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Introduction 

Near the beginning of his history of the war between Athens and Sparta, the Athenian 
historian Thucydides stopped to make a prediction. Suppose, he wrote, that Sparta were one 
day abandoned and nothing was left of it but the foundations of its buildings. Visitors in some 
later age would find it hard to believe the city had ever been as powerful as its reputation. 
Sparta had never been gathered into a single urban center. It had no splendid public buildings, 
and its people lived village by village, in the old Greek way. Athens was the opposite case. From 
its ruins alone, later generations would assume it had been twice as powerful as it really was. 

He was right about the ruins. Ancient Sparta had no city wall for most of its history and left 
little in stone to impress anyone. Modern Sparta was refounded on the old site in 1834 by Otto, 
the first king of modern Greece, as an act of national memory. Visitors who come today to see 
the city of Leonidas find a few modest remains: the outline of a Roman theater, and by the 
river the foundations of a sanctuary with the remains of a Roman amphitheater around it. For 
centuries, travelers who made the journey to the Eurotas valley have come away disappointed. 

Thucydides assumed later ages would judge Sparta by what it left in the ground. He did not 
foresee how much it would leave in people's imaginations. 

No other Greek city has had such a long life after its death. Painters, poets, and propagandists 
have all claimed Leonidas for their own causes. In 1955 a bronze statue of him went up at the 
pass, with two Greek words carved beneath it; those two words now appear on American flags, 
patches, and rifles. A comic book, a novel taken up in military circles, a blockbuster film, and a 
popular video game have all retold the same story, and "Spartan" has become a brand name for 
toughness, used by fitness companies, military trainers, and self-help writers. 

This raises two questions, and this book is about both. How did a city that left so little behind 
become so large in the world's imagination? And how much of what the world imagines is 
true? 
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The first answer is a problem of evidence. The Spartans left very little writing of their own that 
survives. Their earliest voices, the poets Tyrtaeus and Alcman, both of the seventh century 
B.C., reach us only in fragments. Almost everything else was written by outsiders. Herodotus, 
who came from Halicarnassus in Asia Minor, gathered his stories of Thermopylae about two 
generations after the battle. Thucydides was an Athenian, writing during a war against Sparta. 
Xenophon was an Athenian who lived among Spartans and admired them deeply. Plato and 
Aristotle used Sparta as a case study for their political ideas, sometimes with admiration and 
often with sharp criticism. Athenian comic poets made fun of Spartans in front of audiences 
who were at war with them. 

Then there is Plutarch. Most of the vivid details people remember about Sparta come from his 
Life of Lycurgus and from collections of Spartan sayings preserved with his works. Plutarch 
wrote around A.D. 100, about five hundred years after Leonidas. He lived in a Sparta under 
Roman rule, a city whose old way of life had been abolished, restored, and partly rebuilt by the 
time he saw it. He was a wonderful storyteller and an honest one, quick to warn readers when 
his sources disagreed. But his Sparta was not Leonidas's Sparta. His Lives were translated into 
English by Thomas North in 1579, read by Shakespeare, and studied in schools across Europe 
for centuries. For a very long time, Plutarch was the main way Europe learned about Sparta. 

In the 1930s the French scholar François Ollier gave this situation a name: the Spartan mirage. 
The term does not mean that everything said about Sparta is false. It describes the distance 
between the real city and the image of it that others built, and it recognizes that the image took 
centuries to build and had many builders. 

The Spartans were among the first. They credited their customs to a revered lawgiver and 
worshipped him as a hero. They said their political order had the approval of Apollo at Delphi. 
Their kings claimed descent from Heracles, and they used that ancestry as a claim to land. They 
wanted the rest of Greece to believe that Spartans never retreated, and a reputation like that 
could win battles before they began. Other Greeks then added their own layers of admiration, 
envy, and contempt. Later still, Machiavelli, Rousseau, and the French revolutionaries held 
Sparta up as a model of lasting laws and civic virtue, while in the twentieth century Karl 
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Popper saw in it the prototype of the closed, collectivist state. Each age found in Sparta what it 
was looking for, and each one added something. 

So the image of Sparta can't be fixed with a single correction. It is a set of layers from different 
centuries, laid on top of each other until the whole thing looks timeless. The work of this book 
is to separate those layers and ask, for each piece of the picture, who first said it, when, and on 
what evidence. 

