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This book is dedicated to:

My beloved wife, Barbara, who through forty-nine years of our marriage has been a source of strength and help to me as I struggled to overcome the many obstacles of this life;

My father, Daniel, and mother, Ophelia, who will always be remembered by me for their tireless labor, sacrifice, and parental diligence;

My three children: Ahvia Reynolds, Abraham Bolden Jr., and Daaim Shabazz, who brought me so much joy and happiness as children and great pride in their accomplishments as adults;

My two grandchildren, Ismail Tariq Bolden and Cydni Rhea Bolden, who must now carry on the works that were begun by our forefathers;

Brother Elijah Phillips Israel, who walked with me through the valley of the shadow of death and comforted me in my time of great trepidation;

And finally to William R. Wagnet and the many friends and acquaintances who had faith in my innocence and my ability to overcome the challenges placed before me.



Author's Note

All events and testimony occurring in the trial section of this book are footnoted and authenticated by transcripts and documents from each separate trial. In order to avoid some repetition and redundancy of citations pertaining to the same witnesses, all testimony and comments by the witnesses and trial judge are recorded from the transcripts of the second trial except in cases where the second trial included allegations that the first trial violated my constitutional rights and guarantees or where there were conflicts in the testimony of a witness between the two trials, in which case relevant testimony from the transcripts of the first trial are also referenced.

—AB



The Echo from Dealey Plaza



Introduction

THE IMPACT OF John F. Kennedy's assassination radiated out in all directions, like the ripples from a stone dropped into water. The event had such force that we still feel it today, nearly forty-five years later. The echo from Dealey Plaza reverberated around the world and altered the course of American life. It also affected countless individual lives, one of them mine.

I knew John Kennedy. I shook his hand and looked into his eyes, and I served, for a brief but critical time, at his side. I sensed in my heart, as many people did, that he understood the troubles of the common man and shared the pain of all downtrodden and oppressed people. He labored to make the promises of a better country a reality for all Americans. Born into great wealth and privilege, he did this not for any personal gain but simply because he knew it was the right thing to do. He wanted to do his best to foster equality of opportunity for all the citizens under his charge, and even those beyond our borders. John F. Kennedy entrusted me with his life, making me the first African American to serve on the Secret Service White House detail. No one can ever take that honor away from me.

I can't say for certain who fired the fatal shots on that day, November 22, 1963. The government rendered its official opinion, and legions of authors and researchers have offered theirs, but we are likely to debate the whys and wherefores of this event for a long time to come. What I do know is that the president died because of a failure of the security around him, a situation that some of us saw 1 coming. I wasn't there that day, but I saw what went on among the agents who were pledged to protect him to the very best of their ability. I was one of those agents. This is my story, the story of my journey from a small town in southern Illinois to the door of the Oval Office, and then to the depths of personal crisis in the aftermath of that service. Although I have changed some names to protect the identity of certain people, the story is true, and speaks to us today about the state of the society that we asked John Kennedy to lead, and the kind of country he left behind.



Chapter 1

I ENTERED THE Secret Service in 1960, after a number of years in law enforcement, first for the Pinkerton Detective Agency and then as an officer in the Illinois state police. It was as a state trooper that I first encountered the special agent in charge of the Springfield, Illinois, office, Fred Backstrom of the United States Secret Service. Massachusetts senator John Kennedy was on his way to Peoria for a presidential campaign stop, and I had been assigned to escort SAIC Backstrom around the city for security preparations.

As we rode along one of the intended motorcade routes, I turned to Agent Backstrom. “Are there any Negroes in the Secret Service now?” I asked.

Backstrom and I had worked together before and were on friendly terms. “I don't think so, Abraham, but I'm not sure. I heard that there may be one in New York or New Jersey, but I've never met him,” he replied. “I can tell you this: we are looking for new agents, and if you're interested, I don't see any reason why you shouldn't apply. I can send you an application in the mail, and the Civil Service Administration will guide you along the way.”

We went back to our duties, but a few weeks later I received the application, just as Agent Backstrom had promised. In the early fall of 1960, I drove down to Springfield, where I was escorted from Secret Service headquarters to take the civil service test. I learned several weeks later that I had just missed passing the test, but the next time SAIC Backstrom came through Peoria, about a month before Kennedy was to visit, he stopped by my house. Backstrom suggested that I could enter the Secret Service under a Schedule A appointment, meaning that my previous experience would qualify me to become a probationary agent. The probation period would end after completion of two years of satisfactory service. Agent Backstrom was very encouraging, as was my wife, Barbara, and so I left the Illinois state police and joined the Unites States Secret Service.

