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INTRODUCTION

On November 22, 1963, the day President John F. Kennedy was assassinated, I was a 13-year-old freshman attending Mount St. Joseph’s High School, a Catholic school in Baltimore, Maryland. I remember exactly where I was when I heard the first whispered rumor—in the hallway on my way to a sixth period biology class. I recollect just as distinctly what I heard: “Some Cuban guy working for Castro shot the President!” It wasn’t long before I heard a new explanation for the president’s murder: “It was a Russian agent working for Khrushchev!” None of us knew which was the more shocking or potentially dangerous rumor.

In the blur of that first horrible day came yet another news report, this one stating that the President had been shot by a former Marine hiding in a book warehouse and using a German Mauser-type rifle. Hours later, the Dallas police took such a man into custody five miles away, in a Dallas movie theater. Two days later, by the end of that paralyzingly sad weekend, the story of JFK’s assassination had turned 180 degrees: Now, according to most of the reports, the President had been shot in the back of the head by a Castro sympathizer using an Italian rifle.

I couldn’t help but be intrigued.

After the suspect, Lee Harvey Oswald, was gunned down on the way from one Dallas jail to another, President Lyndon Johnson put together an august body, headed by Supreme Court Chief Justice Earl Warren, to find out definitively (or so it was thought) who had killed the president and why. Ten months later, without any equivocation, it concluded that Oswald, an American and a former Marine, had acted alone with no clear motive, and certainly without evidence of any involvement by Cuba, the Soviet Union, or any other foreign nation.

My own initial skepticism over the 1964 Warren Commission findings was fueled by the naivete (perhaps it was the arrogance) of a seasoned teenager who had read all the James Bond novels. I knew about spies, and fake defectors, and sharpshooters, and patsies. The government couldn’t fool me! My suspicions were heightened by the obvious government secrecy over the investigation, especially the sealing of the Warren Commission records for 75 years. Thus, I, like many of my age group, became an amateur investigator pursuing the ultimate truth—what exactly happened on November 22, 1963.

In 1966, with the publication of Mark Lane’s book Rush to Judgment, I became convinced that the government itself was covering up the true nature and cause of the JFK assassination. Others, encouraged by the popularity of Lane’s book, accused the federal government of conspiring to murder JFK. Years later, I would come to realize Lane’s tome for what it was: a lawyer’s masterful brief for his “client,” the deceased Lee Oswald. Reading it as a teenager, I had no inkling of the ease with which a competent attorney could find discrepancies in any murder investigation, let alone one in which 25,000 interviews were conducted. In truth, Lane went far beyond the pale, taking evidence and testimony so far out of context that their original import (if any) was unrecognizable. His treatment of Jack Ruby’s testimony was a virtual masterpiece of lawyerly obfuscation. But it took a while for me to come to this realization.

In 1968, I gravitated to the anti-war candidacy of Robert Kennedy, spending many an after-school evening as a volunteer in his presidential campaign headquarters. It was there that a senior RFK aide told me obliquely of Bobby’s secret investigations into his brother’s death. In June of 1968, I was to attend a picnic, for campaign volunteers, at RFK’s Hickory Hill home, where I hoped to ask the Senator about his interest in President Kennedy’s death. Instead of a picnic, however, there was a funeral. The tragic assassination of Robert Kennedy in June of 1968 only strengthened the sense of paranoia many of us were feeling. My interest in JFK’s murder intensified. I was hooked.

In my early “investigations,” which began soon after Bobby’s death, I called witnesses on the phone and heard their stories first-hand. I tracked down some hard-to-find players (and got them to talk). I began assisting on research projects that others were doing for books, magazine articles, and television specials.

With the bootleg release of the Zapruder film in 1975, conspiracy fever reached its high mark. The home movie seemed to show JFK reacting to a shot from the front, while Oswald’s “sniper’s nest” (as termed by the Warren Commission) had been behind the presidential motorcade. Like many others, I was convinced that the Zapruder film proved Kennedy was shot from the front. I also was persuaded that Oswald wasn’t a talented enough shooter to pull off the shooting alone. On both counts, I was wrong.