Each of the twenty chapters takes one thing that "everyone knows" about Sparta and treats it 
the same way. It begins with the familiar version. It then asks why people believed it, because 
they usually had reasons, and those reasons often lead straight back to an ancient source. Next 
it looks at what the evidence actually shows, in the order the evidence was written. A detail 
reported by someone who saw the event is weighed differently from a saying first recorded five 
centuries later in an anthology of witty remarks. Finally, each chapter asks why the myth still 
survives, which is often the most revealing question of all. 

Ancient texts are not the only witnesses. Archaeology has added evidence the ancient writers 
never had. There are more than a hundred thousand small lead figurines from a sanctuary on 
the banks of the Eurotas, and a scatter of arrowheads on a low hill at Thermopylae. There is the 
battered bronze facing of a shield, found by American excavators in an Athenian cistern in 
1936. In 2008, clay tablets turned up near a village a short drive south of modern Sparta and 
changed what we know about Bronze Age Laconia. These finds do not settle every question, 
but they let us test the stories against something other than more stories. 

The results differ from chapter to chapter. Some legends hold up in outline but leave out much 
of what happened. Others describe something real, but from a different century than the one 
they're usually attached to, and a few rest on a single late source or on nothing at all. The 
corrections cut both ways: some make Sparta look better than its reputation, others make it 
look worse. More than once, the best-documented evidence of Spartan brutality turns out not 
to be the story most people tell. In some cases the honest answer is that we do not know. When 
the evidence is too thin to decide and serious scholars disagree, the book sets out what each side 
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argues and leaves the question open, because claiming certainty there would only create 
another myth. 

None of this is meant to knock Sparta down. Spartan soldiers really were formidable, and 
Spartan women really were unusual by Greek standards. The men who stayed at Thermopylae 
did make a choice that deserves to be remembered. The aim is to see the city clearly. The real 
Sparta changed over time, argued about its own laws, lost battles as well as winning them, 
reinvented its traditions when they were lost, and depended throughout on the forced labor of 
a population much larger than its own. That Sparta is harder to put on a poster. It is also far 
more interesting, and it says more about how societies work and how they tell their own 
stories. 

The chapters do not follow a strict chronology. The book opens with the most famous battle 
in Spartan history. It then turns to the training of Spartan boys and the lawgiver credited with 
inventing it, and to the heroes, gods, and ancestors the Spartans claimed for themselves. From 
there it moves to Sparta's harshest institutions, to its army on the battlefield and in the 
imagination, and to the society behind that army: its citizens, its women, its common table, 
and its laws. It ends with the long story of how Sparta fell, and in what sense it never did. The 
same sources come up again and again, and so do the same patterns, so the chapters often refer 
to each other. 

The natural place to start is where the legend is strongest: a narrow pass in central Greece in 
480 B.C., where a Spartan king and three hundred men are said to have stood alone against the 
largest army the world had ever seen. Nearly everyone knows that story. The question is how 
much of it would be recognized by Herodotus, the man who first wrote it down. 
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Myth 1: The 300 Spartans at Thermopylae 

Everyone knows the story. In 480 B.C., three hundred Spartans led by King Leonidas marched 
north to a narrow pass called Thermopylae and stood alone against a Persian army of a million 
men. For three days they held the line. Betrayed at last by a local traitor, they fought to the final 
man, and their sacrifice saved Greece. 

Almost every sentence in that summary contains something true, and almost every one leaves 
out something important. 

The story reached its modern form through a long chain of retellings. Frank Miller's comic 
book series 300, published in 1998, was itself inspired by the 1962 film The 300 Spartans, 
which Miller saw as a child. Zack Snyder's film adaptation premiered in December 2006, 
opened in American theaters in March 2007, and earned about 456 million dollars worldwide. 
Steven Pressfield's novel Gates of Fire, also published in 1998, became required reading in some 
military circles. The video game Assassin's Creed Odyssey opens with Leonidas at the pass. 
Each version simplified the battle further, until "the 300" became shorthand for a tiny band 
standing alone against the world. 