I first saw John Kennedy when he came through Peoria on a campaign swing in October 1960. I was assigned to traffic control and caught a glimpse of the young senator sitting perched atop the backseat of a big white Lincoln convertible as his motorcade came in from the airport. I watched Kennedy hop down from the car about fifty feet away from me to shake hands with locals crowded along the side of the road. Agents from the convertible directly behind fanned out to protect him as he waded into the excited crowd.

By the following spring, I myself had been through training at the Department of the Treasury, under which the Secret Service resides. President Kennedy was now scheduled to visit Chicago on April 28 for a thank-you dinner with Mayor Richard Daley at McCormick Place. Daley's political machine had helped deliver a victory to Kennedy, through means not everyone considered legitimate. An advance detail of Secret Service agents worked with the local office to plan security, and assigned the Chicago field agents to various protective duties and positions. While some agents got the coveted spots inside the McCormick Place banquet room near the president, my assignment was to guard a basement rest room that had been set aside for Kennedy's exclusive use while he was there. I searched the bathroom and the surrounding area, and when I was satisfied that it was secure, I quietly took up my post.

At about 8:30 P.M., a half hour after the event was scheduled to begin, I heard a sudden commotion at the top of the stairs near the rest room. It seemed a group of people was heading downstairs, trailed by the sounds of a cheering crowd and the flashing of cameras. Before I knew it, John F. Kennedy was striding toward the rest room, surrounded by an impressive entourage, including Mayor Daley, Governor Otto Kerner, Senator Paul Douglas, Congressman William Dawson, and a handful of prominent local politicians. As he got to the door, the president surprised me by stopping directly in front of me and looking me in the eye with a slight smile creasing his lips.

“Are you a Secret Service agent or one of Mayor Daley's finest?” he asked, causing the mayor to chuckle lightly.

Collecting myself, I replied, “I'm a Secret Service agent, Mr. President.”

“He's assigned to the Chicago office,” a more senior agent offered. “His name is Abraham Bolden.”

Kennedy nodded slightly in acknowledgment and continued on in his crisp Boston accent. “Has there ever been a Negro agent on the Secret Service White House detail, Mr. Bolden?”

“Not to my knowledge, Mr. President.”

“Would you like to be the first?” Kennedy asked, his eyes twinkling under the bright hotel lights.

I didn't try to hide my enthusiasm. Smiling broadly and nodding, I answered, “Yes, sir, Mr. President.”

After a short while, my attention was diverted back to the entrance of the rest room as President Kennedy walked out of the washroom in a hurried pace. Led by two Secret Service agents, President Kennedy and the other members of the group climbed the steps leading up to the main floor amid the blinding flashes of light from the photographer's cameras, turned left in the direction of the banquet room, and disappeared from my view. The band played the presidential fanfare. I heard the thunderous applause that filled the corridors of McCormick Place as President Kennedy entered the banquet hall.

* * *

SIX YEARS LATER, I stood desperate with fear in the dimly lit corridor of a prison psychiatric ward. Kennedy was dead, felled by an assassin's bullet, and the glory of that electric moment in Chicago barely survived in my memory. I waited for the guard to walk me to one of the barren cells, and listened to the soft moans, unintelligible babble, senseless ravings, and occasional harrowing screams of the unfortunate souls consigned to that terrible place. I was about to become one of them.



Chapter 2

WHEN I LOOK back at my childhood, I am able to make eerie connections to the troubles of my adult life, shadows that hinted at the darkness that was to come. I am also lucky enough to be able to see the foundations of my character being put into place, and I am filled with pride and gratitude toward my parents for the ways in which they prepared me.

A record snowfall fell on East St. Louis, Illinois, on January 19, 1935, preventing my mother from going to the hospital when she went into labor. When I came into the world late that night, it was through the ministrations of the neighborhood midwife, who lived down the street. The blanket of white snow would have added an unreal air of cleanliness and tranquility to the rows of wood-framed shanties along the unpaved streets and the cornfields lying just beyond. When the snow melted, the mud in the streets would suck the shoes right off your feet. Making it to the outhouse was an ordeal in such weather in the years before my dad dug the trenches and laid the dull maroon clay pipe that brought us indoor plumbing.

