the afternoon, but the overcast had broken away. “And when the president’s big jet set down right on schedule at twenty-five minutes before the noon hour, Central time, the sun was bright, the crowds were out, the bubble Plexiglas cover for the president’s limousine was put away, and the president and his wife and the governor of the state of Texas rode in the open car.”


  Eddie’s reporting under such anguish was controlled and complete. He had judged his source on the spot and had the courage to break the terrible news. The first to announce the president’s death, he had over-come his grief to tell of the governor’s chest wound, then to summarize JFK’s Texas visit and show how unexpectedly fine weather had exposed the riders in the open car: if morning rain had continued as forecast, the bubble top, although not bulletproof, might have deflected Oswald’s shots.


  President Kennedy had told Jackie that morning, “You know, last night would have been a hell of a night to assassinate a president. I mean it. There was the rain and the night, and we were all being jostled. Suppose a man had a pistol in a briefcase.”


  In the emergency room, Dr. Malcolm Perry had performed a tracheotomy through the exit wound in the president’s throat in a futile effort to revive him. He and Dr. Robert McClelland tried despite the hopelessness of Kennedy’s massive head wound. JFK had been dead on arrival, but they took heroic measures in Trauma Room One while other doctors were attending the wounded governor.


  JIM WRIGHT’S PRAYER


  Outside the hospital Congressman Jim Wright was standing beside me at the mobile unit when we learned that JFK was dead. I had intended to ask the future House Speaker more about what he had seen and heard during the shooting, but when we learned the awful news, grief overcame us, and I said, “No one wants to say anything on an occasion like this. But someone must have something to say. We have with us Fort Worth Congressman Jim Wright. Mr. Wright, do you have something to say?”


  I held the mike for him as Jim Wright bowed his head:


  
    We have just learned that our president is dead. This is a sad day—a day of grief, a day of shame for this land that anyone would hate, that anyone would seek to kill the president of the United States. We must strive anew to rebuild our faith and our hope. May a merciful God console his loved ones and his family. May that same God bless this land, that from this moment of such deep grief we may rebuild in faith, and not in fear—and love, and not in hate. I know the nation mourns and will deeply mourn. Those of us who were with him today when he was so alive, so buoyant, so outgoing, exposing himself to the public, will never forget this experience and will always remember him as the president who went to the people, not fearing to expose himself—his person, his safety, his own repose—to his land and his people. It is tragic that in this free land anyone would so learn to hate in his heart that he would seek to take violently into his hands this kind of an act. But it has been done. There is still in this land the fiber to rebuild on a basis of respect for duly constituted authority. And we must do it, and we must not panic.

  


  In Oak Cliff, Lee Oswald was telling the cab driver where to drop him off. The assassin was only twenty-four. He had a childhood obsession with the television series I Led Three Lives, and he was behaving like a bumbling version of his double-agent heroes. The previous April he had told his Russian wife, Marina, that he had taken a shot with his rifle at the ultraconservative Major General Edwin A. Walker, a fervent enemy of JFK. Firing in darkness as Walker sat in his study, Oswald had hit a window frame. He had missed a serious shot at the rabid right-winger, then killed the left-leaning president. Oswald’s pattern didn’t seem to make sense—unless, perhaps, he was emulating a double agent. But despite his attraction to communism, he had failed to establish himself in either Russia or Cuba, and the U.S. president symbolized the native land he had come to hate.


  Without betraying his destination, he guided the cabbie a block past the single-story house at 1026 North Beckley. He gave the driver a dollar for the ninety-five-cent fare, turned, walked back and rushed into the house where his landlady, who knew him as “O. H. Lee,” remarked on his strange hurry as she watched his tragedy unfolding on television. In his room he slipped into a jacket, tucked the pistol beneath it, then left the house and set out on foot.


  Discovering within minutes that Oswald was the only employee missing from the depository, at 12:45 police began broadcasting his description every few minutes to all units. Only fifteen minutes had passed since he’d fired the rifle. Beside the sixth-floor window in his nest of boxes, police would find three spent shells and the long paper bag that had encased his “curtain rods.” Soon they would discover the rifle he had concealed among boxes near the stairway on his way down. Later they would find prints of his fingers and hands on those boxes and bag—and his palm print on the rifle stock. Patrol cars already were scouring Oak Cliff for a white male, about thirty, five-foot-ten, 165 pounds. Initial police radio reports had said that he might be armed—with a rifle.


  At Parkland I was reporting from a crowd gone silent except for muffled sobbing: “People are standing outside this emergency entrance to the hospital and weeping bitterly. Senator Ralph Yarborough, Congressman Ray Roberts, Congressman Olin Teague of the Sixth District—all are crying. None can express what they feel. The only question that remains in most of their minds, all they can say now is, ‘How is John?’ They mean, of course, Governor John Connally.” I reported that the governor had been shot in the upper right chest, and I described the terrible scene that remains seared into my memory, as the crowd awaited more news of the tragedy.


  “The crowd waits with disbelief in their eyes. People are crying all around us. Newsmen who see death every day are crying, congressmen, senators who loved the president: a scene of indescribable sadness and horror at the emergency entrance to Parkland Hospital.”


