
Overcast morning skies cleared
by the time President John F. Kennedy 
and first lady Jacqueline Kennedy 
arrived in Dallas on Nov. 22, 1963, but 
darkness would soon fall on an entire 
nation as a lone assassin — perched
six stories above the presidential
motorcade and parade onlookers — 
aimed his rifle at the president
and fired. 
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�e FBI and the Warren 
Commission used the 
Zapruder and Nix films for 
investigative analysis and
to study the assassination.
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Some claim that a single “magic 

bullet,” which was found nearly whole, 

could not have done so much 

damage. Later scientific

analysis supports the

Warren Commission’s

single-bullet theory.
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3. �e president’s open limousine is moving at approximately
11 mph along Elm Street toward the railroad bridge.

At least two shots are fired at the motorcade. �e first bullet, 
dubbed “the magic bullet,” passes through Kennedy’s neck, 
causing him to reach for his throat. �e same bullet rips through 
Connally’s chest, right wrist and embedded in his le� thigh.
A subsequent fatal shot shatters Kennedy’s skull.

2. Nearing Elm Street,

Nellie Connally turns to 

Kennedy and says, “Mr. 

President, you can’t say 

Dallas doesn’t love you.” 

Kennedy speaks

his final words; “�at

is very obvious.”

Fi�een people on the railroad bridge above,

including two patrolman, stood on the bridge as the 

motorcade passed. Several witnesses said they heard 

two to four shots fired and saw a pu� of smoke rising 

from trees on the grassy knoll. Others believed the shots 

came from behind the stockade fence.

Today, entire fronts of buildings 

would be vacant. Windows would 

be closed. Anyone appearing in a 

window as the president is moving 

through the area would be 

considered a threat. Immediate 

force, such as eliminating that 

threat, could be taken.

“Trying to compare the car 

that President Kennedy was 

in in 1963 to ‘�e Beast’ 

would be like comparing a 

Conestoga wagon to a 

spaceship,” says Basham.

In 1963, about 24 agents were 

assigned to protect the president. 

Today, the number is more than 

300. �e parade route would be 

lined with hundreds of law 

enforcement o�cers and security 

barricades. �e Secret Service 

would sweep the buildings along 

the route. In many cases, 

buildings would be vacated while 

the president is in the area.

Agents from the local field o�ce, local police 

and other enforcement agencies would meet 

daily — literally walking through the itinerary 

of the president, driving the motorcade 

routes and surveying buildings. �e Secret 

Service o�ce of intelligence would work with 

state and local federal agencies to determine 

if any suspicious individuals or situations 

need to be interviewed or investigated. “�ey 

actually check the backgrounds of employees 

[along the motorcade route]. . . . Back then, 

they didn’t do that.” says Kessler.

For presidents from George Washington to John F. Kennedy to President Obama, being in the 

public’s view has been a normal part of life. But the assassination of Kennedy drastically 

altered the president’s public exposure and the measures taken by the Secret Service to 

protect the chief executive.

Nowadays, public appearances by the president — whether at campaign events or “unplanned 

stops” to a suburban diner — are extremely controlled and sometimes staged. �e Secret 

Service uses magnetometers (handheld wands) and metal detectors to screen people, 

technology not available in 1963. “In today’s world, you can’t, like Harry Truman, walk out of 

the White House and take a stroll every day. President Clinton would run on the Mall in 

Washington, D.C. �ose days are just gone.” says Ralph Basham, director of the Secret Service 

from 2003 to 2006.

How today’s Secret Service would prepare for a presidential parade through Dallas, according 

to Basham and Ronald Kessler, former Washington Post reporter and author of 19 books, 

mostly about federal law enforcement agencies:

Tague

James T. Tague, standing about 260 feet away from the

president’s car at the time of the fatal shot, was reported to 

have been hit on the cheek by a richochet from the bullet o� the 

concrete. FBI analysis concludes a mark on the curb could have 

originated from the lead core of a bullet, but no fragments were 

recovered. �e Warren Commission concluded

three shots were fired.

PROTECTING A VULNERABLE LEADER

One tragedy forever changes the accessibility of presidents

Code-named X-100, Kennedy’s opentop limo was 

not armored, and the roof panels (when used) were 

not bulletproof. A�er the assassination, the car was 

modified with titanium plating and a permanent 

roof with bullet-resistant glass. �e X-100 served 

four more presidents until it was retired in 1977.

�e current presidential limo — “�e Beast” — 

is a heavily armored rolling fortress made of 

steel, aluminum, titanium and ceramics, with 

state-of-the-art communcation systems. �e 

interior is sealed from the outside world and 

is protected against chemical attacks.

“�e motorcade is made up of a number of di�erent types of 

security and communications vehicles that didn’t exist back in 

1963. . . . in the event that there would be a problem with the 

principal vehicle, you have counterassault teams that are in the 

motorcade that are there and trained to respond to an attack.” 

according to Basham.

Countersnipers and lookouts 
would be in place along the route.

In the president’s limousine
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