While the circumstances of my birth might seem extraordinary from the vantage point of the twenty-first century, they weren't particularly so for my mother, a stout, resourceful woman with light brown skin. She kept house for my father and their six children, including me, sewing our clothes and quilts and linens on an old Singer pedal sewing machine, and putting up canned fruit and preserves to sustain us. My mother ran a tight ship, maintaining a strict schedule 7 of household chores for all the children and generally making sure that her brood stuck to the straight and narrow.

I can't imagine a woman more ideally suited to go through life with my father, a strong, stern man of quiet intelligence who seemed unable to ever stop working. When I was a boy, my father would ride a bicycle between two full-time jobs, at the B&O Railroad during the day and the Swift Packing Company at night. Even in those precious hours at home, Dad was always building or improving something. We became used to the sound of hammering and sawing and to the sight of Dad digging up the ground to lay pipe, pulling wire, or mixing cement. I think my father found something therapeutic and soothing about the hard physical labor, and he saw to it that each of his children learned something about these manual trades, not only for the focus and discipline they required but also so that we would have those skills someday if times got hard.

My parents were quite a team. We children grew up knowing that our father wouldn't tolerate any of us straying even slightly from his strict code of proper behavior. There was to be no disobedience, lying, fighting, cursing, gambling, smoking, drinking, or hanging out with unsavory characters. We also knew that he wouldn't hesitate to enforce his code with a few strokes of his belt. Most of the time, just the thought of being punished by Dad was enough to keep us in line, and he was able to leave the day-to-day management of the family to my mother. In contrast to her no-nonsense, laconic husband, my mother's jocular, fun-loving personality kept the home in high spirits. We kids knew that if we were in trouble, we could go to Mom to help smooth the way with Dad if necessary.

My father used to say, “Your family comes first,” and he lived by that principle every day of his life. When there wasn't quite enough food to go around, he'd sit quietly by himself in the living room while the children ate. He wore his only suit, gray and threadbare, for years and years, all the while making sure that no expense was spared on books for school, educational outings such as our annual trip across the Mississippi River to the Forest Park Zoo in St. Louis, or on the finest musical instruments, which he insisted that all of us learn. I myself had chosen the trumpet, and though our cupboard was skimpy, my father found a way to bring home the best trumpet he could get his hands on. I got to be pretty good, eventually earning the nickname “Little Satch” for my fondness for Dixieland jazz, and winning music scholarships to Milliken and Lincoln Universities. As a teenager, I played with a touring group and occasionally on the radio.

As it happens, music was the spark for another brush with greatness. Before I was old enough for the high school band, I used to sneak into their practices to watch my older brother and listen to the music. Whenever Mr. Elwood C. Buchanan, the band director, would stop the music to talk something over, there would always be the lingering sound of a lone trumpeter in the back of the room, playing jazzy riffs on the march they'd been rehearsing. It was coming from a skinny, very dark-skinned boy who always looked as if he were transported to another world when he played. I asked my brother who he was.

“Oh, that's Miles Davis,” he said. “Dr. Davis' son. He has a brother in the band who plays sax.”

It was important to show equal respect to any adults we might encounter, not only our parents, as I learned the hard way one evening. I was fourteen, a boy, but starting to think of myself as a young man. Adding to my pride that day was a new pair of hobnailed boots on my feet, which in those days was like sporting a pair of the latest Nike basketball shoes. A bunch of my friends, including Floyd, Moses, Spook Eye, and Aaron, and I were playing ball out in the street in front of Brother Albert's candy store. I let one get by me, and the ball bounced onto the porch, striking one of the wooden window frames just below the glass.

Brother Albert came limping out of his store and snapped at me, “Little Bolden, move on down the street from in front of my store before you break one of the windows.”

He don't own this street, I thought, and I'm not moving anywhere.

Of course, it wasn't long before another throw sailed over my head and hit one of the windows with a loud bang. Brother Albert shot out of the store as fast as his lame legs allowed.

“I told you boys to move on down the street a little bit! All of you know better than to play hardball in front of my store.” He shook a finger at me. “Now move on like I said.”

I turned to Brother Albert and sneered, “You kiss my ass.”