The modern versions didn't invent this image; they inherited it. In 1814 the French painter 
Jacques-Louis David completed Leonidas at Thermopylae, a vast canvas of calm nude heroes 
preparing for death. Lord Byron, in Don Juan, wished for "three" of the three hundred "to 
make a new Thermopylae" and free modern Greece. And on January 30, 1943, as the German 
Sixth Army was collapsing at Stalingrad, Hermann Göring gave a broadcast speech comparing 
the doomed soldiers to Leonidas and his men. The story has always been useful to people who 
need to make a defeat look like a victory. 

Why did so many people believe the legend? The answer begins with Herodotus. 
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Herodotus of Halicarnassus wrote his Histories in the 430s and 420s B.C., roughly two 
generations after the battle. He interviewed people, visited places, and recorded what he was 
told, sometimes with skepticism and sometimes without. His account of Thermopylae in Book 
7 is the foundation of everything that followed, and it is a remarkable piece of storytelling. It 
includes the Persian scout who rides up and finds the Spartans exercising and combing their 
long hair (7.208). It includes the Spartan Dienekes, who hears that the Persian arrows will blot 
out the sun and replies that they will fight in the shade (7.226). It includes the epitaph carved at 
the site, which in a plain translation reads: "Stranger, tell the Spartans that we lie here, obedient 
to their words" (7.228). With material like that, it is no surprise the story became immortal. 

But Herodotus, read carefully, does not tell the story most people know. 

Start with the numbers. Herodotus gives a detailed list of the Greek force (7.202-203). 
Leonidas brought 300 Spartiates, the full citizens of Sparta. With them came 500 men from 
Tegea and 500 from Mantinea, 120 from Arcadian Orchomenus, and 1,000 from the rest of 
Arcadia. Corinth sent 400, Phlius 200, and Mycenae 80. From Boeotia came 700 Thespians 
and 400 Thebans. The Opuntian Locrians came with their entire levy, and 1,000 Phocians 
joined as well. Without the Locrians, that comes to about 5,200 men. With them, the total was 
probably well above 7,000. The later historian Diodorus of Sicily gives a figure of about 7,400 
(11.4), and Pausanias, writing in the second century A.D., gives a total above eleven thousand 
(10.20). There were also helots, the state-owned serfs of Sparta, whose number Herodotus 
never states. He mentions them only in passing, among the dead (8.25). 

So the "300" were never alone. They were the Spartan core of an allied army of several thousand 
men. 

Why only 300 Spartans? Herodotus gives a clear answer. The battle fell during the Carneia, a 
major Spartan religious festival, and also during the Olympic Games. The Spartans sent 
Leonidas ahead with an advance force and intended to follow in full strength once the festival 
was over (7.206). Whether this was genuine piety or a convenient excuse to keep their main 
army close to home is a question historians still debate. The Spartans had a long record of 
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delaying military action for religious reasons, and they also had a persistent preference for 
defending the Isthmus of Corinth, the narrow land bridge into the Peloponnese, rather than 
fighting further north. 

The 300 themselves were chosen with care. Herodotus says Leonidas selected men who had 
sons living (7.205). The reason was simple and grim, and it had nothing to do with breeding: if 
these men died, their family lines would survive them. 

What about the other side? Herodotus claims that Xerxes brought 1,700,000 infantry (7.60). 
When he adds the fleet, the cavalry, and the support personnel, his total rises to more than five 
million (7.186). No modern historian accepts these figures. An army that size could not have 
been fed, watered, or moved through northern Greece. Most modern estimates fall somewhere 
between about one hundred thousand and three hundred thousand fighting men, and some 
scholars go lower. Nobody knows for certain. What we do know is that the Persians vastly 
outnumbered the Greeks. 

Why fight at Thermopylae at all? The decision was not Leonidas's personal gamble. According 
to Herodotus, the council of the Greek alliance, meeting at the Isthmus, chose to hold the pass 
on land while the allied fleet blocked the Persian navy at Artemisium, a strait not far away 
(7.175). Thermopylae and Artemisium were two halves of a single plan. The land force had to 
stop the Persian army from simply walking around the fleet's flank, and the fleet had to stop the 
Persian navy from landing troops behind the pass. The two battles were fought over the same 
days. 

