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Abstract 

 This essay investigated the question “to what extent was the Warren Commission report 

on the assassination of John F. Kennedy accurate in establishing the number and location of 

shots, proposing that both Connally and Kennedy were struck by the same bullet, and identifying 

Lee Harvey Oswald as the perpetrator?”. In order to reach a comprehensive conclusion to this 

question, it was necessary to conduct some simple preliminary research on the social context 

during Kennedy’s time (i.e. the 1960s), before proceeding to research the chronology of events 

on the day of his assassination. This enabled a more accurate understanding of the conclusions 

reached by the The President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy (i.e. the 

Warren Commission) as to the nature of the assassination. Because the report by the Warren 

Commission comprised of numerous conclusions, it was not possible to analyze all of these, and 

only those most pertinent to the assassination of Kennedy were investigated, specifically the 

details of the shooting, the “Magic Bullet Theory”, and the identity of the assassin.  

 The evidence presented in the first section, The Assassination Scene, allowed the 

conclusion to be made that although a variety of eyewitnesses were consulted, the investigative 

method was unreliable, omitting important details in the process. From the second section, The 

Perpetrator, it was concluded that in addition to unreliable methods of investigation and 

omission of evidence, the Warren Commission’s findings often included critical inconsistencies. 

Based on an objective evaluation of all evidence, it was concluded that the Warren Commission 

report on the assassination of John F. Kennedy was sufficiently accurate in establishing a basic 

understanding of the events that occurred on the day. However, many specific details were not 
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researched thoroughly and reliably, thereby rendering the report inaccurate in some aspects of the 

conclusions it reached.  
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Introduction 

 It was a period of progression and reform. In the United States of America, amid the 

turmoil of the Cold War, the Civil Rights Movement, the 1960s baby boom, constitutional reform 

and the growing hippie-era, John F. Kennedy became the 35th President of the United States of 

America (Public Broadcasting Service, 2005). Motivated by a radical ideology, his New Frontier 

policies promised America a more liberal society through social reform, and soon proved to be 

tremendously popular among the nation’s increasingly progressive population.  

 Yet on November 22, 1963 at 12:30 p.m. Central Standard Time, this young and 

promising President was assassinated (History, n.d.). On that particular occasion he had been 

riding through Dallas, Texas in a presidential motorcade with five others when he was fatally 

shot and killed by an assassin. On November 29, 1963, Kennedy’s former vice-president Lyndon 

B. Johnson established an investigation committee known officially as The President’s 

Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy, which later adopted the unofficial title 

of the Warren Commission after Earl Warren, the former Chief Justice of the United States who 

chaired the commission (Report of the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President 

John F. Kennedy, 1964, p. ix). The purpose of the commission was to thoroughly examine the 

details surrounding Kennedy’s assassination as well as to assuage the public disquiet that had 

emerged after the event, in order to prevent the potential circulation of unsubstantiated 

assumptions which would possibly result in unwanted consequences for the government (Report 

of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. ix). A ten-month investigation ensued, producing an 889-

page report almost a year later on September 24, 1964, which concluded on various aspects of 

the assassination including background, chronology of events, motive and most importantly, the 
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purported perpetrator: Lee Harvey Oswald (Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 

1-27).  

 In the following years, many speculations have arisen concerning the accuracy and 

validity of the Warren Commission’s report. The gradual emergence of previously omitted 

witness testimonies has shone light on many inaccuracies in the report’s conclusions, and also 

pointed to the possibility of a government cover up. Additionally, the Commission’s method of 

investigation has been heavily criticized by a wide range of critics and historians, revealing that 

deliberate alterations were likely made to the evidence collected and used in the report’s 

conclusions, and interrogation procedures were likely manipulated to produce answers favorable 

to a conclusion informally agreed upon by the Commission’s members prior to the official 

investigation.  

 A crucial turning point in American history, John F. Kennedy’s assassination spurred the 

beginning of an era during which formerly idealistic American attitudes gradually evolved to 

become distrustful and skeptical toward the government, an authority previously regarded with a 

certain veneration and confidence by the majority of the public. This change was catalyzed 

further by the release of the Warren Commission report, considering that many of the report’s 

conclusions were contrary to the beliefs held by the American general public. 