Brother Albert stood seething for a moment but didn't say anything. A minute later, he closed up his store and marched down the street in the direction of my house. At this point, I was determined to stand my ground, even as Spook Eye and Moses urged me to move down the street. Even after Brother Albert returned to his store, followed by my sister Cecelia telling me that “Daddy wants to see you,” I stayed where I was, tossing my ball in the air and catching it in my glove. When Cecelia came back a second time, I slowly made my way home, dragging the toes of my boots across the street.

As soon as I walked in the door, my dad's big black hand took me by the strap of my bib overalls and yanked me right out of my boots. In a flash, he was laying his belt hard against my backside. He kept at it even after my mother cried out, “Don't kill the boy, Daniel!”

“I'm not going to kill him, Ophelia.” Dad spoke calmly even though he was breathing hard and sweating with the effort of the whipping. “I just wanted to kiss his ass for Brother Albert.” It was the last time I played ball in front of Brother Albert's store. And I've never spoken that way to anyone since.

* * *

THERE WAS NOTHING fanatical about my parents' faith, but church was an important part of our lives, and years later, I would rely on my faith to carry me through moments of despair. Mom took the lead in our religious education, shepherding us to the raucous and emotional services every Sunday at St. Paul Baptist Church, teaching us to read the Bible, and holding spontaneous Bible sessions around the house. She helped me deal with my own youthful doubts about God.

I recall confronting her one day. “Mom,” I said sorrowfully, “I hear the preaching and the singing and the people shouting and crying around the church, but nothing is coming of it. Things are not getting any better for our people. If God loves everybody, why is there so much misery and unhappiness all around us? It's as if God doesn't care about us.”

Mom believed that the people in church were all doing their best to do the Lord's work and be good Christians, and she told me so. She comforted me with something I must have heard her say a thousand times: “God will make a way somehow.”

But I suppose my mother's answer never fully satisfied me, and I began to search the Scriptures myself. I needed somehow to reconcile the obvious deprivation that permeated our little world with the great and beneficent God I heard about from my parents and preachers. I had found a beaten-up paperback copy of the New Testament in a trash pile near the vacant lot where my friends and I played ball, and began to study it methodically. Every morning before school, I'd get up early and read several chapters in my mother's favorite rocking chair behind our black potbellied stove. I'd pick out one verse to memorize, and all day during school I would repeat it to myself until it became a part of me. My parents dictated the presence of religion in our lives, but I didn't see it as onerous. I took to it naturally, willingly, and later even contemplated attending the seminary.

Perhaps I was predisposed to a more spiritual perspective on life. Even as a child, I accepted the notion that there was more to the world than what I could see or hold in my hand. I sensed other, unseen spheres of parallel existence, shadowy entities that I felt present in times of illness or danger. I didn't fully understand these specters, and feared them, even as they amused and sometimes comforted me.

I knew these presences, though undefined, were to be taken seriously. Throughout my life, I have been visited by dreams and have experienced what some people would call visions, which have figured prominently in my consciousness. One dream from my youth, perhaps when I was about thirteen, has haunted my life. I was imprisoned, lying faceup in a rectangular steel enclosure with a glass window at eye level. The enclosure was resting in the center of a large bare room with no doors. Outside the window, I could barely make out four figures that seemed to be a woman and three small children. I tried to call out to them, but they did not answer. I woke up sweating and terrified, alone in the darkness.

The next morning I told my mother about the dream. When she asked what I thought it had meant, I told her, “I'll be dead before I'm thirty.”

“Don't say that, son,” Mom responded calmly. “No one knows when that time will come but the Lord.” And yet I was never able to shake that dream, even when I told my wife about it many years later. In 1962, when our third child was born, the sense that the time was drawing near was with me all the time. I was twenty-nine.

Not long after, I had my first experience with an unexplainable phenomenon. I was playing ball in the sandlot about four blocks from my house, as I often did, when suddenly I heard a voice calling my name. I looked around but saw no one. When I heard the voice again, it was clearly my mother's voice, calling for me. I bolted for home, stopping long enough to explain where I was going.

“Aw, come on, man,” my friends said. “You can't hear your mother from here.” And yet I kept on going, as fast as I could. When I got to the house, I found my mother sitting in an armchair on the back porch, sobbing softly. In one hand she held my dad's old pliers. Her other hand was dripping blood onto a pile of old newspapers. I came closer and saw a fat sliver of porcelain wedged underneath one of her fingernails. I took the pliers and yanked the shard out before she could even protest, and was rewarded with a chorus of “Thank you, Jesus!” I don't know how it was that my mother was able to make her need known to me, but I do know how good it felt to have been there for her.