The fighting itself, in Herodotus's account, went like this. Xerxes waited four days, expecting 
the Greeks to flee. When they did not, he sent in Medes and Cissians, then his elite infantry, the 
Immortals (7.210-211). The narrow ground canceled the Persian advantage in numbers, and 
the Greeks, better armored and fighting in close formation, inflicted heavy losses. Herodotus 
says Xerxes leapt from his throne three times in fear for his army (7.212). The Spartans even 
used feigned retreats, turning on their pursuers when the Persians broke ranks. The Greek 
contingents took turns in the line. 
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Then came the betrayal. A man from Malis named Ephialtes, son of Eurydemus, went to 
Xerxes hoping for a large reward and told him about a mountain path—the Anopaea—that led 
around the pass (7.213). Herodotus adds that Ephialtes later fled, that a price was put on his 
head, and that he was eventually killed by another man for an unrelated reason. That night the 
Immortals, under their commander Hydarnes, climbed the path. The 1,000 Phocians guarding 
it heard the rustling of oak leaves under thousands of feet, assumed they were the target, and 
withdrew to a nearby summit to make a stand. The Persians simply ignored them and kept 
going (7.217-218). 

When the news reached the Greek camp, the army split. Herodotus records two versions and 
refuses to choose between them. In one, Leonidas dismissed the allies to save them. In the 
other, the allies argued and left on their own (7.219-220). Either way, most of the Greek army 
withdrew. The 700 Thespians refused to leave, and their commander Demophilus died with 
them. The 400 Thebans stayed too, but Herodotus says Leonidas kept them as hostages 
because their city was suspected of favoring Persia (7.222). Plutarch, five centuries later, angrily 
rejected this version in his essay On the Malice of Herodotus, and modern historians remain 
divided on the Thebans' motives. 

On the last morning the remaining Greeks advanced into the wider part of the pass and fought 
in the open. Leonidas fell. The Greeks fought over his body and, Herodotus says, drove the 
enemy off four times before dragging it away (7.225). When the Immortals appeared behind 
them, the survivors withdrew to a small hill and died there under a hail of missiles. The 
Thebans surrendered, and the Persians branded many of them with the royal mark (7.233). 
After the battle, Xerxes ordered Leonidas's head cut off and fixed on a stake (7.238). 

At this point archaeology has something real to add. In 1939 the Greek archaeologist Spyridon 
Marinatos excavated the small hill now called Kolonos, near the old line of the pass, and found 
large numbers of bronze and iron arrowheads, many of them of eastern types. The find 
matched Herodotus's description of the last stand under a rain of arrows and settled the 
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identification of the hill. Some of those arrowheads are now in the National Archaeological 
Museum in Athens. A modern stone with the epitaph stands on the hill today. 

How many died? Herodotus says the Persians lost about 20,000 men and that Xerxes, to hide 
the scale of the disaster, buried most of his dead and left only about a thousand visible (8.24). 
The same passage says 4,000 Greeks lay on the field, a figure that included helots (8.25). 
Neither number can be verified. Not every Spartan in the 300 died, either. Herodotus tells of 
two survivors. Aristodemus, sent away with an eye infection, came home and was shunned as 
"the Trembler" until he died fighting recklessly at Plataea the following year (7.229-231, 9.71). 
Pantites, sent as a messenger to Thessaly, returned in disgrace and hanged himself (7.232). 

What about the famous line "Come and take them"? Herodotus does not record it. The phrase 
appears only in Plutarch's collection of Spartan sayings, written some 580 years after the battle. 
Chapter 14 of this book follows that story in detail. 

So what did Thermopylae achieve? Militarily, it was a defeat. The pass fell, the Persians 
marched south, and Athens was burned. The Greek fleet withdrew from Artemisium once the 
land position collapsed. The real turning points came later that year at the sea battle of Salamis 
and the following summer at Plataea, where an allied army including 5,000 Spartiates destroyed 
the Persian land force. Thermopylae bought a few days and something harder to measure: a 
demonstration that the Persian army could be stopped, and a story of sacrifice that the Greeks 
would tell for centuries. Forty years after the battle, Leonidas's bones were brought back to 
Sparta and buried near the theater, where Pausanias saw his tomb and noted that speeches and 
games were held there every year, open only to Spartans (3.14.1). 

