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CHAPTER 3 

The bubble top: another myth dispelled 
 

Although not bulletproof and used primarily—but not always—for inclement 
weather, the bubbletop that came with the president’s limousine was a shield-
ing device that was assembled from six different pieces. When the rear and front 
pieces were fastened onto the car, leaving the middle section open, this bubble-
top configuration could provide both an open car and some semblance of pro-
tection, as well. In fact, Presidents Kennedy, Johnson, Nixon, Ford, Carter, and 
Reagan all rode in vehicles that had the ability to open the top while maintain-
ing closure on the front and rear sections of the roof.1 According to agents Tho-
mas J. Kelley, Joseph Paolella, Bob Lilley, Bill Greer, Sam Kinney, Roy Keller-
man, Gerald O’Rourke, Larry Newman, Darwin Horn, and Winston G. Lawson, 
the bubbletop would deflect a bullet and/or shield the President via the sun’s 
glare off of it, among other factors; even local newsman Jim Lehrer concurred 
(more on these gentlemen in a moment).2 Former agent J. Walter Coughlin 
wrote the author: “Could the angle of the bubble [have] changed the course of 
the bullet? Maybe! Could the bullet have hit the metal in the bubble? Maybe!”3 
For his part, Rufus Youngblood wrote in his book 20 Years in the Secret Service: 
“The plexiglas canopy, at best, would cause little more than the slight deflection 
of a hi-velocity bullet ….”4 [Emphasis added.] Anything would probably have 
helped. Kinney told the author: “It may have distorted Oswald’s sight, or possi-
bly a ricochet [would have occurred].”5 Just the fact that most people thought 
the bubble top was bulletproof was protection enough—if someone draws a gun 
on you, would you say, “How do I know those aren’t blanks in that thing?” 
Agent Lawson wrote to the author: “It of course was not bulletproof, as I’m sure 
most people thought.”6 Even O’Donnell wrote: “The bubble top, incidentally, was 
neither bulletproof nor bullet-resistant, as many people assumed.”7 [Emphasis 
added.] In fact, it appears that SAIC Forrest V. Sorrels of the Dallas Office was 
fooled, as well, judging by this pre-assassination FBI airtel: 

AIRMAIL Date: 11/21/63 

TO:    DIRECTOR, FBI (63–4296–12) 

FROM:  SAC, DALLAS (94–188) 

SUBJECT: CRIMDEL 

Re: Dallas airtel to Bureau, 11/13/63 

Item 1.  PRESIDENTIAL VISIT TO DALLAS, TEXAS, NOVEMBER 22, 1963 

FORREST SORRELS, U.S. Secret Service, advised on 11/20/63 that due to pre-
vious experiences of Ambassador ADLAI STEVENSON and others with some dis-
sentient groups in the city of Dallas, the bullet-proof-bubble type Lincoln auto-
mobile was being flown to Dallas in an Air Force Transport plane and that the 
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President would use same. He stated that he did not anticipate using this auto-
mobile either in Ft. Worth or Houston during the President’s visits this week in 
those Texas cities.”8  

[Emphasis added.] 

And, if that wasn’t enough, none other than former agent Floyd Boring himself 
stated to researcher Dan Robertson: “He [JFK] was responsible for his own 
death,” and that the bubbletop was bullet-proof and that Kennedy wouldn’t let 
the Secret Service put it on the limo.9