This entire period—from 1963 through 1975—was marked by a continual barrage of ideologically-driven books on the Kennedy assassination. Ideologues are dangerous enough, but the books and authors of this time inspired a clique of followers, all with a pathological hatred of the U.S. government. These “conspirati” would make any leap of logic necessary in order to say that Lee Oswald had been an unwitting pawn of the evil government conspirators. And anyone believing otherwise was branded as a CIA agent (more than one prominent critic has labeled me as such), or a gullible lackey. The atmosphere of intellectual anarchy frightened off almost every serious historian. If they looked at the Kennedy murder, they concluded, they too would be branded as “kooks.”

When the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) began gearing up in 1978, I spoke often with its staff members, directing them to areas I believed important. It was their meticulous photographic, forensic, and ballistic work that convinced me that Oswald alone shot President Kennedy. From that point on, only one question remained for me to answer: Was Oswald a hired gun?

Over the next dozen years, I suggested to numerous broadcast entities that they should reinvestigate the Kennedy assassination in a long-form TV documentary. PBS showed some interest, and a research grant I was given produced some interesting interviews. But none of the media wanted to pursue the matter further.

Temporarily abandoning the idea of a documentary, I resuscitated an old fictional screenplay I had written as a roman á clef on the Kennedy killing. However, in the Hollywood of 1990, the number of directors interested in making political statements could be counted on one finger. His name was Oliver Stone.

The brilliantly talented Stone seemingly showed interest in my screenplay. By sheer coincidence, and unbeknownst to me, the powerful filmmaker had recently decided to write and direct a film on JFK’s murder. I was invited to meet with Stone in Dallas. To my shock, Stone informed me, apparently without consulting anyone who had studied the case for decades, that he would base his film on the most flawed and controversial character ever connected with it, the District Attorney of New Orleans, Jim Garrison. Stone said he rejected my screenplay, among other reasons, because it was a work of fiction. In the drink-filled haze of the Stoneleigh Hotel bar, I tried to tell him that Garrison’s story was fictional, too. At the same time, Stone also plunked down $80,000 for the rights to an obviously concocted story peddled by some local “entrepreneurs.” Their tale purported to prove that a Dallas cop, moonlighting as an international assassin, really had shot Kennedy.

I headed back east to pitch PBS’ Frontline on my documentary idea. I hooked up with Emmy Award-winning reporter W. Scott Malone, who joined with me in drafting a proposal for Frontline. Months later, I came back to Dallas. Stone had graciously granted me total access to his movie set, where he sought to recreate the shooting. Walking with Stone one day, I heard him tell a tag-along press member about the sinister sealing of the Warren Commission records for seventy-five years. I was stunned. Although that had been President Johnson’s original intention, public pressure had actually forced the release of most of the Commission’s records within three years of the 1963 murder.

I managed to pull Stone aside, and informed him that the records we investigators really coveted were the HSCA’s sealed files, numbering hundreds of thousands of pages, as well as those of other federal agencies, whose holdings could be in the millions of pages. He asked me to write down this information, which I did. I also suggested that Stone use the outcry his film was sure to generate to demand that these records be released. I proposed two things: first, that the last thing the movie audience should see was a statement informing them of the hidden records; and second, that pre-addressed postcards be handed out at theaters, given to patrons wishing to lobby Congress for a law bringing all these documents to the public’s purview. I envisioned millions of postcards flooding Congressional offices.

Next, I made a trip back east to confer with former HSCA investigator Kevin Walsh. Since his days with the HSCA, Walsh, now a private detective, had become a one-man lobby. For ten years, he had mounted a behind-the-scenes campaign to encourage legislation freeing the HSCA’s material. Kevin gave me a letter he had been trying to get to Stone that essentially corroborated what I had been trying to tell the Oscar-winning director. Upon returning to Dallas, I hand-delivered the letter to Stone. By now, he was convinced.

The closing credit phrase was inserted, and while Warner Brothers printed up some postcards, the film’s distributor eventually backed out of this strategy. Instead of giving up, a few volunteers and I decided to stand outside theaters to hand out the few hundred postcards we managed to obtain.

As I had hoped, Stone’s film, while completely misleading, created a hurricane of controversy, and made the Congress see the political benefits of freeing the records. A number of us began working feverishly with the relevant politicians to draft legislation. Among those who deserve acknowledgement are Kevin Walsh, Jim Lesar, Eric Hamburg, and Mark Zaid. Oliver Stone himself should also be recognized for his travels to Capitol Hill. They encouraged the legislation’s passage. As it turned out, public support for the bill was virtually unanimous; many on the outside of the policy-making loop were convinced that total disclosure would indicate the government’s role in JFK’s assassination, while the politicians they implicated were convinced the released material would vindicate them. The legislation (the so-called JFK Act) passed easily in 1992.

