


KENNEDY’S 
LAST DAYS

207-53570_ch00_5P.indd   i207-53570_ch00_5P.indd   i 4/16/13   4:53 PM4/16/13   4:53 PM



207-53570_ch00_5P.indd   ii207-53570_ch00_5P.indd   ii 4/16/13   4:53 PM4/16/13   4:53 PM



The Assassination 
That Defined a Generation

HENRY HOLT AND COMPANY

N E W  Y O R K

LAST DAYS

BILL O’REILLY
5

KENNEDY’S

207-53570_ch00_5P.indd   iii207-53570_ch00_5P.indd   iii 4/16/13   4:53 PM4/16/13   4:53 PM



Henry Holt and Company, LLC
Publishers since 1866
175 Fifth Avenue
New York, New York 10010
mackids.com

Henry Holt® is a registered trademark of Henry Holt and Company, LLC.
Copyright © 2013 by Bill O’Reilly
All rights reserved.
Permission to use the following images is gratefully acknowledged (additional credits are noted with 
captions): i: © PoodlesRock/Corbis; ii: © Bettmann/Corbis; iii: © Tom Dillard/Dallas Morning News/Corbis; 
iv- v: © iStock .com; vi- vii: © Corbis; 1: JFK Presidential Library and Museum; 45: JFK Presidential Library and 
Museum; 46: © Bettmann/Corbis; 66: © Corbis; 100: © Wong Yu Liang/Shutterstock.com; 157: JFK 
Presidential Library and Museum; 241: JFK Presidential Library and Museum; 246– 47: © Bettmann/Corbis; 
285– 89 © Shutterstock .com and iStock .com

Library of Congress Cataloging- in- Publication Data
O’Reilly, Bill.
Kennedy’s last days : the assassination that defined a generation / Bill O’Reilly. — First edition.
pages   cm
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 978-0-8050-9802-0 (hardcover) — ISBN 978-0-8050-9974-4 (e-book)
1. Kennedy, John F. (John Fitzgerald), 1917–1963—Assassination—Juvenile literature. I. Title.
E842.Z9O74 2013  973.922092—dc23   2013009026

Henry Holt books may be purchased for business or promotional use. For information on bulk purchases, 
please contact Macmillan Corporate and Premium Sales Department at (800) 221- 7945 x5442 or by e-mail at 
specialmarkets@macmillan.com.

First Edition— 2013 / Designed by Meredith Pratt
Based on the book Killing Kennedy by Bill O’Reilly, published by Henry Holt and Company, LLC.
Printed in the United States of America by R. R. Donnelley & Sons Company, Harrisonburg, Virginia

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

HenHenry ryry HoHolHolt at at and nd nd ComComCompanpanpany,y,y, LLCLLCLLC
PuPPublisissherherhers ss ss sincincincee 1e 18668666
171751  Fifthhh AvAvvenuenuenueee
NewNewNew YYork,rk,rk, NeNeNew Yw Yw Yorkorkrk 1010010101
macmacckidkidkids cs.cs.comomom