A newsman that day, Bill Ryan of NBC, believed it was “a tragic mistake” not to 
have the bubbletop on the car and said so to a television audience of millions.10 
However, initially, the top was on the car at Love Field—Dallas Police Depart-
ment (DPD) motorcycle officer Stavis Ellis, who also thought the bubbletop was 
bulletproof, said: “[at Love Field] … he [JFK] had walked over to a little fence 
and was talking to everybody and shaking hands. Some of the Secret Service 
boys seemed worried about this while other agents were taking the bulletproof 
top off the car.”11 [Emphasis added.] Betty Harris, an aide to Bill Moyers, told the 
HSCA that she “approached Sorrels about the bubbletop and together they had 
the special agents remove the glass top.”12 DPD motorcycle officer Sam Bellah 
also conveyed to a newspaper reporter in 1988 that the bubbletop was removed, 
thus corroborating his partner Ellis.13 In this regard, Dallas Morning News pho-
tographer Tom Dillard snapped a picture of the limousine at Love Field the 
morning of November 22, 1963 with the windows fully raised in anticipation of 
the top going on the car, which appears to have been the plan for that day al-
though, to be fair, it had been raining that morning, then the sky had cleared. 
William E. Sale, an airman first class aircraft mechanic assigned to Carswell Air 
Force Base, was sitting under the left wing of Air Force One at Dallas Love Field 
when JFK was assassinated. Mr. Sale had a couple of interesting thoughts on 
the matter: “We [crew of 7–8 airmen] remarked among ourselves as to why they 
[the Secret Service] left the bullet proof bubble off the limo. It had been raining 
earlier and we thought the spray from the motorcade would soak them as they 
traveled the route.”14 [Emphasis added.] Mrs. Kennedy did want the bubbletop 
on; that much is indisputable.15

Most importantly, with regard specifically to November 22, 1963, it was Secret 
Service agent Sam Kinney’s sole decision to remove the top that morning, as 
Kinney stated with conviction on three different occasions to the author.16 Sam 
forcefully told the author: “It was my fault the top was off [the limousine in Dal-
las]—I am the sole responsibility of that.” In addition, Kinney’s oft-ignored re-
port dated November 30, 1963 confirms this fact,17 as does the former agent’s 
recently-released February 26, 1978 HSCA interview: “… SA Kinney indicated 
that he felt that his was the responsibility for making the final decision about 
whether to use the bubble-top.”18 Regarding the removal of the bubbletop, Ken-
nedy,19 O’Donnell,20 Lawson,21 Sorrels,22 Kellerman,23 Bill Moyers,24 and Betty 
Harris25 had no direct bearing on the decision that was ultimately made inde-
pendently by Kinney, although they have all been blamed, while the crucial, 
singular role of Kinney was ignored. (Apparently, HSCA attorney Belford Lawson 
was equally confused on this matter, for he wanted to know “[t]he reasons why 
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Lawson and Kellerman each stated that the other called him about the bubble-
top.”)26 O’Donnell even testified to the Warren Commission in 1964 that he 
would have made the decision regarding the top “under normal circumstances 
[emphasis added]”,27 although, importantly, O’Donnell does not explicitly say he 
was the one responsible when asked the direct question from Counsel Arlen 
Specter. Apparently, Dallas did not apply as a “normal circumstance”. However, 
a full eight years later, O’Donnell wrote in his book that he was responsible for 
telling ASAIC Roy Kellerman: “If it’s not raining, have the bubbletop off.”28 And, 
if that weren’t confusing enough, advance man Marty Underwood said that 
O’Donnell had wanted the bubbletop on the car in Dallas.29 Agent Lawson wrote 
to the author: “The one thing I do know was that I was told that if the rain 
stopped in Dallas to have the bubbletop off and if not to have it on. Unfortu-
nately, it quit raining and was sunny.”30 This multiplicity of responsibility is dis-
turbing, in and of itself; it’s a pattern we have seen before (the alleged agents-
on-the-limo policy) and one that we shall see again and again. In fact, it ap-
pears that this multiplicity of responsibility has confused even former agent 
Radford Jones: “As the others have indicated to you a check of various books 
etc. indicate that an aide to the President instructed that the top should be re-
moved. One book indicates that Kenny Powers [sic] a close associate of the 
President may have ordered it to be removed. I am not sure if he acknowledged 
the correctiveness [sic] of this. I believe he passed away several years ago. Other 
books indicate different views. I have no personal knowledge, as I was not in 
Dallas that day.”31 Likewise, Inspector—later Assistant Director—Thomas Kelley 
displayed his confusion during his HSCA testimony: “I am not the best witness 
on that I think … I have heard various interpretations of why [the top was re-
moved].”32