The simplified version survives, first of all, because it's a better story. A few hundred men 
against a million is cleaner than seven thousand allies against perhaps two hundred thousand, 
and a lone heroic king is more memorable than an allied council balancing land and sea 
strategy. Each age has also found it useful. The Spartans themselves turned Leonidas into a 
hero with annual honors. Later Greeks used Thermopylae to celebrate freedom against 
tyranny, and modern regimes have used it to celebrate dying for the state. 
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The battle that emerges from Herodotus is a different one. It was a coalition battle, planned by 
allies, fought by Arcadians, Corinthians, Phocians, Locrians, Thespians, and Thebans as well as 
Spartans. It involved a failed flank guard, a split army, contested motives, and a defeat that was 
turned into a legend almost immediately. The Thespians who chose to stay, and who are 
missing from most retellings, deserve at least as much remembrance as the Spartans who stood 
beside them. 
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Introduction 

On the evening of March 18, 2025, the National Archives began posting files to its website. 
The first batch, about 32,000 pages, appeared shortly after seven o'clock Eastern time. A 
second batch of similar size followed a few hours later. Within days the total passed 80,000 
pages, and smaller sets followed on March 20, March 26, and April 3. One more, made up 
mostly of FBI records, arrived on January 30, 2026. More than sixty-one years had passed since 
the afternoon of November 22, 1963, and millions of Americans still hoped the paper would 
settle what happened in Dallas. 

The releases came under Executive Order 14176, signed on January 23, 2025, which directed 
that the remaining assassination records be made public. Two years earlier, in 2023, Gallup had 
found that about 65 percent of Americans believed more than one person was involved in 
President Kennedy's death. The figure has moved over the decades, from about half the 
country in late 1963 to more than 80 percent in 2001, but it has never fallen back to a minority. 
That is a remarkable thing for a country to believe about its own history. 

What did the new releases contain? Mostly, they were complete versions of documents that had 
already been published with names, words, or whole paragraphs blacked out. Researchers who 
combed through them—including those at the Mary Ferrell Foundation, which maintains one 
of the largest online archives on the case—found new details about CIA operations, cover 
arrangements abroad, and the agency's dealings with Cuban exiles. They did not find a 
document that changes the basic account of the shooting. That outcome shapes this book. The 
2025 releases are part of the record, and where they add something, the chapters say so. But 
most of the evidence that bears on these myths was already public, spread across the Warren 
Commission's report and its twenty-six volumes of hearings and exhibits; the reports of the 
Church Committee and the House Select Committee on Assassinations; the releases of the 
Assassination Records Review Board in the 1990s; and the more than six million pages of the 
collection held at the National Archives in College Park, Maryland. 
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Most readers arrive at this subject carrying fragments. There is the grassy knoll and the puff of 
smoke behind the fence. There is the bullet with the impossible path, the man with the 
umbrella on a sunny day, the mobster with a grudge, the spy with a motive, and the Cuban 
leader with the best reason of all. Some of these fragments came from a film, some from a 
book, and some from a long thread online. Each one sounds specific, with names, dates, and a 
document number attached. Few people have the time to check any of it, and fewer still know 
where checking would begin. 

It would be a mistake to treat that uncertainty as gullibility. The suspicion has real roots. The 
Central Intelligence Agency did plot against foreign leaders, and the Church Committee 
documented it. The FBI did harass Americans it considered a threat. Both agencies did 
withhold information from the Warren Commission. A public that learned all of this within a 
single decade could be forgiven for wondering what else it had not been told. Before asking 
whether a story is true, it is worth asking why so many sensible people found it believable. 

This book takes fifteen of the most durable claims about the assassination and sets each one 
beside the record. It offers no new theory of the crime and no defense of any official report. 
The standard is narrower and, in some ways, harder to meet: what does the evidence actually 
show? Every chapter follows the same four steps. It begins with the myth as its believers would 
tell it, in its strongest form. It then traces where the story came from and why it took hold. 
Next it turns to what the record shows, including the 2025 releases where they bear on the 
question. Finally, it asks why the myth is still alive, because a claim can be answered thoroughly 
and still survive, and the reasons it survives are rarely foolish ones. 