 Some may wonder why it is worthwhile to investigate the details of an assassination that 

occurred nearly half a century ago. The short answer to this is that it is simply shocking that an 

investigative committee as highly-regarded and well-funded as the Warren Commission would 

have come up with conclusions that were later considered by many as neither conclusive nor 

meticulously researched. Indeed, it seems as if the same status quo exists even today, as the 
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majority of governments are inclined, however slightly, to distort or conceal the truth of certain 

events so as to control potential political consequences. History repeats itself, and in order to 

become well-informed individuals, we must be willing to examine the truth of a government’s 

assertions, thereby understanding the reasons behind them. 

 This essay will investigate the extent to which the Warren Commission report on the 

assassination of John F. Kennedy was accurate in terms of the number and location of shots, the 

assertion that both Connally and Kennedy were struck by the same bullet, and the identification 

of Lee Harvey Oswald as the perpetrator. Although numerous views exist on this subject, the 

majority of evidence supports the existence of fallacious arguments and inconsistencies within 

the Commission’s conclusions. Besides, how would it be possible for the Commission to 

establish an entirely accurate account of the assassination after Oswald, the main witness to the 

event, was shot to death by Jack Ruby, a man who later died under mysterious circumstances 

himself? 
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The Assassination Scene 

 In the investigation following President Kennedy’s assassination, the Warren 

Commission concluded that Oswald had been located on the sixth floor of the Texas School 

Book Depository when he fired three shots from the window near the south-east corner of the 

building, killing the President and inadvertently injuring Governor Connally with the third shot 

(Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 18-19). The Commission reached this 

conclusion based on a range of evidence collected from the attestations of eyewitnesses, 

evaluation of the damage on the car by ballistics experts, medical details procured from the 

President’s autopsy, and visual evidence including photographs and video recordings obtained 

and provided by witnesses at the assassination scene.  

!
Number of shots fired and location of shots 

 Howard Leslie Brennan, a 45 year old plumber, was situated at the bend turning from 

Houston Street onto Elm Street, and so had a clear view of the Texas School Book Depository. In 

his testimony to the Warren Commission, Brennan admitted to looking up at the sixth floor of the 

Depository and observing a figure, which seemed to be sauntering around a half-opened window 

on the southeast corner of the building (Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 63-64). 

He admitted to positively hearing the first shot and the last shot and glancing up at the building 

directly prior to the firing of the final shot–at which time he observed that the figure was drawing 

what seemed like a high-powered rifle away from the southeast windowsill–but did not recall a 

shot in between (Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 63). Additionally, it is accepted 

by the Warren Commission, numerous eyewitnesses as well as many historians such as Jim 
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Marrs that there was a pause of several seconds between the first shot and the final two shots, 

which were fired in quick succession to one another (Report of the President’s Commission, 

1964, p. 117) (Marrs, 1989, p. 15). This explains the fact that Brennan could not recall hearing 

two distinct shots after the first shot. The reliability of Brennan’s statements can be verified by 

his appearance in both the Zapruder film and Tom C. Dillard’s photos of the Depository (Harris, 

2008) (Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 63).  

 Despite Brennan’s close association to the assassination scene, according to historian 

Mark Lane, Brennan’s identification of Oswald is unfounded as even he himself admitted to 

being unable to remember details about the appearance of the perpetrator (Lane, 1963). Although 

Brennan’s description of the man in the window closely mirrors Oswald’s appearance (“a man in 

his early thirties, fair complexion, slender but neat...possibly 5-foot 10...from 160 to 170 

pounds”), he also admitted during a testimony to the FBI on January 10, 1964 to having 

previously seen pictures of Oswald in the media from reports of the killing of Officer Tippit 

(Hearings Before the President’s Commission on the Assassination of President Kennedy Volume 

III, 1964, p. 147-148), raising speculations as to whether Brennan could have accurately and 

positively identified Oswald as the man in the southeast-corner window from a police lineup 

provided to him earlier in the year. According to Gerald McKnight, an American history 

professor at Hood College, “Brennan…appears to be one of those self-promoting bystanders who 