In 1994, the JFK Review Board (mandated by the new law) was seated, and within a year, the documents began flowing. The board ceases to exist on September 30, 1998, and by then, it is estimated that over three million pages will have been released.

Meanwhile, in 1991, I began a professional association with PBS’ Frontline program, researching the life of Lee Harvey Oswald. The 1993 production, “Who Was Lee Harvey Oswald?” was a massive undertaking, with executive producers David Fanning and Michael Sullivan showing great courage to get it made and aired. With a huge research budget, we divided into four teams. All of us were given great latitude. I was allowed to follow up on every lead (conspiratorial and otherwise) I had always wanted to test. We went everywhere Oswald went, from Minsk, Russia to Atsugi, Japan. I crisscrossed the U.S. for eighteen months. It was a dream assignment, and the first (and likely, the last) undertaking of its kind.

The research generated literally thousands of interviews, most of which, because of the program’s time constraints, were never aired. The “Oswald” portion of this book greatly benefited from those previously unseen interviews, which Mike Sullivan graciously allowed me to draw upon.

My combined work over the years with PBS and other media interests allowed me to interview thousands of individuals who claimed to know something about the case—from Sergio Arcadia, who ran the Cuban Revolutionary Council in New Orleans, to Master Sergeant James A. Zahm, head of training at the Marine Quantico unit—and everyone in between. Many were helpful, but some seemed only too aware that one of the easiest ways to turn a profit or attain celebrity status was to feed off the public’s natural paranoia regarding THE GOVERNMENT.

During many of my years of research, I was convinced that all the truths surrounding the Kennedy assassination would never be known—that a complete story could never be told. After the House Committee’s work of 1979, I was more convinced than ever of Oswald’s complicity. But there were huge gaps in the case that left me with the pervasive feeling that all was not being told. My inquiries were purely personal; I never intended to write a book on this case. In fact, I never thought anyone could write a good book on this subject because all the secrets were well beyond the grasp of anyone without subpoena power. To my complete surprise, and when I least expected it, two key events forced me to change my mind.

It was while in New Orleans for Frontline that I had my first inkling of the “ultimate truth,” the one explanation that resolved everything for me: Oswald’s apparent lack of a motive; the Kennedy family’s reluctance to say anything about Jack’s death; Robert Kennedy’s unrelenting grief; the secrecy surrounding the two key cities in Oswald’s life (New Orleans and Mexico City).

More important by far was the release of the JFK documents required by the JFK Act. Measured in man-hours, I spent practically a full year combing the files. They enabled me to see that the big question wasn’t WHO done it, but WHY.

Aided by the decision of RFK intimates to tell me their stories, and the Review Board’s release of over three million pages of previously classified documents, I am able, for the first time, to speak the unspeakable. My research has convinced me that John and Robert Kennedy’s secret war against Cuba backfired on them—that it precipitated both President Kennedy’s assassination and its coverup.

On April 19, 1994, I was back at my alma mater, giving a lecture about my interest in the Kennedy assassination. I stood perhaps 50 feet from the place where, 31 years earlier, I had first heard of JFK’s death. Here at Mount St. Joseph’s High School I now learned that the president’s widow, Jackie Kennedy, had died. The eerie synchronicity of being in virtually the same spot for both events was almost beyond description. For years, I had continued to hero worship the Kennedys. Jack and Jackie had been my idols—they seemed part of my Italian Catholic family. Now I knew for sure that “Camelot” was indeed over, though for years, I had intellectually recognized the Kennedy-Camelot comparison for what it was: myth.

In the ensuing years, not only have Jack and Jackie been turned into caricatures, but so have Oswald, Jack Ruby (the man who killed Oswald), the FBI, and the CIA, to name a few. There certainly are one-dimensional individuals in this world—people who are either pure good or pure evil. Those “types,” I have learned, had nothing to do with JFK’s murder.

I learned that the Bobby Kennedy I so admired in 1968 had been a polar opposite as his brother’s Attorney General: dangerously inexperienced, and, worst of all, reckless. In the time it took for a hyper-velocity rifle bullet to traverse 100 yards, Bobby was converted to an introspective man of peace. He and other members of the Kennedy clan went on to give much to the country. Their contributions to the impoverished, the handicapped, and the racially excluded have been legendary and heroic. After the 1968 assassination of Martin Luther King, Jr., when Bobby pleaded to enraged blacks “Make gentle the life of this world,” he truly meant it, and many listened.

