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Expert’s book indicts profession

Medical examiner cites ‘conspiracy of ignorance’ in autopsy of John F. Kennedy

James E. Fowler
rrespondend

When Dr. Michael M. Baden was
on George Putnam'as radie talk
ghow recently here in Los Angeles
— some callers inevitably asked
about the assaseination of John F,
Kenredy.

As head of the forensic pathology
team of the House Seect Com-
mitiee on Assassinations in the
late 1970s, Baden spent many
houra studying the autopay re-

rts, photographs and X-rays that

ave baflled investigators and
tantalized comepiracy buffa  for
more than 25 years,

A staff member of Beden's public
relations firm laughingly com.
piained abcut conspiracy “nuts”
but Baden was more gracicus,

Althuough he believes the medical
evidence availeble supportz the of
ficial Warren Beport theory of ane
asnamsin/two bullete, Badern con-
cedes that the government's au-
topsy of the fallen president per-
formed at Bethesda Naval Hospital
was buithed — but he doesn't be-
lieve that was part of any cover-up
OT CONBPLracy,

“There wasn't & conspiracy of as-
sagsing {nt the autopsy), there way
a conspiracy of ignorance,” Baden
said. “The ignorance that wag pres-
ent in the autopsy of President
Kennedy was the kind of ignorance
that pervades the medical ex-
aminer) gystern — that happened
evety day in communities all across
the United States in 1963 and still
goes on today "

It i# the medical examiner sve-
tem that is the suhject of Michael
Baden's book, “Unnatural Death —
Confessionz of a8 Medical Ex-
aminer,” co-written with Judith A-
dler Hennessee and published by
Random House,

Baden said the average un-
natural death autopsy in  the
United States is handled much like
the one performed on Kennedy in
196 by the MNavy.

“It's assumed that the normal
procedure would have been to do it
right,” Baden said, “but the normal
procedure is 4o do & poor mutopsy by
people not trained.”

i realization, he anid, makes
the Kennedy sutopav lezs drama-

tic, but actuajly more troublesome,

In hi® book, Beden peppers the
indictment of the medical examiner
syetem with sometimes grigly anec-
dotes about the famous, ihe in-
famous and the not-so-famous gar-
nered from his years of experience
as a medical examiner and told
with a light. wry touch,

Baden worked for the city of New
York a# an examiner for more than
25 vears, He was the chief medical
examiner of New York City from
1978 until he was unceremaniously
fired by Mayor Ed Koch. He 3 cur-
rently the co-divecior of the foren-
Bic ecignces unit f the New York
State Police. His opiniens are
sought by ettorneys from around
the country in coiminal and civil
malters.

Baden gsaid the system in the
United States has been under-
mined by the lack of dactars prop-
erly trained to do forenasic
pathology and also by frequent po-
litical interferer.ce in the work of
the medical examiner office.

“The biggest problem iz the lack
of phyricians who are qualified to

doing unnsatural death in-
vestigations,” Baden said, “and the
politics is a big reason for that.”

In kis book, Raden says that it is
a rare examiner who manages to
etay out of trouble for any length of
time and sl maimisim independ-
ence.

He said that was the reason
Thomas Woguchi in Los Angeles,
Wemer Spuz i Detvoit, Cyril
Wecht in Pittsburgh, and himself
and athers in New York City were
all fired as chief medical ex.
aminers.

Even among doctors, Baden said,
pathologiate have traditionally
been the whistle blowers.

“Pathologists were the guys who
gaid 'hey, you did it wrong, " he
said. “ You took cut the ovary
when you should have taken out
the appendix.” "

Baden said when the examiner
performs that traditional role in
the publi¢/political zrens it some-
times leads te findings that are not
popalay with politeians.

Baden said the tendency to be
Judged on the basis of being & team
plaver rather than being a &ctentist

is one of the most discouraging fea-
turee for young doctors thinking of
going intc the field of forenaic
pathology.

“They're (the politicians) looking
to get their programs through and
to get re-clected, and that's not our
goal — our goal is Lo call it the way
we pee it.”

Baden offers no easy solutions
for the groblems of the medical ex-
aminer sysltem in the United
States, He aaid firat the field of fo-
rensic medicine must be made
more atiractive 1o medical stu-
dents.

Baden said salaries for medical
examiners must be improved,
though ke acknowledged they can
not be expected to reach the level of
private medical practice. He also
aaid there should be some kind of
protection for the medical ex-
aminet te be able to act on the basis
science without fear of reprisal,

“Medical examiners shouldn't be
immumzed from any accoun-
tability,” he said, “but they shouid
be held accountahle in medical and
Beientific ways — not  political
wWhye,”

Baden offers the Rritish system
a8 an example the United States
might follow. In Brtain. the ex-
arniner 32 “more of an academic,
with his roots in the medical
school,” Baden said. This provides
three benefite: It permita the
doctor o be judged by his medical
peers, not his politics] cner; it per-
mits him to get B better salary
since it is also a teaching puyaition;
and it allawe hiam (0 be exposed o
medical students and to act as a
role model for future examiners.

Forensic medicine, he sgid. is °s
field where vou ¢an de a lot of pub-
lic good. It's a field that's exciting,
developing all the new DNA finger-
printing and a lot of interesting
thinga.”

In a final word about the Ken-
nedy autopsy, Baden suid that
those innhocent mistakes, but mis-
takee nevertheleas, by the Navy
pathologists have caused copfusion
that is going to be with us a very
lang time.
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