[feels] the need to be associated with some great tragedy…[pretending] knowledge of the event 

when they actually have no information” (McKnight, 2013, p. 398). McKnight’s claim is 

corroborated by Marrs, who claims that “a close examination of the Zapruder film shows that 

Brennan was not looking up at the time of the shooting” (Marrs, 1989, p. 26). 
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 Another witness to the assassination was Mrs. Earle Cabell, the wife of Texan mayor 

Earle Cabell, who was riding in the third car behind Kennedy (Report of the President’s 

Commission, 1964, p. 65). During her testimony to the Warren Commission, she stated that upon 

hearing the first shot, she immediately looked up at the sixth floor of the Depository and saw a 

“projection”, which she could not positively identify as a weapon or a limb (Report of the 

President’s Commission, 1964, p. 65). As Mrs. Cabell did not look at the Depository for the 

second and third shots, there is a possibility that these could have originated from elsewhere than 

the sixth-floor window. This possibility is augmented by the fact that, according to interviews 

conducted by Jim Marrs, witnesses further back in Dealey Plaza near the Triple Underpass 

reported to hearing shots originating from the Grassy Knoll, while those closer to the bend 

between Houston and Elm testified to shots being fired from the Depository (Marrs, 1989, p. 14). 

Indeed, in a March 1965 interview conducted by Harold Feldmen, in which 121 witnesses were 

consulted, it was discovered that 51 of them believed that the shots originated from the area 

around the Grassy Knoll (Feldman, 1964). 

 Robert H. Jackson was a professional photographer for the Dallas Times Herald, who had 

been riding in the media car eight or nine vehicles from the front of the presidential motorcade. 

As his vehicle made the turn from Houston onto Elm, he noticed two black men in a window on 

the fifth floor of the building, as well as the tip of a rifle protruding from the window on the floor 

directly above them (Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 64-65). Jackson’s claim can 

be verified by the fact that Tom Dillard, another photographer riding in the press car, had taken 

two very clear pictures of the Depository, with one of them showing three black men, who were 

later identified as James Jarman Jr., Bonnie Ray Williams and Harold Norman (Report of the 
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President’s Commission, 1964, p. 65-66), leaning out of the Depository building. Like most 

witnesses, these men were able to corroborate the Warren Commission’s conclusion that three 

shots in total were fired, and that at least two of these shots originated from the sixth floor. 

 However, according to Williams, the three men had not been paying attention to the first 

shot, which to him sounded more like a motorcycle backfiring than a gunshot (Hearings Before 

the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 175). In fact, the majority of witnesses at the assassination 

scene, including Secret Service agent Winston G. Lawson who had been riding in the lead 

vehicle of the motorcade, recalled the first shot to sound more like an engine backfiring than a 

rifle shot (Marrs, 1989, p. 13-14). This brings up the question as to whether or not the first shot 

really came from the Depository, since the two subsequent shots were described by almost all 

witnesses to both sound like legitimate gunfire.  

 Based on analysis from FBI ballistics expert Robert A. Frazier, the Warren Commission 

was able to further substantiate their conclusion that at least one of the shots was fired from a 

position behind Kennedy, since evidence obtained from the scene reveals that the windshield of 

Kennedy’s car was struck from behind, resulting in a small region where the glass on the outside 

of the windshield experienced breakage while the inside surface remained unbroken (Report of 

the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 77). Additionally, lead residue was discovered on the inside 

surface of the windshield, which supports the assumption that the shooter must have been located 

behind Kennedy, near the Depository area, as the presidential limousine had not yet passed the 

location of the Grassy Knoll when the first shot was fired (Report of the President’s Commission, 

1964, p. 77). 
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The “Magic Bullet Theory” 

 It is most likely that the object which caused the dent on the windscreen was a bullet 

fragment and not an actual bullet, since the windscreen was not fully penetrated (Report of the 

President’s Commission, 1964, p. 76-77). As there is a rather high degree of certainty from the 

subsequent autopsy that one shot pierced the President’s neck and another shot injured the 

President’s head (Marrs, 1989, p. 370), it is questionable as to whether or not the remaining shot 

was responsible for Governor Connally’s injuries, or whether this was indeed caused by the same 

bullet that penetrated Kennedy’s throat. Additionally, the fact that no mark was left by the 

remaining bullet on either the vehicle or its occupants means that it is not possible to know if this 

shot originated from the same location as the two other shots (Report of the President’s 

Commission, 1964, p. 111).  