Regarding this bubbletop decision, this was Sam Kinney’s personal choice 
based on his much-debated belief that JFK was on a political trip, nothing 
more: “I walked out the door and said ‘the sun is shining, that’s it: the top stays 
off’ because we were down there on a political move.”33 In this regard, fellow 
agent Frank Yeager also made the distinction regarding “parades involving po-
litical events”;34 there must be something to this qualifier.35 Nevertheless, Presi-
dential aide Larry O’Brien testified to the Warren Commission that the substan-
tial purpose of the trip was not political (and mentions only the Secret Service, 
not O’Donnell, as being involved in the bubbletop decision).36 In any event, the 
weather was not to blame, for Bob Lilley told the author that there were many 
times the bubbletop was on the car during the brightest and hottest days imag-
inable. (An example of this is the Bogotá, Columbia trip which he was on, riding 
the back of the limousine with Roy Kellerman. Other examples include JFK’s 
trips to Washington, D.C., July 11, 1961; Mexico City, June 1962; Chicago, Oc-
tober 1962; Washington, D.C., October 10, 1962; Washington, D.C., Febru-
ary 1963; England, June 1963; and part of Ireland, June 1963. All these exam-
ples, save for Chicago, October 1962, were good-weather trips).37  

Sam Kinney, Bill Greer, Forrest Sorrels, and Betty Harris regretted Sam’s deci-
sion for years after the assassination, proof enough that JFK was not a factor in 
its removal on November 22, 1963.38 As Sam added: “That’s one of my 30-year 
concerns, whether I made the right decision, and I’ve decided if we were going 
there tomorrow I’d do the same thing,” further noting that the six-piece bubble-
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top39 cost $40,000 dollars—in 1963 dollars—and, if someone decided to take the 
top off during the motorcade, they would have had to drop off an agent to watch 
it to prevent souvenir hunters from taking the pieces away, leading the author 
to believe that this after-the-fact removal, even just a partial removal of the top, 
had happened before.    

As for the bubbletop itself, John E. Campion, the Aide to the Assistant Chief for 
Security, wrote a December 5, 1963 Memorandum “Specifications of Bubble 
Top” that included this information: “The bubble top material of the President’s 
limousine is ¼″ thick Plexiglass.”40 It would seem that this material would, at 
the very least, deflect a shot. And, again, the glare from the sun would shield a 
prospective assassin’s view, not to mention the psychological effect of having 
the top on the car, especially in light of the fact that it was “common knowl-
edge” that the bubbletop was bulletproof (even if it was not).    