Henry ry y HolHolHolttt®®® isisis aaa regregegististereered td tradradademaemaem krk ffof HenHenHenry ryry HolHolt at andnd ComCommpanpanpa y,y,y, LLCLLC.
Coppyriyriyrightghtght © © © 2012012013 b3 b3 by By By Billilli O’O’ReiReillylly
AllAllAll ririrightghtghts rs reseeseeserververved.d.d.
PerPerPermismismissiosiosi n tn to uo uusese thetheth fofofollollollowinwinwing ig ig imagmagmages es es is is is gragragrateftefte ullll ay ackncknnowlowlo edgedge eded (ad( ditittioniional creditdits as as are re re notnototeded witwith h 
capcapcaptiotiotions)ns): i: i: © ©© PoPoP odlodldlesResResRockockock/Co/Co/Corbirbirbis;s;s; ii:ii:ii © © © BetBetBettmatmatmann/nn/n CorCorCorbisbisi ; i; i; ii:ii:i © © Tom DiDiDillallallard/rd/D lDalllas MoMornirniingngng NewNewe s/Cs/Corborbor is;is;; 
iv-iv-iv- v: v:v © © © iStiStiS ockocko  .c .c. om;m;m vivi- v- ii:i:i: ©©© CorCoCo bisis; 1; 1; 1: J: J: JFK FK FK PrePrePresidsidsidentententialialial LiLiL brabraryy anddand MuMuMuseuseuseum; m;m 45:45:45 JFJFFK PK PK resideidedentintit al al LibL rary ay ay ndndd
MusMusMuseumeum; 4; 46:6: © B© BBettettmanmann/Cn/Cn/Corboror is;is;s; 666666: ©: ©: © CoCoCorbirbirbis;s;s; 100100100: ©©© WoWoWong ng ng Yu YuYu LiaLiaLiang/ng/ng/ShuShuS ttettetterstrstrstockockock.cococom;m;m 1157: JFK FK K
PrePrePresidsidsidentenen ialialal LiLiLibrabraary ryr andand MuMuM seueum;; 24124141: J: J: JFK FK PrePresidententntiaiaial LiLiLibrabrabraryryry andandand MuMuMuseuseuseum;m;m; 246246–4 447:7:7: © B© Bettettettmammann/CCorborborbis;is;is
285285285– 8– 8– 89 ©9 ©9 © ShShhuttuttersere toctocock ..comcomcom aand id iSStock .com

LibLibi rarrarary oy oy f Cf Cf ongonon resresess CCataataloglo ingingn - in--PubPubP lication Data
O’RO’RO’Reileililly,ly,, BBill.lll
KenKenKennednednedy’sy’s lalast st t daydayys :s : thtt e a aassaassiss natattionio thhat at defdefined ad a geg nerationnn // B/ Billllill O’O’O’ReiReillylllly. — FiiFi trstrst deditition.
pagpageses ccm
IncIncncludlududesess bibbibblliliogragr phiphph calala  referfefe encnccees andandnd indexdex..
ISBISBBN 9N 9N 978-78-78-0-80-80 050050 -98-9 02-02-2 0 (((harhah dcococoverr) —) —) ISSSBNBBN 97878-0-8058050 90-90-9974974974-4 -4 -4 (e-(e-(e booboobook)k)k)
11. 1. KenKenKennednedne y, y, y, JohJohJohn Fn F. (. (. (JohJohhn Fnn itztzzggeraldaldald),) 19191917–11963963—As—Assassinininatiation—on Juvenin le liti erature. I. TitT le.
E84E84E842.Z2.Z2.Z9O79O79O74 24 24 2013011 9973.77 9229222209222—dc—dc23 232 220133013009009009026026026

HenHenHenry ry r HolHolHo t bt bbookookooks ms ms may ay ay bebebe purpurpu chahahasesed fofofor br usisisinness ooor pr promromromotiotiotionaonaonal ul use.se FoFor ir nformamatiotion on on bn bulkulkulk pupupurchrchrchaseaseases, s, s
plepleleaseasese cocoontantan ct ct ct MacMacMacmilmilmillanlanlan CoCoCorporporporatratrate ae ae nd nd nd PrePrePr miuium Sm m ales Ds Ds Depaepartmrtmenttent tatat (8(8(800)00)00) 22222211- 1- 7947947945 x5 x5445442 o2 or by ey e-mamailil at a
spespes ciaciaci lmalmamarkerkekets@ts@@macmacmacmilmilm lannn.co.co.com.m.m.