But a different Bobby Kennedy, five years earlier, had berated government officers 20 years his senior for their slow pace in eliminating Cuban dictator Fidel Castro.

More than most, Bobby himself appreciated the importance of his personal transformation following the assassination. Toward the end of his life, he mused, “I have wondered at times if we did not pay a very great price for being more energetic than wise about a lot of things, especially Cuba.”

He was right.

Gus Russo

Baltimore, MD

August 1998
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CHAPTER ONE

THE STORY BEGINS

The Backstory: Cuba in the 1950’s and the Emergence of Fidel Castro


	“Cuba seems to have the same effect on American administrations as the full moon used to have on werewolves.”



—Wayne Smith, Former U.S. State Department Officer in Havana

At the center of it all was Cuba—a small tropical island a mere 90 miles off the U.S. coast. Its recent, tumultuous, and largely secret past is the hidden key which unlocks the mysteries of the century’s most important mystery. Only by coming to grips with Cuba can any of us truly understand that catastrophic day in Dallas, when President John F. Kennedy was assassinated, and when the trust between a nation and its citizens began to crumble. Nor, in an intelligent way, can U.S. foreign policy be crafted and executed without knowing what motivated U.S. leaders to wage an undeclared war against the tiny, and seemingly insignificant, country of Cuba.

In the United States of the 1950’s and early 1960’s, Cuba was a ticking time bomb. During a lengthy period of Cold War hostility, the antagonism between Cuba and the United States became so well-established that in 1963, when John Kennedy was killed, many Americans felt that the U.S.-Cuban disputes had been going on forever. Actually, the conflict was quite young. But by making it their Alpha and Omega, the brothers Kennedy escalated the tensions beyond all reason, and thus guaranteed their own downfall. For while the U.S. government preached its own brand of jingoism, it was matched by the feverish activities of those who believed Cuba’s leader, Fidel Castro, to be a virtual Messiah. The polarities that created such volatile obsessions are rooted in Cuba’s unique history.

For years, Cuba had been an American vassal. The U.S. had forced itself into the Cuban constitution with the inclusion of the notorious “Platt Amendment,” which allowed for U.S. intervention whenever it felt the urge. Until Castro’s 1959 revolution, Cuba was ruled by a series of dictators who redefined the terms graft and corruption. The most corrupt of these was President Fulgencio Batista, who controlled the country until the Castro takeover. And, as pointed out by historian Michael Beschloss, Batista had ingratiated himself nicely with his neighbors to the north:


	During World War II, he enlisted Cuba behind the Allies, protecting the American naval base at Guantanamo and selling Cuba’s 1941 sugar crop to the United States at bargain prices. By the 1950’s Americans owned 40 percent of the Cuban sugar industry, 80 percent of Cuban utilities, and 90 percent of Cuban mining.1



Under Batista, Cuba’s economic involvement with the U.S. exploded. By the 1950’s, 75 percent of Cuba’s imports were from the United States, which benefited from the fact that its commodities enjoyed a unique exemption from Cuban import duties. By 1958, American investments on the island were approaching the 1 billion dollar mark. The signs of American business and culture were inescapable in Cuba. The Chase Manhattan Bank, Procter and Gamble, Colgate, Texaco, Goodyear, Remington, Borden, Sears, Ford, U.S. Rubber, Standard Oil, Coke, Pepsi—all had substantial holdings on the island.

The Kennedys themselves were among those to benefit from this tropical nest-egg. According to some reports, Joseph Kennedy Sr. had owned stock in a profitable Coca-Cola franchise on the island with Irish tenor and Coke spokesman Morton Downey, Sr.2 In addition, Robert Kennedy’s father-in-law, George Skakel, had financial holdings in Cuba, represented there by Cuban attorney Dr. Carlos Johns.3 Skakel’s company, Great Lakes Carbon, had made the family wealthy. Great Lakes’ worldwide holdings included some in Batista-era Cuba, where the firm supplied filters used in the sugar industry. Skakel maintained close friendships with CIA officers, often supplying them with intelligence data he received from the island, some of which would later be used to plan the Bay of Pigs invasion. When the Castro enterprise began, his daughter, Ethel, was known to fear its revolutionary tendencies, and pray for its defeat.4

Castro also profited from the excesses of the Batista era and its relationship with the United States. His father had made money from the American-owned United Fruit Company, which had a presence on the island. The young Fidel even tried to cash in on the U.S.-Cuban relationship in professional baseball. In the 1940’s, legendary American baseball scout Joe Cambria twice turned down Fidel Castro, then a young, athletic baseball player. “Uncle Joe scouted Castro and told him he didn’t have a major league arm,” said Washington Senators’ owner Clark Griffith, who employed Cambria to milk Latin America for its raw baseball talent.