Each chapter closes with one of three verdicts. "Debunked" means that the claim at the center 
of the myth is contradicted by the evidence or depends on facts that turn out to be false, and 
that the evidence once offered for it has not held up under later review. It does not mean that 
every ingredient of the story was invented, because they almost never were. The Bay of Pigs rift 
between Kennedy and the CIA was real. So were Sam Giancana's anger at Robert Kennedy, 
Oswald's strange trip to Mexico City, and J. Edgar Hoover's early push for a lone-gunman 
conclusion. A debunked myth is one in which those ingredients do not add up to the plot it 
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describes. "Unproven" means that no evidence establishes the claim, but an official inquiry left 
the door open or the record has gaps that matter to it. "Partly true" means that a central part of 
the claim is documented, even though its most dramatic version is not. Three chapters end 
with "unproven" and one with "partly true," and each explains why. 

This book is not the work of an academic historian, and it claims no academic authority. Its 
promise is more modest: to read the record carefully, quote it fairly, credit the people who have 
studied it, and say plainly when a question is still open. Where the evidence points in a 
direction the reader might not expect, the chapter shows its work so that anyone can follow the 
trail and judge it independently. 

Readers who finish the book should be able to tell three kinds of evidence apart: what 
witnesses perceived, what the physical record shows, and what the documents say. These are 
often confused, and the confusion is where many myths begin. Readers will also understand 
why each of the fifteen stories feels convincing, which is a useful skill well beyond Dallas, and 
they will know which questions the record answers, which it leaves standing, and where records 
are missing. 

The chapters range across the whole landscape of the case. Some ask who might have been 
behind the shots, and they examine the Soviet, CIA, Mafia, and Cuban theories in turn. Others 
return to Dealey Plaza itself, to the knoll, the single bullet, the speed of the rifle, the famous 
film, and the X on Elm Street. Others follow what happened afterward, to Jack Ruby, to 
Oswald's cry of "patsy," and to the charge that the agencies buried the truth. Two of the 
theories examined here did not exist in 1963. They appeared decades later and have a very 
different history. The last chapter takes on the most ambitious claim of all, that every thread 
leads to the same hands. 

The record cannot answer everything, and no book can promise otherwise. What it can do is 
replace a story told about the documents with the documents themselves. The first chapter 
begins in the Soviet Union in 1959, with a theory that has followed Lee Harvey Oswald ever 
since. 
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Myth 1: Oswald as a KGB Sleeper Agent 

In October 1959, a nineteen-year-old former Marine named Lee Harvey Oswald arrived in 
Moscow on a tourist visa and announced that he wanted to stay. When Soviet officials told him 
to leave, he cut his wrist in his hotel room. Days later he walked into the American embassy 
and declared that he was renouncing his citizenship. By January 1960, the Soviets had sent him 
to live in Minsk. Four years after his arrival, the same man would stand accused of killing the 
president of the United States, and a theory soon followed that has never quite died: Oswald 
was a Soviet agent, trained in the USSR and sent home to strike at the heart of America. 

The Myth 

Lee Harvey Oswald, in this account, was Moscow's man from the start. His defection was a 
ruse designed to plant him back in the United States as a sleeper. During his years in the Soviet 
Union he supposedly received training, money, and finally an order to kill President Kennedy
—perhaps from Nikita Khrushchev himself—to avenge humiliations such as the Cuban 
Missile Crisis. 

Believers say this explains Oswald's erratic path: his sudden move to Russia, his easy return to 
America, and his public pro-Castro activism. Why else would a former Marine advertise 
Marxist sympathies so openly? In this telling, the KGB used him and then denied any role to 
avoid a nuclear war. The myth draws on the paranoia of the era, when every shadow in the spy 
world seemed Soviet-shaped, and it turns Kennedy's death into a calculated blow from the 
East. 

Origin 

Oswald's arrest on November 22, 1963, brought his strange history into sharp focus. He had 
been born in New Orleans in 1939, moved repeatedly as a child between Louisiana, Texas, and 
New York, dropped out of school, and joined the Marines at seventeen. In Minsk he worked at 
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a radio factory, lived in an apartment that was comfortable by local standards, and received a 
monthly subsidy from the Soviet Red Cross on top of his wages. In 1961 he married Marina 
Prusakova, whose uncle was an officer in the Soviet Ministry of Internal Affairs. That same year 
he began asking to go home. In June 1962 he left with Marina and their infant daughter, and 
the United States government lent him $435.71 for the journey through a State Department 
repatriation loan, which he repaid by January 1963. To skeptics, the whole sequence looked too 
smooth to be innocent. 