FirFirF st st st EdiEdiEditiotiotion— n— —20122013 /3 /3 DeDesigsigsi nednedd bybby MeMeredredre iththth PrPrPrattattatt
BasBasased ed onono thethee bobookok o KilKillinlini g Kg Kennennen edyedy bybyby BiBill ll O’RO’RO eileililly,ly,ly, pupupublibliblishesheshed bd bd by Hy Hy Henrenrenry Hy Hy Holtoltolt ananand Cd Cd Compompompanyanyany, L, LLLC.LC.LCyy
PriPrPrintententedd id in tn tn thhe he UniUniUn tedted StSStateatees os os of Af Amermerme icaica bybyby R.R. R.R. DoDoD nnennenn llellelley &y &y & SoSoSonsns ns ComComCompanpanp y,y HarHarrisrisonbonburgurg, V, Virgirginiiniaa

10 1010 99 8 8 777 66 55 5 4 4 333 2 2 111

207-53570_ch00_5P.indd   iv207-53570_ch00_5P.indd   iv 4/16/13   4:53 PM4/16/13   4:53 PM



This book is dedicated to my ancestors,

THE KENNEDYSTHE KENNEDYS
OF YONKERS, NEW YORK:

hardworking, generous, and honest folk.
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“The stories of past courage can define that ingredient— they can teach,                                   

they can offer hope, they can provide inspiration. But they cannot supply courage itself.            

For this each man must look into his own soul.”

—John Fitzgerald Kennedy

“It can be said of him, as of few men in a like position, that he did not fear the weather, and did 

not trim his sails, but instead challenged the wind itself, to improve its direction and to cause it 

to blow more softly and more kindly over the world and its people.”

—E. B. White

John’s sisters Patricia, Jeanne, and Eunice show their support 
during Kennedy’s senatorial campaign. The donkey is a symbol   

of the Democratic Party. [© Bettmann/Corbis]
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PROLOGUEPROLOGUE

The author’s ID for Chaminade High School, 1965–66.

THE BAD NEWS ARRIVED in religion class. We  were in 
Brother Carmine Diodati’s room that day when the radio 

report came over the loudspeaker: President John F. Kennedy 
has been shot in Dallas, Texas, and taken to the hospital. A short 
time later, we would learn that he was dead.
 We  were startled. No one knew what to say. I remember 
 exactly where I was when I heard the news, and so do most 
Americans who  were born before 1953. I’ll bet there is some-
one in your family who can tell you what it felt like to hear the 
awful news that the president had been assassinated.
 Chaminade High School, where I was a freshman, was (and 

still is) all boys, or 
“young men,” as we 
 were called, so there 
 weren’t a lot of tears 
then. The days that 
followed  were filled 
with sadness and 
confusion. We had 
to go to several sor-
rowful masses and 
listen to lectures 

x   
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PROLOGUE    xi

about the slain president and the tragedy that had befallen 
America.
 Mostly, we  were confused. My life at the time revolved around 
sports and friends. I didn’t think too much about national politics. 
I took pride in wearing the red and gold school colors on the field, 
did my homework, and tried to stay in line with the school rules. I 
don’t remember talking to my friends about the assassination.

Life was pretty simple in those days. For adults the rules seemed 
to be these: You worked, obeyed the law, cared for your family, 
looked out for your neighbors, and respected your country. The 
Kennedy assassination shattered that calm sense of order. People 
throughout America  were asking themselves and one another why 
it  happened and who really killed the president.
 In 1960, when Kennedy was elected, I was in sixth grade at 
St. Brigid’s Catholic School. Of course his picture was soon on the 
walls because he was the country’s first Catholic president. And he 
was Irish, too. I had Kennedys in my background. My mother’s 
grandmother was Winifred Kennedy, and all American Kennedys 
liked to think they  were related to this ground breaking president. 
And because we  were Irish Catholic, too, our family felt deep 
 emotional ties to the president and his family.
 Soon after Kennedy was elected, there was a scary change at 
school. Three months after the inauguration, there was a stand off 
with Rus sia and Cuba, and people  were afraid there would be a 
nuclear war. To prepare for this, we had fallout- shelter drills at 
school. When the bell rang, all the kids had to file out to the school 
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parking lot. If a war had started, buses would take us to an under-
ground bunker.
 There would be other showdowns during Kennedy’s presidency, 
as well as times of family relaxation. And it seemed as if we  were in 
on them all. There  were photos of the president in meetings, walk-
ing with world leaders, speaking around the world, sailing on his 
yacht, and playing with his children. He was a glamorous figure, 
young and energetic. He had style, and his wife, Jackie, had even 
more. Kennedy was friendly with the press and let them show 