  Inside the hospital, Lyndon Johnson was under guard. When doctors told Malcolm Kilduff that the president was dead, the assistant press secretary had entered LBJ’s secure room and addressed him as “Mr. President.” At those chilling words Lady Bird, standing beside her towering husband, had suppressed a little scream. Johnson started giving orders: “There’s a conspiracy. Get me out to Air Force One.”


  The nation’s military went to high alert, and heavily armed officers stood at the end of the Love Field flight path to guard Air Force One’s takeoff. On Johnson’s orders, attendants closed and curtained the big liner’s windows. Federal Judge Sarah T. Hughes headed from the forlorn and aborted Trade Mart luncheon to swear in the new president aboard the plane. Technicians removed and stowed a bulkhead and some seats to accommodate JFK’s casket.


  [image: The sniper’s nest where Oswald fired, hidden by boxes that he had stacked. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Photographer William Allen. Dallas Times Herald Collection]


  [image: The box positioned approximately where Oswald rested his rifle for clear shots at the rear of the presidential limousine. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Photographer William Allen. Dallas Times Herald Collection]


  In our newsroom, Jay Hogan was updating the chain of events and switching between CBS and our local reports. By telephone he questioned Mary Moorman, who had witnessed from the curb as the shots struck their mark:


  “About how close were you?”


  “Fifteen foot. I know, ’cause that’s where I had my camera set.”


  “This was right at the underpass?”


  “Yes, just a few feet from the underpass.”


  “Were you up on that grassy bank there?”


  “Yes, that’s where we were, and I’d stepped out in the street. We were right at the car.”


  “How many shots did you hear? You say shots rang out.”


  “Oh, I don’t know—I think three or four is what I heard. It just took seconds for me to realize what was happening.”


  “What was your first thought?”


  “That those are shots—and that he has been hit. And that they’re liable to hit me ’cause I’m right at the car. So I decided that the place for me was to just get on the ground. He grabbed his chest, and of course Mrs. Kennedy jumped up immediately and fell over him. And she says, ‘My God, he’s been shot!’”


  “Did you notice any other reactions of persons around the president in the motorcade there at the time of the shots?”


  “They hesitated just for a moment, ’cause I think they were like I was, you know: was that a shot or was it a backfire or just what? And then, ’course, he clutched his chest, and they immediately sped up. Real fast, you know, like, getting out of there. And, of the police, there were several motorcycles around him, and they stopped, and one or two must have went with him, and one ran up the hill.”


  The unexpected sunshine was brilliant, and the cold and drizzly autumn morning had given way to a balmy noon. Under blue skies, sun had glinted from the president’s polished limousine. Jackie Kennedy, smiling as the motorcade began, had put on her sunglasses. “Take off your glasses,” her husband had said with a smile, as she put on her best face for miles of crowds lining the curbs.


  She, Jack, and the Connallys had been beaming and brushing away confetti as the big Lincoln turned right onto Houston Street in Dealey Plaza, facing the Texas School Book Depository. Nellie Connally had turned and said, “Mr. President, you can’t say Dallas doesn’t love you!”


  At KRLD’s radio news desk, Jay Hogan went on interviewing witnesses. Having spoken to Mary Moorman, Jay questioned Jean Hill, Mary’s friend who had been with her near the limousine when the bullets hit their target.


  “Miss Hill, you were an eyewitness also?”


  “Yes I was. I suppose we were the people closest to the president’s car at the time.”


  “That was about ten or fifteen feet, you say?”


  “Not any more than that at all.”


  “You were both looking right at the presidential car, then?”


  “Yes, we were looking right at the president. We were looking in his face. As Mary took the picture, I was looking at him. And when two shots rang out, he grabbed his hands across his chest, and—I’d never seen anyone killed or in pain before like that, but there was this odd look came across his face, and he pitched forward onto Jackie’s lap. And she fell across him and said, ‘My God, he’s been shot.’”


  Seconds later Jackie Kennedy had said, “My God, I’ve got his brains in my hand.” And as the driver slowed the big car, the first lady had crawled out onto its rear deck to reach for the hand of JFK’s foiled Secret Service guard when he climbed in as they sped away.
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The two fated couples arrive at Dallas Love Field. Photograph courtesy The Sixth
Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Tom Dillard Collection, Dallas Morning News
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After discovery of three spent cartridges on the sixth floor, Sergeant Jerry Hill calls

down for the crime lab. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey
Plaza. Dallas Times Herald Collection
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Senator Ralph Yarborough, who rode with Vice President Lyndon Johnson two
cars behind JFK’s, talks to reporters at Parkland. George Phenix in left
background. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza.
Dallas Times Herald Collection
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The massive Main Street crowd surges forward to cheer JFK's motorcade.
Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Photographer
William Beal, Dallas Times Herald Collection
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In the motorcade’s wake, the throng closes in to fill Main Street. Photograph
courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Photographer William Beal,
Dallas Times Herald Collection
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Shotguns outside the Texas School Book Depository moments after JFK's
assassination. Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza.
Dallas Times Herald Collection
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The sniper’s nest where Oswald fired, hidden by boxes that he had stacked.

Photograph courtesy The Sixth Floor Museum at Dealey Plaza. Photographer
William Allen. Dallas Times Herald Collection