Fellow scout Ruben Amaro jokes, “[Cambria] could have changed history if he remembered that some pitchers just mature late.”5 And Castro’s pitching did mature. By the late 1940’s, he became known for his wicked curve ball. One Pittsburgh Pirates scout recalled, “He could set ‘em up with the curve, blow ‘em down with the heater.” By 1949, Castro was indeed offered a contract with the New York Giants and a $5,000 signing bonus. But by then Castro’s law studies and political interests had taken root. “We couldn’t believe he turned us down,” remembered a Giants scout. “Nobody from Latin America had [ever] said ‘no’ before.”6

Other beneficiaries of the Batista regime included prominent representatives of organized crime. Havana had become a kind of offshore Las Vegas, and Mafia enterprises were obscenely profitable. Raw opium from South America (and possibly from Asia) was processed on the island. Cuban children suffered from disease and malnutrition, but the casinos reaped huge profits ($100 million profit from gambling alone, according to the best estimates).7 These were supplemented by earnings from abortion services and prostitution. The island was a great draw for American tourists.

The corrupt Batista even hired U.S. mob boss Meyer Lansky to (in the dictator’s words) “clean up” the casinos. Lansky, at the time a fugitive from the IRS, was happy to accept the offer. Soon, crime figures from Las Vegas, Miami, Cleveland, and elsewhere were moving in on Havana, where Lansky doled out the casino franchises.

Batista’s corruption was recently summarized by historian Thomas G. Paterson:


	Probably 20 to 25% of government expenditures represented graft and payoffs. Batista’s personal wealth stood somewhere between $60 and $300 million. In 1959 revolutionary government officials opened his safe deposit boxes and found $20 million. . . When Batista and his close corruptionists fled the country as 1958 turned into 1959, they took with them—nobody knows how much for sure—some 350 million pesos of the national treasury (one peso equaled one dollar).8



But the bubble was soon to burst, for Batista’s greed began to foster strong revolutionary movements which threatened to topple the dictator. When Castro started his movement in the early 1950’s, many key players in Cuba, weary from extortion by the Batista regime, were willing to assist. For a time, according to Cuban soldier Ramon Conte, Castro enlisted the CIA’s help and himself became a CIA informant.9 CIA agent Ross Crozier, who was assigned to work with Fidel in the mountains as he prepared his final push against the Batista regime, recently corroborated this: “[CIA Western Hemisphere Chief] J.C. King had come down to talk to Fidel in 1959.”10 Castro so wanted the Americans’ support, according to Crozier, that he readily supplied Crozier with details of his own troop movements. “Fidel gave us much intelligence. I went on the Manzanillo raid with him.” Crozier still possesses a letter of introduction, written on his behalf by Fidel, in which the Cuban leader instructed his associates to give “Mr. Ross” all the cooperation he needed, including access to Raul Castro, his brother.

In December 1958, President Dwight D. Eisenhower sent a representative to Havana to persuade Batista to resign. However, on January 1, 1959, before Batista could respond, Castro marched victoriously into the streets of Havana, declaring, “For the first time, the Republic will really be entirely free.” He later declared, “The Platt Amendment is finished.”

