THE TRAGEDY OF THE THREE BELLS

by Fred Hobbs

 

The question, “Where Were You When....?” crops up frequently in conversations. For the youth of the 1960s, now in their senior years, the question has particular significance and lasting impact, as more than one historic event occurred in this nation during that decade. One of the most dramatic, shocking and unbelievable of all happened on Friday, November 22, 1963. President John F. Kennedy was assassinated.

My new bride and I had been married less than a month and were just settling down in our apartment after a glorious honeymoon in San Francisco. I was the morning newsman at KDEN-AM Radio, a Denver station owned by legendary newspaper columnist Gene Amole and his partner Ed Koepke. I had just returned from an early lunch and was chatting with the afternoon DJ who was getting ready for his show when the bells began to ring on the Associated Press wire service teletype machine. The bells sounded occasionally when some problem in transmission developed, but three bells repeated several times also indicated a major news bulletin. That was a much less common occurrence. 

Thinking at first that the sound signified some AP malfunction, I casually checked to find to my horror that the President had been shot. A string of bulletins followed with details of the tragedy in Dallas. Ultimately came the report everyone dreaded. The president was dead. We broadcast the initial information from the Associated Press Wire. But the dramatic story was unfolding in live on-the-scene reports on the networks by reporters such as the young Dan Rather. 
KDEN was an independent radio station playing the “good” popular music and light jazz of the day…Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Doris Day, Dave Brubeck, etc. We didn’t have a network affiliation such as CBS or NBC. A decision had to be made on what to program to pay proper respect to the President and to join the nation in mourning. We decided to cancel all advertising messages and use the classical record library of our sister FM station to broadcast music that could be used as a tribute and also as a background sound to accompany the thoughts and prayers that were generated from multiple sources. We received many compliments for our tasteful and respectful approach while joining most other Americans in watching or listening periodically on network radio or TV outlets for updated information. 
We reacted with disgust at the decision of one of our competitors, a station that played country music, to continue to broadcast as if nothing had happened with no interruption of commercials or DJ “chatter.” But, this is America, a free country, and if you want to be boorish and disrespectful and rake in all the dough you can regardless, I suspect JFK would have agreed that was your right. 

On Sunday, November 24, I was standing in front of our TV putting on my shirt preparatory to going to church, when I saw the amazing scene of Jack Ruby pointing a gun at Lee Harvey Oswald, fatally wounding the man who was found in four separate investigations, to be the assassin of John F. Kennedy.

I called to my wife and we stood transfixed at the unfolding chaos, live on national TV.

At home, my wife and I were just like those other Americans joining people all over the world, wondering how this could happen and who was responsible for taking our popular young president from us. 
As a broadcast newsman I felt conflicted. Part of me wished I had been on the scene covering the most dramatic event of the time. Another reaction was relief that I could be experiencing many of these moments in history in a more contemplative state, with my wife, as we together observed the fates that befell us, creating a special bond in the early days of our marriage played out in a time of world tragedy. 