The theory gained a powerful boost from the CIA's own internal battles. In February 1964, a 
KGB officer named Yuri Nosenko defected to the United States and said that Soviet 
intelligence had looked at Oswald, judged him unstable, and never recruited him. James 
Angleton, the CIA's counterintelligence chief, suspected that Nosenko was a false defector sent 
to clear the KGB, and the agency held him in isolation for about three years. Later reviews 
accepted that he was a genuine defector, but the House Select Committee on Assassinations 
still doubted parts of what he said about Oswald. Theorists drew the obvious inference: if 
Moscow had sent a man to vouch for its innocence, it must have had something to hide. 

Writers built on that suspicion. The British lawyer Michael Eddowes argued in Khrushchev 
Killed Kennedy (1975) and The Oswald File (1977) that a Soviet impostor had returned in 
Oswald's place, a claim that led to the exhumation of Oswald's body in 1981, when dental 
records confirmed that the body was his. Edward Jay Epstein's Legend (1978) explored 
Oswald's possible ties to Soviet intelligence, and decades later the Romanian defector Ion 
Mihai Pacepa revived the KGB theory in Programmed to Kill (2007). For a country shaped by 
the Cold War, the story was easy to believe. It answered two questions at once: who could have 
directed Oswald, and why a lonely man would do something so enormous. 

What the Record Shows 

The most revealing evidence comes from the Soviet side. In 1992, the newspaper Izvestia 
published details from the KGB file kept on Oswald in Minsk. It showed that he had been 
under nearly constant surveillance, that his apartment was bugged, that informants reported 
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on him at work and at social events, and that the KGB suspected he might be an American 
agent. He was watched under code names, first "Nalim" and later "Likhoy." What the file does 
not show is recruitment. In 1993, Norman Mailer spent months in Minsk interviewing 
Oswald's acquaintances and the KGB officers who had watched him, and his book Oswald's 
Tale (1995) describes the same pattern: a man under watch whom the service considered 
unreliable and never used. 

Documents that Russian President Boris Yeltsin handed to President Bill Clinton in 1999 
point the same way. They record the KGB's decision not to recruit Oswald because he seemed 
unstable, and they show a Soviet leadership alarmed after Dallas. Officials feared that Oswald's 
Soviet past would be used to blame Moscow, and reports reaching the Kremlin suggested that 
right-wing elements in the United States were behind the killing. A government that had 
planned the murder would hardly have spent those days trying to find out who did it. 

Oswald's visit to Mexico City in late September 1963 adds a final piece. At the Soviet embassy 
he met consular officials who were, in fact, KGB officers. One of them, Oleg Nechiporenko, 
later described the encounter in Passport to Assassination (1993). Oswald was agitated, asked 
for an immediate visa, and produced a revolver during the conversation. He was told that a visa 
would take months. He left without it. 

If we set the theory beside these records, we find two different men. The theory needs a 
disciplined operative who stayed invisible until Dallas. The Soviet files describe a restless young 
man under suspicion, kept at arm's length, and allowed to leave. His comfortable life in Minsk 
fits the way Soviet authorities treated a few Western defectors whose presence had propaganda 
value, and it also kept him in a city where he could be watched. Marina's uncle served in a 
ministry that oversaw police work, but family connections of that kind were common and do 
not show that anyone recruited Oswald. Even if we set Nosenko's testimony aside entirely, as 
the House committee partly did, the KGB's own paperwork tells the same story he told. 

American investigations reached the same conclusion. The Warren Commission found no 
evidence of Soviet involvement, and the House Select Committee on Assassinations concluded 
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in 1979 that the Soviet government was not involved. Nothing in the 2025 releases alters that 
picture. Some Soviet records remain in Russian and Belarusian archives that outside 
researchers cannot freely examine, and that gap is real. But everything that has emerged from 
them so far points away from Moscow. 

Verdict: Debunked 

The record shows a man the KGB watched, distrusted, and declined to use. What keeps the 
myth alive is something the record cannot offer: an enemy large enough to match the loss. A 
Soviet plot gives Kennedy's death a scale that feels appropriate and casts Oswald as a dark 
instrument of history. In the Cold War, that story fit the fears of the moment. For many readers 
it still feels more bearable than what the files describe, which is simpler and sadder: a rejected 
man who failed in the Marines, failed in the Soviet Union, and turned his anger outward. 
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