The Kennedys with Jackie’s sister’s family, Christmas Eve, 1962. The black dog 
is Clipper. Mrs. Kennedy is holding Charlie. [ JFK Presidential Library and Museum]
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PROLOGUE    xiii

what his life was like. He was our first president who liked to be 
on tele vi sion.
 And it was tele vi sion that kept the country in touch when he 
was killed. After the assassination, my mother and father, like most 
Americans,  were glued to the TV. For three days after the 1:40 p.m. 
news bulletin on November 22, 1963, the country watched. 
 Walter Cronkite, the most respected man in tele vi sion news, had 
broken into the broadcast of a soap opera to announce the shoot-
ing. All the major networks showed the return of the president’s 
body to Washington, D.C., his funeral mass at the Cathedral of 
St. Matthew, and his burial in Arlington National Cemetery. Not 
a single commercial was aired during those three days.
 My father was not enthusiastic about the new president, Lyndon 
Johnson. My mother was sad and mostly worried about Jackie 
Kennedy and her two young children. To me, Kennedy was a dis-
tant figure who died in a terrible way, although many of the photo-
graphs of that day have stayed with me always.
 It  wasn’t until I got to college that I began to be interested in 
politics and in how great men like John Kennedy met the chal-
lenges that  were thrown at them.

New York
June 2013
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KEY PLAYERSKEY PLAYERS

PRESIDENT JOHN F. KENNEDY AND FAMILY

Caroline Kennedy: Daughter of the president and first lady.

Edward “Ted” Kennedy: Younger brother of JFK, U.S. 
senator.

Jacqueline “Jackie” Bouvier Kennedy: Wife of JFK, 
first lady of the United States.

John Fitzgerald Kennedy: World War II hero, Pulitzer 
Prize– winning historian, U.S. congressman and senator, 
35th president of the United States.

John Kennedy Jr.: Son of the president and first lady.

Joseph Kennedy Jr.: Older brother of JFK, U.S. Navy 
land- based bomber pi lot during World War II.

Joseph Kennedy Sr.: Patriarch of the Kennedy family, 
 former U.S. ambassador to Great Britain.

Robert Francis Kennedy: Younger brother of JFK, U.S. 
senator, U.S. attorney general, candidate for president 
in 1968.

PRESIDENT KENNEDY’S CABINET 

AND ADVISERS

McGeorge Bundy: JFK’s national security adviser.

Lyndon Baines Johnson: JFK’s vice president, 
then  36th president of the United States.

john fitzgerald kenned
y

caroline kennedy

edward kennedy

jacqueline bouvier kenned
y

john kennedy jr

.

mcgeorge bundy

joseph kennedy sr.

joseph kennedy jr
.

robert francis kennedy

lyndon baines johnso
n

xiv   
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Robert S. McNamara: Secretary of defense.

Kenneth “Kenny” P. O’Donnell: Or ga niz er of JFK’s 1960 
 presidential campaign, special assistant and appointments 
secretary to President Kennedy, later campaign manager 
for Robert Kennedy’s 1968 presidential campaign.

David “Dave” Francis Powers: Special assistant and 
assistant appointments secretary to President Kennedy, 
later curator of the JFK Library and Museum.

Pierre Salinger: White  House press secretary.

Arthur Schlesinger Jr.: Special assistant to the president.

Ted Sorensen: Special counsel to the president.

Earl Warren: Fourteenth chief justice of the Supreme 
Court, chairman of the President’s Commission on the 
Assassination of President Kennedy, informally known 
as the Warren Commission.