 Various issues arise from the Warren Commission’s claim that Governor Connally was 

injured by the same bullet which killed Kennedy by penetrating his throat. This conclusion is 

colloquially called the “Magic Bullet Theory”. According to Jim Marrs, it would have been 

physically impossible for the same bullet to proceed in a straight downward trajectory, strike 

Kennedy in the throat, before injuring Connally in both the chest and thigh area (Marrs, 1989, p. 

493). Indeed, the bullet would have needed to make several turns along the way considering that 

Connally’s thigh does not align along the same plane as his chest. However, Marrs’ analysis is 

disputed by Dale K. Myers, a computer animator who reconstructed the assassination scene and 

proposed that Connally was not seated directly in front of Kennedy, as is commonly believed, 

but rather, around six inches inward and at a slightly lower height (Myers, n.d.) (Emerling, 

2008). Additionally, according to Myers, the possibility of a single bullet injuring both Kennedy 
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and Connally is supported by their simultaneous reactions between Frames 223 to 240 of the 

Zapruder Film (Emerling, 2008). Myers’ opinion is also supported by Donald Byron Thomas and 

Vincent Bugliosi, who both agree that the “Magic Bullet Theory” is a probable explanation for 

Kennedy and Connally’s injuries (Thomas, 2013) (Bugliosi, 2007, p. 457-458).  
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The Perpetrator 

 The Warren Commission concluded that all of the shots involved in the assassination of 

President Kennedy were fired by Lee Harvey Oswald (Report of the President’s Commission, 

1964, p. 19). This conclusion was based upon evidence collected and analyzed to confirm the 

ownership of the rifle as belonging to Lee Harvey Oswald and various events ensuing the 

assassination. 

!
The Mannlicher-Carcano rifle 

 The weapon that was found on the sixth floor of the Depository building was a 

Mannlicher-Carcano rifle bearing the serial number C2766 (Report of the President’s 

Commission, 1964, p. 118). During the investigation following the assassination, FBI agents 

managed to trace the origin of the rifle back to Klein’s Sporting Goods Company, where it was 

purchased on March 20, 1963 by a man named A. Hidell (Report of the President’s Commission, 

1964, p. 118-119). Through Questioned Document Examination (QDE) conducted by the FBI 

and the USA Treasury Department, it was confirmed that the handwriting on the order coupon 

used to purchase the weapon matched that of Oswald (Report of the President’s Commission, 

1964, p. 121-122). Additionally, on the same day as the assassination, a thorough search was 

conducted of Oswald’s home, and it was discovered through Marina Oswald that her husband 

had been in possession of a gun in the garage which was absent on the day of the assassination 

(Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 128). Later, it was confirmed by an eyewitness 

testimony from a coworker at the Depository named Buell Wesley Frazier that Oswald had 

carried a brown paper bag as he rode the same car to work, presumably containing the 
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dissembled parts of the rifle (Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 133). A similar 

paper bag was found on the sixth floor of the Depository building, furthering the evidence that 

Oswald had conveyed his weapon to the assassination scene via such packaging (Report of the 

President’s Commission, 1964, p. 134).  

 However, there are various pieces of evidence feeding the possibility that such a claim by 

the Warren Commission may not be entirely accurate. For instance, while Frazier estimated that 

the length of the bag carried by Oswald was around 27 to 28 inches, the bag that was discovered 

in the Depository was 38 inches long (Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 133). 