One of Castro’s first acts as Cuba’s leader was to close the largely American-owned casinos (together with many of the country clubs), which the emerging dictator turned into schools and hospitals. “When the barbudos (‘bearded ones’) from the hills marched into Havana the day after New Year’s of 1959,” a historian of the period recently wrote, “the first thing the happy street throngs did was to smash parking meters and slot machines in the casinos, the most immediate symbols of the American presence in their lives.”11 Fidel next nationalized all international businesses on the island. Huge enterprises like Coca-Cola and United Fruit, not to mention their owners, suffered greatly.12

Batista’s departure and Castro’s takeover began a huge influx of disenchanted and fearful Cubans to the nearby coasts of the United States, particularly Miami and New Orleans. No wonder. On his island nation, Castro was orchestrating a political purge, dominated by trials and executions of “war criminals.” The year following his takeover of Cuba, he presided over the machine-gun executions of thousands of handcuffed opponents, who were then bulldozed into mass graves. Thousands more were left to rot, naked, in solitary cells on the Isle of Pines. The year 1961 was officially declared “The Year of the Firing Squad” by Castro lieutenant Captain Antonio Jimenez.13

To emphasize their tenure in America as temporary, Cubans fleeing to the safety of the U.S. called themselves “exiles,” rather than refugees.

In the early months of the revolution, Castro hoped for American support for his endeavor. “I am going to the United States to gather men and money,” Castro had told his people. “I’ll come back to see you and we shall plan what we have to do for our military training.”14 But the nationalization of American-owned property, combined with Fidel’s firing squad purges, had so outraged U.S. citizens and officials that, in April 1959, when Fidel flew to Washington to seek aid for his fledgling regime, President Eisenhower refused to see him. Not only did the United States refuse any assistance to Cuba, but Eisenhower virtually planted the kiss of death on the revolution by banning all Cuban sugar imports to the America Castro was surely disappointed. The United States had been silent during the excesses of the Batista regime. But now, it seemed, Eisenhower was doing his best to drive Cuba into the Soviet sphere.

What followed was an all too-familiar stroke of opportunism by the Soviets. In October 1959, the Soviets sent an envoy to Cuba—Alexander Alexyev. When word of the U.S. sugar ban reached Soviet Premier Khrushchev, he immediately dispatched a cable to Alexyev to forward to Castro. “When I handed this to Fidel, it said that ‘we, the Soviet Union, were ready to buy all the sugar, those 700,000 tons rejected by the Americans. And not only that year’s assignment, but also all the next year’s.’ That was really an event! I was at the rally. There were one million people there. I could see for myself the joy of the Cuban people. They were throwing their berets in the air. They were dancing.”15

In the U.S., debate raged as to whether Castro’s dealings with the Soviet Union represented merely financial opportunism or a political alliance. Castro himself supported the view that his alignment was transient and pragmatic. As if to drive home the point of his non-allied independence, he said, “I hate Soviet imperialism as much as Yankee imperialism! I’m not breaking my neck fighting one dictatorship to fall into the hands of another.”16 However, as historian Bernard Weisberger has written:


	For Washington’s security planners, the controversy was wastefully abstract. The brutal fact to deal with was that before 1959, Cuba had been within the American sphere of interest. . . and now it was literally an enemy island in the very waters that lapped at the U.S. Gulf. An unthinkable Soviet foothold, ten minutes from Miami by jet plane.17



In Castro, the U.S. seemed to have quite a potential adversary. Maurice Halperin wrote of the country’s charismatic head, “Like all political leaders. . . he has been a disciple of Machiavelli, capable of inconsistency, opportunism, and deceit but not for their own sake, and always weighing anticipated profits against costs in any political operation.” More forebodingly, Halperin quoted Castro as often saying, “We [Cuban revolutionaries] are not afraid of danger. As a matter of fact, we thrive on it. And besides, everyone has to die sooner or later.”18

The Eisenhower-Nixon Covert Model

In the American public, a vast tide of fear and hatred towards Cuba was rising up. Yet, Dwight D. Eisenhower did not immediately react militarily towards Cuba’s new government. As a Cold War president, he had developed innovative strategies towards burgeoning Communist governments, and his administration would rely on these strategies to take care of Castro.

Having seen the horrors unleashed by world war, Eisenhower believed that another such confrontation, now likely nuclear, had to be avoided by any means necessary. That meant stamping out Communist regimes early, before they could gain global allies.

“Ike” further worried about the built-in dangers of the expanding military-industrial complex, which he believed might trigger a world war if given the slightest provocation. Thus, he turned to the Central Intelligence Agency as his personal counter-insurgency weapon, giving that agency a charge unintended by its founder (President Harry S Truman). The pie was sweetened by the fact that CIA covert operations were much cheaper than anything the U.S. military could undertake. What transpired under Ike’s direction led Blanche Cook, author of The Declassified Eisenhower, to label him “America’s most covert President.” Implicit in Eisenhower’s demand for counter-insurgency was the need for detailed planning: any undertaking was to commence not one moment before every possible contingency had been addressed. In addition, Ike demanded total deniability for the President, and he got what he wanted: after counter-insurgent escapades, the CIA burned the entire paper trail of its communications with the President.