PO LITI CAL LEADERS

Fidel Castro: Prime minister and later president of Cuba.

John Connally: Governor of Texas, rides in the presidential 
limousine in Dallas.

Dwight Eisenhower: Thirty- fourth president of the 
United States.

Andrei Gromyko: Soviet foreign minister.

KEY PLAYERS    xv

fidel castro

dwight eisenhower

andrei gromyko

robert s. mcnamara

kenneth p. o’donnell

david francis powers

arthur schlesinger jr
.

pierre salinger

earl warren

ted sorensen
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xvi    KEY PLAYERS

Nikita Khrushchev: Premier of the Soviet  Union.

Martin Luther King Jr.: Minister, activist leader of the civil 
rights movement, and later Nobel Peace Prize recipient.

Richard Nixon: President Eisenhower’s vice president, 
 presidential candidate against Kennedy.

Harry Truman: Thirty- third president of the United States.

George Wallace: Governor of Alabama.

SECRET SER VICE, FBI, AND POLICE

U. E. Baughman: Head of the Secret Ser vice.

Arnold J. Brown: Texas- based FBI agent who investigates 
Lee Harvey Oswald and his mother.

Jesse Curry: Dallas police chief.

John Fain: Texas- based FBI agent who investigates 
Lee Harvey Oswald.

Bill Greer: Secret Ser vice agent driving the presidential 
 limousine.

Clint Hill: Secret Ser vice agent in charge of Jackie Kennedy’s 
detail.

J. Edgar Hoover: Director of the Federal Bureau of 
 Investigation of the United States.

James Hosty Jr.: FBI’s expert on Lee Harvey and 
Marina Oswald.

Roy Kellerman: Secret Ser vice agent protecting JFK.

Winston G. Lawson: Secret Ser vice special agent in charge 
of or ga niz ing JFK’s travel protection.

richard nixon

harry truman

george wallace

nikita khrushchev

martin luther king jr
.

j. edgar hoover

u. e. baughman

winston g. lawson

clint hill
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KEY PLAYERS    xvii

Eugene “Bull” Connor: Birmingham, Alabama, 
public safety commissioner.

J. D. Tippit: Officer of the Dallas police force who is killed 
by Oswald.

LEE HARVEY OSWALD, FAMILY, AND 

 ACQUAINTANCES

George de Mohrenschildt: Russian- American businessman 
who helps the Oswalds.

Lee Harvey Oswald: U.S. Marine, defector to the Soviet 
 Union, assassin of Kennedy.

Marguerite Oswald: Mother of Lee Harvey Oswald.

Marina Prusakova Oswald: Wife of Lee Harvey Oswald.

Robert Oswald: Lee Harvey Oswald’s older brother.

Ruth Paine: Friend of Marina Oswald.

OTHERS

Walter Cronkite: CBS newsman who first announces 
the  shooting of the president.

Jack Ruby: Nightclub own er who kills Lee Harvey Oswald.

Edwin Anderson “Ted” Walker: Major general in the 
U.S. Army, assassination target of Oswald.

Sterling Wood: Boy who testifies that he saw Oswald at 
the rifle practice range.

robert oswald

jack ruby

walter cronkite

edwin anderson walker

j. d. tippit

george de mohrenschil
dt

lee harvey oswald

m
arina prusakova oswald

marguerite oswald

ruth paine
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Kennedy places his hand on an 1850 edition of the Bible brought                                                                                                                                    
from Ireland by his ancestors. [ JFK Presidential Library and Museum]
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   3

THE MAN WITH FEWER THAN THREE YEARS to live places 
his left hand on the Bible.

Earl Warren, chief justice of the United States Supreme 
Court, stands before him reciting the Presidential Oath of 
 Office. “You, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, do solemnly swear . . .”

“I, John Fitzgerald Kennedy, do solemnly swear,” the new 
president repeats in his Boston accent.