Frazier’s sister, Linnie Mae Randle, estimated the length of the bag to be around 28.5 inches 

(Report of the President’s Commission, 1964, p. 134). When asked to demonstrate how he 

recalled Oswald holding the paper bag, Frazier placed a hand under the bottom of the bag and 

pressed the rest of the package under his arm, a posture which, according to Jim Marrs, could not 

have been feasible considering that the disassembled rifle butt was too long to be carried in such 

a way (Marrs, 1989, p. 41-42). The Warren Commission report does not give sufficient 

explanation as to how the observations of Randle and Frazier may have influenced the accuracy 

of their conclusion that the same bag carried by Oswald to work was discovered on the sixth 

floor of the Depository, besides stating that the two witnesses were “not paying close attention” 

to the way that Oswald held the bag as he went to work (Report of the President’s Commission, 

1964, p. 134) (Bugliosi, 2007, p. 409-410). Bugliosi suggests that inconsistencies in Randle’s 

and Frazier’s observations may not have been fully taken into consideration by investigators, and 

that the bag found on the sixth floor of the Depository may not have been the same as the one 

that Oswald had carried to work (Bugliosi, 2007, p. 409-410).  
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 Additionally, according to Mark Lane, another issue was that while the Commission had 

publicly announced the assassination weapon to be a German Mauser directly after Oswald’s 

arrest, only a day later, the identity of the weapon was changed to a Mannlicher-Carcano rifle 

(Lane, 1963). Lane suggests that this was likely due to the fact that the Commission was in 

desperate need to match its conclusions with evidence, however faulty—FBI investigation on the 

day after the assassination revealed that Oswald had ordered a Mannlicher-Carcano by mail, and 

as this weapon was different from the German Mauser found at the assassination scene, Lane 

believes that the Commission deliberately changed their conclusion to suit the discovery of this 

new evidence, and to ultimately incriminate Oswald (Lane, 1963).  

 Moreover, while the Warren Commission report indicates that numerous laboratory tests 

conducted by the FBI confirmed that a palm-print lifted from the rifle did belong to Oswald, 

according to Jim Marrs, it is quite strange that this discovery was not publicly announced until 

November 25, 1962, three days after the assassination, considering that neither John Carl Day, 

the Dallas police officer who first inspected the weapon, nor the FBI laboratory in Washington 

D.C., which once again analyzed the weapon, had made any conclusions during their forensic 

examinations prior to the publication of information (Marrs, 1989, p. 443-445). Since the 

“rediscovery” of the palm-print occurred on the day Oswald was murdered by Ruby, Marrs 

interprets this as the FBI’s attempt at reducing tensions with the public (Marrs, 1989, p. 458). 

This shows that there may have been some investigative inconsistencies involving the 

identification of Oswald using the palm-prints on the rifle—the FBI may have further fabricated 

information or hidden information from the Warren Commission in terms of the forensic 

analyses of the palm-print, rendering the Commission’s report partly inaccurate. Jim Marrs, born 
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in 1943, is a retired American journalist who previously worked extensively for newspapers in 

Texas, and who now writes books on controversial historical events and alleged government 

conspiracies (Simkin, n.d.). Prior to 2007, Marrs had instructed a course at the University of 

Texas on John F. Kennedy and his assassination (Marrs, 2014). His book, Crossfire: The Plot 

that Killed Kennedy, was published as an attempt to combine holistic evidence, official 

government claims and his own opinions in order to provide a balanced and thorough analysis of 

the Warren Commission’s investigation (Marrs, 1989). Marrs “lived through the assassination 

time in the Dallas area” (Marrs, 1989), and thus a value of Crossfire is that it offers views from a 

writer who generally has greater authority on the subject, as he was personally aware of the 

public opinions and general concerns about the Warren Commission that arose during that 

particular historical time period. Additionally, Crossfire combines evidence from a variety of 

different sources, both primary and secondary, including eyewitness accounts, government 

documents, photographs, videos, and books by other historians, thereby allowing for a more 

balanced evaluation of the Warren Commission’s assertions. However, as the Kennedy 

assassination was an event that affected Marrs personally, many of Marrs’ views may be biased 

against the American government. Additionally, he is considered by some to be a conspiracy 

theorist due to his focus on controversial events, and thus, compounded with his former 

occupation as a journalist, it is possible that some facts may have been exaggerated. 

Nevertheless, Marrs’ views in Crossfire should be trusted as the evidence presented in the book 

has been corroborated by other, less controversial historians. For instance, Stephen E. Ambrose, 

a rather well-respected 20th century American historian, biographer and history professor at the 
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University of New Orleans appraises Marrs’ Crossfire in his article Writers on the Grassy Knoll: 

A Reader’s Guide (Ambrose, 1992).  