Roy Kellerman testified to the Warren Commission about the bubbletop: “I 
would think that it would be deterred for, let’s say, the velocity of a missile com-
ing in at great speed, I think it would deter it ….”41 Thomas Kelley testified to 
the HSCA: “… if we had a bubbletop [on the car in Dallas] there would have 
been some obfuscation of the assassin’s view. It is a deterrent.”42 Agent Robert 
Lilley also believed that it “might deflect a bullet”, while Joseph Paolella wrote: 
“An interesting thought[:] just before JFK arrived it had been raining—we used 
to call it Kennedy weather—and the top was removed—although not bullet 
proof, it might have deflected the bullet.” [Emphasis added.] Richard Greer, son 
of the late William Greer, said that, regarding his father: “He only did remark 
several times that he felt that one thing did kind of bother him about events 
that did unfold in Dallas ... the decision was made, and I don’t know by whom, 
not to put the bubble top on … he [his father] felt the bubbletop might have 
shielded the assassin’s view perhaps of the President or it may have possibly 
have deflected a shot and the President might have been alive today.”43 Former 
agent Jerry O’Rourke wrote the author: “The bubble top was plastic and wasn’t 
even bullet resistant but it is possible it could have deflected the bullet if the 
bullet was not coming straight on.”44 Larry Newman told the author that the 
bubbletop “would have deflected a bullet”, adding: “If a shot had hit a twig out 
of that window, it would have ricocheted.” He said the top was also used on 
trips to France and Caracas, Venezuela due to rock-throwing incidents. The for-
mer agent also said the top was used for “inclement weather”.45 Former agent 
Darwin Horn wrote: “You [are] correct about the bubble-top in Dallas. It might 
have helped.”46 Newsman Jim Lehrer said: “… had the bubble top been there, 
even though it wasn’t necessarily bulletproof in a full sense, it might have de-
flected the thing and maybe the president would have survived.”47 Lawson wrote 
to the author: “Would Oswald have tried the shots if it remained on? Would a 
bullet have hit one of the metal strips which kept the various sections in place? 
Would the curvature of the top either [have] deflected a bullet or caused a bad 
sight picture for a rifle shot?”48 Lawson said much the same thing to The Dallas 
Morning News in 2003: “Though the bubbletops were not bulletproof, the metal 
and the contour of the covering, says Lawson, would have made it difficult for a 
bullet to do much damage, and might have kept a gunman from even firing in 
the first place.”49  
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Although Mr. Kinney was adamant to the author, we have to take into account 
Jim Lehrer’s “eyewitness” account reported in his 1992 book A Bus of My Own 
where he alleges that he saw fellow agent Forrest Sorrels order the bubbletop 
off.50 While Agent Kinney could still be partly correct (he may have actually 
physically removed it), we have to also take into account the crucial fact that 
neither Jim Lehrer nor Forrest Sorrels revealed this matter to the Warren 
Commission in 1964.51 Kinney told the author: “Forrest Sorrels, I knew him very 
well. He was the agent in charge of [the] Dallas [office]. He had nothing to do 
with it.”52 The HSCA reported that, as with the motorcade route decision, the 
team of Betty Harris and Bill Moyers53 had a hand in this decision to remove the 
bubbletop.54 Interestingly, while the Committee took testimony from Moyers, 
they took Harris’s word that it was Moyers who made the final decision on the 
matter.55 In fact, during Betty Harris’s appearance on CBS television on Novem-
ber 22, 1988, she states that she made the decision to remove the top. Harris 
went on to say that she used to have nightmares about her alleged decision; no 
mention of Moyers, JFK or anyone else. Finally, Agent Bill Greer told a reporter 
in 1983 that he was involved in the decision to put the bubbletop on the car.56    

In any event, no matter which specific agent was involved, judging from the re-
gret these people (Kinney, Sorrels, Greer,57 Lawson,58 and even Betty Harris) 
evoked, this was another Secret Service decision,59 not a JFK desire, as “official” 
history has proclaimed.60 Even Agent Abraham Bolden “never believed that Ken-
nedy said that” he wanted the bubbletop off.61 As a recent book noted: 
“… [A]gents on duty that day admitted they felt they had failed to do their job … 
They regretted … not making the president ride in a closed car.”62 While, clearly, 
this is more of a matter of options not explored than a sinister factor, the fact 
that the agency did not fully explore these options is alarming, as is the blame 
game associated with it. 

Interestingly, in mid-November 1963, the Secret Service was working with an 
Army consultant on trying to devise a bulletproof bubbletop.63  

Note: When the President visited military bases or traveled in motorcades in the 
capital, Washington, D.C., there was hardly any real overt protection noticeable, 
such as motorcycles flanking the car, agents on or near the rear of the limou-
sine, or a full bubbletop, unless during certain weather conditions, with a few 
notable exceptions when a display of force was demonstrated. This was because 
the Secret Service and the President were on very friendly, well-traveled 
grounds—on military bases, our troops, in conjunction with the Secret Service, 
provide the best-case scenario for protection. In the Capitol, the Secret Service 
checks all the buildings along the route, and armed guards are posted along the 
path the President’s car would take. In addition, manholes are checked and 
sealed.64 For example, during JFK’s Inaugural Parade held on January 20, 
1961, “A complete survey of all buildings, water mains, sewers and under-
ground conduits and other facilities along the parade route [was] made prior to 
the departure of the President from the White House to the Capitol.”65 It should 
also be noted that when JFK was a candidate for the presidency in 1960 the Se-
cret Service did not protect candidates. Ironically, not until immediately after 
the death of his brother Robert did the agency protect candidates.66 For his 
part, V.P. Nixon already had Secret Service protection on the campaign trail in 
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1960. That said, Senator Kennedy’s motorcades where often surrounded by 
many motorcycles on all sides.            
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