AS I GREW into manhood, my life didn't take me too far from home. I attended Lincoln University in Jefferson City, Missouri, graduating near the top of my class, and married a local girl. While on semester break in my hometown after driving my mother to church one Sunday, my eye was drawn to a beautiful young woman walking down the street with her mother. I recognized her as someone I knew, but couldn't imagine that this lovely young lady was Barbara, the little girl with skinny legs I remembered skipping rope in front of the local movie theater. I was smitten, and wasted little time courting her. We married very soon thereafter, and set about starting our family. Not a day has gone by when I haven't felt grateful for the good fortune that put Barbara in my life.

At first, I capitalized on my musical ability to find work, teaching lessons part time at a local accordion school. I even had the chance at a full-time job as a high school music teacher, but I'd already begun to feel that this was not my calling. My introduction to law enforcement was through a classified ad that Barbara spotted in the St. Louis Post Dispatch. The Pinkerton National Detective Agency was looking for investigators. I decided to apply, which led to an experience that was to presage many later episodes in my professional career.

I went to the St. Louis office of the Pinkerton Agency on a cold Monday in January 1957. One of the two women at the front desk asked how she could help me. I told her I had come about the ad for investigators in the newspaper. Barbara had wisely counseled me to take the ad with me, in case there was some confusion, and I held it out to the receptionist. She turned to her colleague and said, “He's looking for a job application.”

The other woman, a small blonde who had been pecking away at her typewriter, looked at the ad, then looked at me, then shook her head. “I don't think they're hiring.”

I protested, holding the newspaper ad from just the day before. “The ad says that Pinkerton is looking for detective investigators, and it gives this address at the bottom of the ad.”

“Well, as far as I know, they're not hiring people like you.”

I didn't feel like letting that slide. “But the ad doesn't specify a white investigator or a Negro investigator,” I said coldly. I turned on my heel and had one hand on the exit door when I heard a man's voice.

“What seems to be the problem out here?” A tall, well-dressed, middle-aged man had come out from the main office and was taking in the scene. The woman explained how I had come in looking for a job and how she was handling the situation, but he stopped her short.

“Give him an application, and when he finishes filling it out, show him into my office.” I was interviewed on the spot and learned that while the Pinkerton Agency employed some black uniformed guards, none was working as a detective. They seemed to be impressed by my college record and by my pledge to work hard so that they would never regret the decision to hire me. A week or so later, I was hired as a Pinkerton detective, the beginning of my life in police work.

A year later, I joined the Illinois State Highway Police, stationed in Peoria, and eventually moved out of traffic control, becoming one of the first members of the Illinois Criminal Investigation Division when it was formed. There, my knowledge of police work deepened. Many of the investigations in which I participated had to do with gambling and helped prepare me for my work later with the Secret Service.

By the time I made it into the Secret Service, at the end of October 1960, I not only had a fair amount of law-enforcement experience under my belt but also had learned a thing or two about breaking down color barriers. It seemed that each job brought with it the opportunity to become a racial pioneer. At Pinkerton, I had been the first black detective, and as a state police officer, I'd had the prestige of becoming the first black patrolman assigned to work District 8 in Peoria. There wasn't much I hadn't seen or heard. I knew what to expect from the other agents, and I had an idea of what they'd expect of me.

The Secret Service at that time was a relatively small organization, with about three hundred agents, a third of whom were assigned to Washington, D.C., either as part of the White House detail or to other protective research positions. The rest of us were field agents, scattered to various offices around the country and in a handful of foreign countries. We were required to provide protection for the president and vice president if they were in our area, but our primary day-to-day responsibility was to investigate counterfeiting, the transfer of American and foreign currency and other negotiable documents, and the forging of checks and instruments issued by the U.S. Treasury Department.

I served primarily in the Chicago field office, although from time to time I went to other cities on undercover assignments to investigate counterfeiters. These were dangerous operations that required an agent to assume a false identity and act his part with great skill, lest he be unmasked and threatened. I enjoyed the work immensely, even though it took me away from my family, and found I had a talent for it, posting a 100 percent rate of success in these cases.