John Kennedy was born into wealth and has a refined man-
ner of speaking that would seem to distance him from many 
people. But he is an enthusiastic and easily likable man. He 
won the pop u lar vote over Richard Nixon by a razor- thin mar-
gin, getting just 49 percent of the total votes. So not everyone 
loves JFK, but this is an exciting moment for the country.

“. . . that you will faithfully execute the office of president of 
the United States . . .”

CHAPTER ONE

JANUARY 20, 1961JANUARY 20, 1961
Washington, D.C.  12:51 P.M.
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4    THE MAKING OF A HERO

“. . . that I will faithfully execute the office of president of the 
United States. . . .”

Eighty million Americans are watching the inauguration on 
tele vi sion. Twenty thousand more are there in person. Eight inches 
of thick, wet snow have fallen on Washington, D.C., overnight. 
Spectators wrap their bodies in sleeping bags, blankets, thick sweat-
ers, and winter coats— anything to stay warm.

The Marine Band stands in front of the Capitol during 
the inauguration ceremonies. [ JFK Presidential Library and Museum]
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JANUARY 20, 1961    5

But John Kennedy ignores the cold. He has even removed his 
overcoat. At age 43, JFK exudes fearlessness and vigor. His lack of 
coat, top hat, scarf, or gloves is intentional— this helps to confirm 
his athletic image. He is trim and just a shade over six feet tall, with 
greenish- gray eyes, a dazzling smile, and a deep tan, thanks to a 
recent vacation in Florida.

“. . . and will to the best of your ability . . .”
“. . . and will to the best of my ability . . .”
In the sea of dignitaries and friends all around him, there are 

three people vital to Kennedy. The first is his younger brother 
Bobby, soon to be appointed U.S. attorney general. The president 
values him for his honesty and knows that Bobby will always tell 
him the truth, no matter how brutal it may be.

Behind the president is the new vice president, Lyndon Baines 
Johnson, who is often called LBJ. It can be said, and Johnson him-
self believes, that Kennedy won the presidency because Johnson 
was on the ticket, which allowed them to win the most votes in 
Johnson’s home state of Texas.

Finally, the new president glances toward his young wife, stand-
ing behind Justice Warren. Jackie’s eyes sparkle. Despite her happy 
face today, Jackie Kennedy has already known tragedy during 
their seven years of marriage. She miscarried their first child, and 
the second was a stillborn baby girl. But she has also enjoyed the 
birth of two healthy children, Caroline and John Jr., and the stun-
ning rise of her dashing young husband from a Massachusetts 
politician to president of the United States.
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“. . . preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United 
States.”

“. . . preserve, protect, and defend the Constitution of the United 
States.”

Kennedy’s pre de ces sor, Dwight Eisenhower, stands near Jackie. 
Behind Kennedy stand Richard Nixon, Eisenhower’s vice president 
and Kennedy’s adversary in the presidential campaign, and Harry 
Truman, the Demo cratic president who held office before Eisen-
hower.

John F. Kennedy takes the oath of office, administered                                                                  
by Chief Justice Earl Warren. [© Bettmann/Corbis]
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JANUARY 20, 1961    7

Normally, having just one of these dignitaries at an event means 
heightened security. Having all of them at the inaugural, sitting 
together, is a security nightmare.

The Secret Ser vice is on high alert. Its job is to protect the 
president. The leader of the ser vice, Chief U. E. Baughman, has 
been in charge since Truman was president. His agents scan the 
crowd, ner vous about the proximity of the huge audience. One 
well- trained fanatic with a pistol could kill the new president, two 
former presidents, and a pair of vice presidents with five crisp 
shots.

“. . . So help you, God.”
“. . . So help me, God.”
The oath complete, Kennedy shakes Chief Justice Warren’s 

hand, then those of Johnson and Nixon and finally Eisenhower.
Kennedy is the youn gest president ever elected. Eisenhower is 

one of the oldest. The great divide in their ages also represents two 
very different generations of Americans— and two very different 
views of America. Those watching in person and those watching on 
TV agree: The future looks limitless and bright.