In 1953, the first year of his presidency, Eisenhower, already caught up in Communist “domino theory” fears, instructed CIA director Allen Dulles to implement Operation Ajax: the overthrow of Iran’s leader, Mohammed Mossadegh. The fervent nationalist Mossadegh had had the audacity to nationalize U.S. oil businesses and legalize the Communist party’s right to participate in elections. In response, the CIA adopted a British coup plan in the making for over a decade. When the CIA’s Kim Roosevelt successfully deposed Mossadegh, Eisenhower was so ecstatic that he secreted him into the White House and bestowed on him the National Security Medal.

The following year, when Guatemala’s Jacabo Arbenz nationalized the U.S. multinational United Fruit Company, Ike had Dulles initiate an operation coded PBSUCCESS. On this occasion, Ike told Dulles, “I want you all to be damn good and sure you succeed. When you commit the flag, you commit to win.”19 The coup planning, known only to Ike and the Dulles brothers (Allen of the CIA, and John Foster, Secretary of State), proceeded for over a year before Eisenhower gave the go-ahead. When this coup also proved successful, the White House-CIA covert partnership became entrenched.

After the Guatemalan coup, Ike commissioned an internal report on covert activity. In March 1954, his National Security Council passed Resolution 5412/2, which was intended to give definition and direction to the CIA’s covert action capability. The directive resulted in the formation of the “5412 Committee” (later renamed “the 40 Committee,” then the “303 Committee,” and finally, “The Special Group”). This committee set the standard for the U.S. policy planners:


	Create and exploit troublesome problems for International Communisim. . . and facilitate covert and guerrilla operations. . . U.S. Government responsibility for [covert operations] must not be evident. . . and if uncovered the United States can plausibly disclaim any responsibility for them. Specifically, such operations shall include sabotage, anti-sabotage, demolition, subversion against hostile states. . .



The following September, Ike endorsed “The Doolittle Report,” which intoned: “There are no rules in such a game—norms of human conduct do not apply. We must try to subvert, sabotage, and destroy our enemies by more clever and more effective methods.”20

It was against this backdrop that Vice-President Richard Nixon, a legendary anti-Communist, convinced President Eisenhower that something had to be done about Cuba. Nixon thus became one of the first in the Eisenhower administration to urge Castro’s overthrow. This came as no surprise, given Nixon’s role as White House Chair of the “5412 Committee.” It was Nixon’s gung-ho spirit that initiated not only the idea of invading Cuba, but, quite possibly, the use of political assassination as well.

After meeting Fidel Castro in Washington in the spring of 1960, Nixon became, in his own words, “the strongest and most persistent advocate for setting up and supporting” covert action to end Fidel Castro’s regime.21 Nixon’s resolve was reinforced by the opinions of his close friend, William Pawley. Pawley, a World War II hero, became a highly successful capitalist in the Havana of the Batista regime. Ousted after the revolution, Pawley developed a pathological hatred of Castro, and went on to work with both Nixon and the CIA to help launch sabotage raids against the island.

Nixon, as he would later write in 1962, concluded that the U.S. should move “vigorously to eradicate this cancer on our hemisphere and to prevent further Soviet penetration.”22 According to CIA Cuba Project officer (and later Watergate burglar) E. Howard Hunt, Nixon at this time was the “[Cuba] project’s action officer within the White House.” The U. S. Ambassador to Cuba Philip Bonsai called Nixon “the father of the operation.”23 “Nixon was a hard-liner,” says Eisenhower’s National Security Advisor, Colonel Philip Corso. “He wanted to get rid of him [Castro]. He wanted him hit hard. . . when he was Vice-President. He was a rough customer.”24

As his first step, Nixon drafted a secret four-page memo to Eisenhower, CIA Director Allen Dulles, and Secretary of State Christian Herter (who succeeded John Foster Dulles following his death). “Castro is either incredibly naive about Communism, or is under Communist discipline,” Nixon wrote. All those who received the memo, as well as Nixon himself, were well aware that Castro was not naive. Eisenhower agreed with Nixon’s conclusions, and made him the point man for the new operation, thereby initiating a policy that led to many years of invasion and assassination plots against the Castro regime.