Of course, the Chicago office was not free of racial issues. At first, I was assigned to work with three postal inspector aides in an effort to clean up a large backlog of check forgery cases in the city's densely populated black ghettoes. I didn't encounter any serious problems, but within the office itself, I began to get hints of the kind of racism that seemed fairly standard in those days, especially after the agent in charge departed and was replaced by Harry Geighlein. Geighlein held weekly staff meetings and liked to keep things light, usually opening with some banter and jokes, some which had clear racial overtones. He would casually refer to black males as “colored boys.” Eventually I complained, only to be told that I needed to relax, to develop a thicker skin. My superiors seemed to feel that their making such jokes actually reflected how completely I had been accepted in the “club,” but I wasn't buying it, and extracted a promise that such behavior would cease immediately.

That didn't stop everyone in the office from indulging in the usual antics. One agent, named J. Lloyd Stocks, had a habit of making “colored boy” jokes when he knew I could hear him. He liked to horse around, pantomiming the shuffling gait and slow drawl that formed the caricature of an uneducated southern Negro. Again, I made my resentment known, and although no official action was taken, Agent Stocks did stop his clowning. Over time, he and I developed what I thought was an amicable relationship.



Chapter 3

THE SECRET SERVICE made little mention of my status as the first black agent on the presidential detail, either within the Service itself or to the general public. I had received my orders to come to Washington shortly after my conversation with President Kennedy in that Chicago basement. The assignment was for an initial thirty-day probationary period, after which I would have the option of remaining as a permanent member of the detail or returning to my position as a field agent in the Chicago office.

In fact, another agent in the Secret Service had been touted as the first “Negro” in the agency. That agent, however, viewed his Negro heritage with disdain, pointing out that he was a fluent Spanish-speaker who was the offspring of a Hispanic mother and a “mixed Negro” father. I worked with him in 1963, and he wasted no time in making his feelings clear. While we were on an undercover assignment in Cleveland, Ohio, this agent punched a handcuffed black prisoner in the face. I took immediate exception to the unnecessary brutality and reminded him that the prisoner was a “black brother” and shouldn't be receiving that kind of treatment from his own Negro kindred.

“Don't call me a Negro. I'm no Negro. I'm Puerto Rican, so don't ever call me a Negro again! Look at my hair and the color of my skin. Do I look black to you?” He added a few uncomplimentary remarks about blacks in general, comments that stuck with me a long time and tainted my association with him for the rest of my tenure with the Secret Service.

In April 1961, just days before I met him, President Kennedy issued the following order:

Memorandum for the Heads of All
Executive Departments and Agencies

Executive Order Number 10925, promulgated March 6, 1961, reaffirms that “discrimination because of race, creed, color or national origin is contrary to the Constitutional principles and policies of the United States” and that “it is the policy of the Executive Branch of the Government to encourage by positive measures equal opportunity for all qualified persons within the Government.” I want immediate and specific action taken to assure that no use is made of the name, sponsorship, facilities, or activity of any Executive Department or Agency by or for any employee recreational organization practicing discrimination based on race, creed, color, or national origin. Current practices in each Department are to be brought into immediate compliance with this policy, and a report by the head of each Executive Agency filed to that effect before May 1, 1961.

I believed that Kennedy's commitment to racial equality was deeply felt and sincere. Suffering is a great equalizer, and I had seen something in Kennedy's eyes that made me understand that he had known suffering of his own and could empathize with people of vastly different experience. It would have been easy to see the appointment of a black agent to his personal detail as a political attention grabber, but in truth, he didn't need a stunt like that to win over African American voters. They loved him already.

If anything, the president's efforts in the area of civil rights hurt him politically more than they helped him. He alienated Southerners and conservatives around the country, most of whom were already suspicious of him. In this, the Secret Service reflected the more backward elements of America. Many of the agents with whom I worked were products of the South. Time and again I overheard them making chilling racist remarks, referring to Kennedy as “that nigger-lover,” whose efforts to force integration in the South and enforce other civil rights initiatives were “screwing up the country.” I heard some members of the White House detail say that if shots were fired at the president, they'd take no action to protect him. A few agents vowed that they would quit the Secret Service rather than give up their lives for Kennedy.