5

Now the 35th president of the United States turns toward the 
crowd. At the podium bearing the presidential seal, Kennedy looks 
down at his speech.

Kennedy is a Pulitzer Prize– winning historian, having received 
the award for his book Profiles in Courage. He knows the value of a 
great inaugural address. For months, he has worked over the words 
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he is about to recite. That morning, he  rose after just four hours of 
sleep and, pencil in hand, reviewed his speech again and again and 
again.

His words resonate like a psalm. “Let the word go forth from 
this time and place, from friend and foe alike, that the torch has 
been passed to a new generation of Americans— born in this 

Kennedy’s inaugural address is one of the shortest in history: 
thirteen minutes, fifty-nine seconds. [© Associated Press]
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After the inauguration, the new president watches the parade pass. The press corps capture every moment.                     
Seated next to Jackie Kennedy is the new president’s father. Vice President Lyndon Johnson stands next                                 

to President Kennedy. [ JFK Presidential Library and Museum] 
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century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace, 
proud of our ancient heritage. . . .”

This is no ordinary inaugural address. This is a promise. Ameri-
ca’s best days are still to come, Kennedy is saying, but only if we all 
pitch in to do our part. “Ask not what your country can do for you,” 
he commands, his voice rising to deliver the defining sentence, “ask 
what you can do for your country.”

The address will be hailed as an instant classic. In fewer than 
1,400 words, John Fitzgerald Kennedy defines his vision for the 
nation. He now sets the speech aside, knowing that the time has come 
to fulfill the great promise he has made to the American people. He 
must manage the issue with Cuba and its pro- Soviet leader, Fidel 
Castro. He must tackle problems in a faraway land known as Viet-
nam, where a small band of U.S. military advisers is struggling to 
bring stability to a region long rocked by war. And  here at home, 
the civil rights movement requires immediate attention. Tempers 
in the South are flaring as more and more people demand equal 
treatment under the law for all races.

JFK surveys the adoring crowd, knowing that he has much work 
to do.

What he does not know is that he is on a collision course with 
evil— a course that will cut short the time he has to fulfill the 
promises he just made.

5

About 4,500 miles away, in the Soviet city of Minsk, an American 
who did not vote for John F. Kennedy is fed up. Lee Harvey Oswald, 
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a former U.S. Marine 
Corps sharpshooter, has 
had enough of life in this 
communist nation.

Oswald is a defector. In 
1959, at age 19, the slightly 
built, somewhat handsome 
drifter decided to leave the 
United States of America, 
convinced that his po liti-
cal beliefs would make 
him welcome in the Soviet 
 Union. But things  haven’t 
gone according to plan. 
 Oswald had hoped to 
 attend Moscow University, 
even though he never gradu-
ated from high school. In-
stead, the Soviet government shipped him to Minsk, where he has 
been working in an electronics factory. Oswald left the United 
States because he believes in workers’ rights and thinks that work-
ers in the United States are treated like slaves, but these endless days 
in the factory don’t make him feel that he has any rights at all.

He was briefly important when his defection was reported by 
American newspapers. It was extremely unusual for a U.S. Marine 
to violate the Semper Fi (Always Faithful) oath and go over to 

Lee Harvey Oswald in a U.S. Marine uniform, in 1956. [© Corbis]
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the enemy. But now,  here in Rus sia, he is anonymous, which he 
finds unacceptable. Lee Harvey Oswald needs to be noticed and 
appreciated.

Defection  doesn’t seem like such a good idea anymore, Oswald 
confides to his journal.

As America celebrates Kennedy’s inauguration, he writes to the 
U.S. embassy in Moscow. His note is short and to the point: Lee 

Harvey Oswald wants to come home.

12    THE MAKING OF A HERO

The 1959 photograph Oswald attached     
to his application for Soviet citizenship.  
[© Associated Press]
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