 In this particular case, Marrs’ interpretation for the Commission’s failure to promptly 

report the identity of the assassination weapon is also supported by Donal Byron Thomas, who 

claims that the palm-print discovered by the FBI “only proves that Oswald had handled the 

weapon at some time prior to the assassination”, since the print was made in a way that was only 

possible with a disassembled weapon (Thomas, 2013). Hence, according to Thomas, the 

discovery of the palm-print cannot constitute as evidence for Oswald’s guilt.  
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Conclusion  

 This essay has evaluated the accuracy of three fundamental conclusions reached by the 

Commission in investigating the details of Kennedy’s assassination: that a total of three shots 

were fired throughout the course of the event and that the location from which all shots were 

fired was the south-east corner window of the sixth-floor of the Texas School Book Depository, 

that a single bullet both killed Kennedy and injured Connally (the “Magic Bullet Theory”), and 

that all three shots were fired by the assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald.   

 The Commission’s conclusion as to the number of shots fired at the President can be 

verified by several eyewitness accounts, such as that of Howard Leslie Brennan (Report of the 

President’s Commission, 1964, p. 63-64). However, many contradicting pieces of evidence, 

which were omitted from consideration by the Commission, have the potential to invalidate this 

conclusion, including the fact that the majority of eyewitnesses mistook the first shot for the 

sound of a vehicle backfiring, raising the speculation that it may have originated from a different 

location than the two ensuing shots, which sounded about the same (Feldman, 1964) (Marrs, 

1989, p. 14). Another highly debated conclusion reached by the Warren Commission is that 

which is commonly referred to as the “Magic Bullet Theory”. Although, according to historians 

such as Marrs, this conclusion may seem improbable, it is important to remember that Connally’s 

seat was 6 inches inward in the vehicle, and hence, it is entirely possible that the bullet which 

killed Kennedy also injured Connally along the same pathway (Myers, n.d.) (Emerling, 2008) 

(Thomas, 2013) (Bugliosi, 2007, p. 457-458). Finally, perhaps one of the most debatable 

conclusions by the Commission yet is that Lee Harvey Oswald was the perpetrator. Although this 

conclusion is supported by forensics examinations conducted to ascertain the ownership of the 
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rifle and the identity of the assassin, important eyewitness testimonies such as those of Buell 

Wesley Frazier and Linnie Mae Randle were omitted from careful investigation (Bugliosi, 2007, 

p. 409-410), reducing the reliability of the Warren Commission’s conclusions.  

  Ultimately, it is evident that the Warren Commission report on the assassination of John 

F. Kennedy held both accuracies and inaccuracies. Although an attempt at fully evaluating all the 

available evidence was made, some witness testimonies were still omitted from consideration 

and conclusions were made based on some fallacious arguments. Nevertheless, the general 

conclusions reached by the Commission still give a relatively accurate description of the 

sequence of events which occurred on the day of the assassination, based on the evidence 

available at the time. It is also important to remember that as we gradually distance ourselves 

from the day of the assassination, more and more primary documents have emerged from the 

American government archives which provide us with a better perspective on the truth behind 

the event, and that as part of the JFK Act, the full collection of records concerning Kennedy’s 

assassination will be opened to the public in 2017 (The U.S. National Archives and Records 

Administration, n.d.). Hence, the Commission’s report cannot be judged completely by today’s 

standards, considering the greatly increased access to information we have today.  

 Although a cover-up would be improbable, it is true the Warren Commission most likely 

already had a preconceived conclusion in mind before creating its report, and took a biased 

stance on the presentation and analysis of evidence. Even decades later, in 1978, when the House 

Select Committee on Assassinations was created to reopen the investigation into Kennedy’s 

assassination, it concluded that “the Warren Commission was not, in some respects, an accurate 

presentation of all the evidence available to the Commission or a true reflection of the scope of 

�20



the Commission's work, particularly on the issue of possible conspiracy in the 

assassination.” (The U.S. National Archives and Records Administration, 1979, p. 261).  
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