These were, of course, volatile times for race relations in America. A month before I was to report to Washington, violence erupted in several southern cities. In May 1961, the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) staged a series of “Freedom Rides” in Alabama in an effort to integrate buses and bus terminals. One bus was burned by a mob in Anniston, Alabama. An angry segregationist crowd attacked a group of civil rights demonstrators in Montgomery, injuring several people. Several hundred U.S. marshals, sent in by Attorney General Robert Kennedy, arrived to protect the demonstrators. National Guardsmen, with fixed bayonets, scattered a mob that had challenged them outside a black church where Martin Luther King Jr. was speaking.

Elsewhere, the Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee (SNCC) would face opposition from more radical black nationalist and black power organizations. The Nation of Islam, led by the Honorable Elijah Muhammad, would rise in prominence, bringing in many new recruits for a new “Black Nation of Islam,” as more and more flourishing Muslim businesses challenged the status quo of white dominance in America. Images of violence and upheaval sparked by simmering racial tension were electrifying the airwaves and print media across the country and around the world.



SUCH WAS THE climate when I arrived in Washington on the night of June 5, 1961. I only had a couple of hours until I was to report for duty at the White House at midnight. The guard at the gate checked my credentials with great care, and I felt his eyes on my back as I entered the building. Turning to look at him, I saw in his face the understanding that my arrival there was historic.

Inside the White House, I was greeted by Stu Stout, a broad-shouldered, middle-aged agent neatly dressed in a dark suit. As Agent Stout led me through the building, past the portraits of Abraham Lincoln and George Washington and the presidential seal etched into the floor, I marveled at the elegant furnishings, the marble and polished mahogany, the sheer grandeur of the place. He sat me down in the small Secret Service office and gave me some initial instructions.

“The president is going to Palm Beach Thursday. We don't know exactly when, but we should be leaving before noon. When I show you around in a few minutes, you will notice that some agents are carrying small tote bags with them. They have a few extra changes of clothing in them because on this job you never know when the president might decide to leave the White House for a while. I would advise you to get a tote bag if you don't already have one. Put a change of shorts, a shirt or two, and a few toilet items inside.”

I told him that I knew where I could get one right after my shift ended, and he quickly told me that I wouldn't need it that soon. I wouldn't be going to Palm Beach, but would be assigned to the president's Glen Ora Farm compound in Middleburg, Virginia, where the First Lady would be staying while the president was in Florida.

Stu showed me around. We walked past the office of press secretary Pierre Salinger and his assistant, Andrew Hatcher, the first black man to hold the post. Passing other Secret Service agents, we came to a highly polished dark wooden door bearing the seal of the president of the United States. Stu opened the door just wide enough for me to glimpse the president's large desk and the rocking chair that had received so much attention. Immediately past the Oval Office was the Cabinet Room, dominated by a great long mahogany table, where, Stu said, “decisions are made that affect the whole world.” I saw immaculate meeting rooms, salons used for entertaining, the spotless kitchen, and the elevator that led to the First Family's living quarters. We descended below ground level and walked along long, brightly lit corridors, where uniformed personnel moved around purposefully or sat in front of computer consoles and television monitors. Brightly colored maps and displays lined the walls. It seemed otherworldly.

Stu paused in front of a set of heavy gray steel doors and told me that what I was about to see was one of many things I would learn about that were never to be discussed outside the Service. He opened the door and showed me “the president's office in case of extreme emergency,” a room furnished nearly identically to the president's office upstairs, but with computer-animated maps on the walls and a communications office.

I spent the rest of that first night in the Secret Service office within the White House, studying the appropriate sections on protection in the agency manual and getting to know the other agents, who would stop by and introduce themselves. One agent in particular, however, seemed to be keeping his distance. He never introduced himself or even acknowledged me. I said something to him as he walked by my desk for the second or third time, but he didn't respond. I hated to be guilty of the same kind of stereotyping that had been directed at me so often, but this agent just had the look of trouble about him. He was large and paunchy, with his stomach hanging over his belt. But he held himself with the bearing of a military man and the confident movements of a former athlete. When he spoke, I heard the unmistakable accent of the Deep South. I wondered if perhaps I had inadvertently sat at his desk, and moved to another desk in the office, but he showed no reaction.

Later, after he had left, I asked another of the agents about him. “That's Harvey Henderson,” Agent Edward Tucker told me. “He takes over when Stu is off. He's been around a long time on the detail. He has a quick temper and has a problem with some people. If he gives you any trouble, just let me know.”

