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There’s a shot! Oswald has been shot! Oswald has been shot! A shot rang out . . . mass

confusion here. . . . The dark stocky man with the hat on . . . put the gun right in his belly.

One of the wildest scenes I have ever seen. . . . The man rushed up and jammed the gun right

into Oswald’s stomach and fired one shot. Oswald was carried back in the hallway . . .

That was radio reporter Ike Pappas from the basement of Dallas police headquarters just
after 11 a.m. on Nov. 24, 1963. The man in the fedora was Jack Ruby, the febrile strip-club
owner and cop buff. Oswald was Lee Harvey Oswald, the ex-Marine with ties to Russia who
had murdered President John F. Kennedy two days before using a mail-order rifle fired
from a sixth-floor window of the Texas School Book Depository overlooking the route of
Kennedy’s motorcade.

More than 57 years later, the Kennedy
assassination has lost little of its resonance as
one of the most horrific episodes in American
history. The Warren Commission concluded
that Oswald had acted alone, and ever since no
one has produced any real evidence to refute
that. Ruby’s execution of Oswald ensured that
Kennedy’s killer could never be thoroughly
interrogated and stand trial, adding impetus to
the conspiracy theories—a communist plot? a
right-wing vendetta? a Mafia hit?—still
embedded in the nation’s consciousness. Four
months after killing Oswald, Ruby himself was
in the dock for a circus trial in a city desperately

trying to erase the stain of having the nation’s president slain on its streets.

Now the whole shambolic extravaganza has been revived by Dan Abrams and David Fisher
in “Kennedy’s Avenger: Assassination, Conspiracy, and the Forgotten Trial of Jack Ruby.”
Mr. Abrams, the chief legal correspondent for ABC News, and his collaborator have written
three other books about trials involving American presidents, and their latest is a
fascinating blend of courtroom drama and legal analysis.

The cast of characters in The State of Texas v.

Jacob Rubenstein, alias Jack Ruby, put on quite
a show. Sallow and silent, Ruby sat at the defense table staring with dead eyes. His lead
lawyer was the flamboyant Melvin Belli, dapper and eloquent, the most famous trial lawyer
of his era. The prosecution was headed by District Attorney Henry Wade, whose name
would be etched into American history for quite another high-profile case. The witnesses
were an odd mix of the erudite neurologists and brain-wave researchers summoned by
Belli and the Dallas cops testifying for Wade. Presiding while chewing on a cigar—and
occasionally turning aside to use the spittoon—was Judge Joe Brown, who was later to be
excoriated by a Texas appeals court for his conduct of the case.

On the morning of Nov. 24, 1963, Ruby, who adulated the young president and his family,
had gone to a nearby Western Union office to wire $25 to one of his strippers for her rent.
Afterward he noticed a crowd gathering at the ramp leading to the basement of the police
building. He wandered down the ramp and into the jammed area where the cops were
supposedly maintaining tight security for Oswald’s transfer to the county jail. No one
stopped Ruby. Under the glaring lights of television and still cameras, and manacled to two
officers, Oswald was led in. Suddenly Ruby leapt from the pack, clutching the snub-nosed
.38-caliber Colt Cobra revolver he always carried, and fired a single, fatal shot into Oswald’s
guts. Cops subdued Ruby and hustled Oswald off to Parkland Hospital—the same hospital
where JFK had been pronounced dead. Two hours after Ruby struck, Kennedy’s assassin
was dead as well. Tens of millions of people watched the Oswald killing on live TV and later
on tape.
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At Ruby’s trial, the authors write, the issue was whether Ruby had planned to kill Oswald
and acted with malice, or whether he was in an impaired mental state and didn’t know
right from wrong when he pulled the trigger. Equally crucial: Could Ruby get a fair trial in
the fraught Dallas atmosphere, before a jury whose members had already seen images of
him killing Oswald?

Ruby’s lawyers originally wanted to plead temporary insanity. But upon joining the legal
team, Belli, a master of medical-malpractice cases, insisted on a more ingenious defense:
that Ruby had a rare variant of epilepsy that triggered short “fugue states” in which he had
no awareness of what he was doing. He was legally insane, Belli claimed, and thus couldn’t
know right from wrong. Belli described Ruby’s frequent spasms of anger and the mental
problems that members of his family suffered. The lawyer produced an array of medical
experts, including one who showed the jury a 20-foot-long electroencephalogram (EEG)
printout charting the peculiarities of Ruby’s brainwaves. The prosecution countered with
its own experts, who pooh-poohed the diagnosis. A string of cops quoted Ruby during and
after the shooting, cursing at Oswald and claiming that he’d planned the crime, which
would be proof of malice. Judge Brown consistently sided with the prosecution—denying a
change of venue and sustaining the DA’s endless objections. He allowed testimony quoting
Ruby following his arrest, against standard practice.

After 10 days of trial, some of them running past midnight in the smoke-filled, sweltering
courtroom, the jury took two hours and 19 minutes to find Ruby guilty of murder and
sentence him to death. Belli promptly appealed, but Ruby’s family fired him.

Earl Warren and fellow commission member Gerald Ford visited Ruby in custody after the
trial, in part to investigate whether Ruby had known Oswald or played a role in a
conspiracy. Fervently and sometimes incoherently, he repeated for them what he would
have said on the stand had Belli let him testify. He killed Oswald, he said, to spare
Jacqueline Kennedy the ordeal of having to testify at the trial of the man who’d murdered
her husband. He hadn’t planned it but couldn’t control himself when he saw Oswald’s
smirking face that morning. “You killed my president, you rat,” he’d screamed as he shot
Oswald. “I realize it is a terrible thing I have done, and it was a stupid thing, but I was just
carried away emotionally.” He had conspired with no one, he claimed—no John Bircher,
communist, Cuban or cop. He acted as a patriotic American.

As Belli trusted it would, the Texas Court of Criminal Appeals reversed the verdict—citing,
among other things, Judge Brown’s refusal to grant a change of venue—and ordered a new
trial. Before it could be held, Ruby, who had tried to kill himself in his cell, was diagnosed
with metastasized lung cancer and died on Jan. 3, 1967. Conspiracy theorists claimed,
according to Messrs. Abrams and Fisher, that Ruby “had been injected with [cancer] to
prevent him from ‘talking.’ ” He was 55. Belli wrote a bestseller about the case. Judge
Brown wrote a book, too. And Henry Wade? His name is a household word today not
because of the Ruby trial but because of a later case. He was the Wade in Roe v. Wade.

—Mr. Kosner, the former editor of Newsweek, New York, Esquire and the New York Daily

News, was a young writer at Newsweek when Kennedy was assassinated.
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‘Kennedy’s Avenger’ Review: The Assassin’s Assassin
When he shot the man who killed President Kennedy, was Jack Ruby acting with malice or was he momentarily insane?

Bob Jackson’s Pulitzer Prize-winning photo of Jack Ruby firing on Lee Harvey Oswald.
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