In the morning, on the way to my apartment after my first White House shift, I bought that tote bag Stu had mentioned, and a pair of sunglasses. I phoned Barbara to share the excitement of my new assignment and to tell her about all that I had seen. Over the next couple of days I familiarized myself with my duties. One of my tasks, like all the White House agents, was to stand post at various locations in and around the building. I had studied the manual carefully on this point and knew the regulations. An agent was required to be inside (if the post was one of the small enclosed guard stations) or in very close proximity to his post at all times until relieved by another agent. According to the manual, failing to secure a post of duty, leaving without permission, or drinking on a post of duty were all grounds for immediate dismissal from the Secret Service.

John Kennedy had already left for Palm Beach when I arrived for work on June 9, which I thought must have accounted for the fact that no agents were manning the two security posts in the White House lobby. I went straight to the Secret Service office to resume studying the manual, as I had been instructed. I found my copy, with the strip of paper I had stuck between the pages to mark my place.

Inside the book, right next to my bookmark, was a surprise. It was a copy of an office memo, folded in half, with a crude caricature penciled on the back. The drawing showed a man with obviously exaggerated Negroid features—a large, flat nose, wide lips stretching from ear to ear, and tight beads of hair. The face had been colored in, black except for the big white eyes and oversized lips. And the tears . . . the man in the picture was crying.

It wasn't the overt racism that surprised me, but rather the fact that something like this had happened so soon, after only a few days on the detail, and in the White House of John Kennedy, the man who never missed a chance to demand publicly and forcefully that racism and bigotry be eliminated throughout America. This was a president who was prepared to send troops into the South to ensure justice for black people and who had seen to it that I was brought into his personal protection detail. I had sworn an oath. I had left my wife and family halfway across the country to be in this dangerous place, prepared to sacrifice my own life for the president's, and there I sat in the stillness of the office, listening to the pounding of my heart, staring at a cartoon of a crying, buffoonish black man. The memo on the other side of the picture compounded my anger.



OFFICE MEMORANDUM UNITED STATES GOVERNMENT TO:
SAIC—WH DETAIL (AIR MAIL) DATE: JUNE 6, 1961
FROM: SAIC MARSHAL—MIAMI 3-11-602-111
SUBJECT: VISIT OF THE PRESIDENT TO PALM BEACH, FLORIDA



This will confirm my long distance telephone conversation today with ASAIC Behn relative to securing reservations at Woody's South Wind Motel, West Palm Beach, Fla.

I advised that I had conferred with Mr. R. McCarthy of the above named motel and he advised that he would not accept a colored agent at this motel but that he could find housing at a first class colored motel at Riviera Beach, Fla.

ASAIC Behn was further advised that the exclusive Palm Beach Towers accommodates Assistant Press Secretary Hatcher and that possibly the colored agent could share a room with Mr. Hatcher.

As an alternative, two shifts could be accommodated at Woody's Motel and, if integration is an issue here, reservations for the entire working shift employing this Negro agent could be housed together at the Negro Motel.

This is a very explosive situation which may bring unfavorable publicity to the President and this service if not handled carefully.

John A. Marshal
Chief 2cc                                                                                                             SAIC Miami



Reading the memo left me totally deflated. It was all too clear to me that the racism that Kennedy wanted so much to stamp out in the country was alive and well in his own government, in this very service. Here was an opportunity to put Kennedy's words into action, but it was clearly not a priority of the old guard at the Secret Service, whose attitude was no better than that of the hotel manager in Palm Beach, not to mention the duly elected governors who were actively resisting integration in places such as Mississippi, Alabama, and Arkansas.

I hand-copied the text of the memorandum, folded the memo, and placed it back in the book. I was going to keep cool, say nothing, and see if my lack of response might lure the prankster out into the open. Maybe he would give himself away with some more overt and direct racist comment or action.





End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/Bold_9780307407375_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bold_9780307407375_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bold_9780307407375_epub_003_r1.jpg
wuq-,r i e
L ujf] A“ sawmy - caccer
(.n fwmu. i - .
w g G
sja{nwb » %

\mm

al





OEBPS/images/Bold_9780307407375_epub_ppl_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Bold_9780307407375_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
THE ECHO FROM
DEALEY PLAZA

Abraham Bolden