Nixon’s next step was to appoint General Robert E. Cushman, Jr. as his executive assistant for national security affairs. Cushman’s purpose was to coordinate communication between Nixon and the CIA’s team: Allen Dulles, Richard Bissell (Director of Covert Operations), and Jake Esterline (who was soon given the role of planning a Cuban invasion).

Cushman has gone on record as saying that Nixon was the one in the White House applying the pressure, via him, to the CIA.25 The President, a sober military realist, had misgivings about predictions of success from over-enthusiastic bureaucrats. He had been there before, and demanded slow and deliberate planning before he would give the go-ahead. Ike told his Defense Liaison Andrew Goodpaster that the invasion planning was merely a “Contingency plan,” and he put little faith in it. Goodpaster warned that the momentum in the Cuban exile community might become unstoppable, to which Ike replied, “That won’t happen as long as I’m here.” Goodpaster then told Ike that he wouldn’t be in office when the plan came to fruition in early 1961. Ike then said (prophetically), “Well, that’s going to be a problem for my successor.”26

Nixon, however, proceeded full-speed ahead. Years later, mired in the war in Southeast Asia, Nixon wrote of Eisenhower’s painstakingly-slow planning pace, “The liberals are waiting to see Nixon let Cambodia go down the drain the way Eisenhower let Cuba go down the drain.”27

From 1959 on, Cuba’s Fidel Castro became the chief focus of assassination plots hatched by the United States government. Another target of these attempts was Patrice Lumumba of the Congo. In Congressional hearings two decades later, CIA officials, driven by their relished role of secret-keepers, refused to name the originator of the plots, but insisted that the assassination plans were originally approved by someone at a high political level in the Eisenhower administration. That person appears not to have been President Eisenhower. Richard Nixon may have been the original instigator of these plots.

Recent interviews strongly suggest that Nixon, along with his Military Aide, General Robert Cushman, secretly undertook an anti-Castro operation that operated outside of Presidential and Security Council controls. He enlisted trusted power brokers in Washington and exiles in Miami to hatch not only of a Cuban peso counterfeiting scheme, but also to assemble an assassination squad. The goal was to invade Cuba while Castro was being executed—all prior to the November 1960 election—thus aiding Nixon’s presidential bid.

Although Nixon pressed for action before the all-important November presidential election, it was not to happen then. The exile forces proved too difficult to coalesce in such a brief time. The plan would reach fruition sometime in the spring of 1961, and become known as the Bay of Pigs operation.

Cuba and Politics

President Kennedy’s inauguration in January 1961 came on the heels of a campaign pitting one Cold War sabre-rattler against the other. Though he proved the louder and the more adept, Kennedy’s personal history with Cuba gave little indication of the strategy that Kennedy, the campaigner, would later adopt.

Kennedy first visited the Havana casinos in December 1957 during a period of marital troubles. According to the widow of mobster/casino owner Meyer Lansky, young senator Kennedy asked Lansky if he could set him up with women. Kennedy traveled to the island with his friend, Senator George Smathers, Democrat of Florida, who has said, “Kennedy liked Cuba. He liked the style. He liked the people. . . Once they started looking after you, which they naturally would a senator, why it was just elegant.” It proved so enjoyable that the two pals returned to Cuba again in 1958. Regarding politics, Smathers recalls, “I don’t think I ever heard Kennedy express any feeling about Batista or Castro either way.”28

By the time of his presidential campaign in 1960, John Kennedy knew innately that the political necessities of demonization and hyperbole could create international monsters where none existed. But before succumbing to the rhetoric of the campaign trail, Kennedy authored “The Strategy of Peace,” in which he wrote sympathetically of Castro’s mission. In that piece, Kennedy compared Castro to the “George Washington of South America,” Simon Bolivar, whose leadership freed much of South America from Spanish colonialism.29 As he later remarked to a friend, “I don’t know why we didn’t embrace Castro when he was in this country in 1959, pleading for help. . . Instead of that, we made an enemy of him, and then we get upset because the Russians are giving them money, doing for them what we wouldn’t do.”30 Shortly before his death in 1963, in an interview with Jean Daniel of the Paris Express, President Kennedy elaborated:


	I believe there is no country in the world, including the African regions, including any and all the countries under colonial domination, where economic colonization, humiliation, and exploitation were worse than in Cuba, in part because of my country’s policies during the Batista regime. I believe that we created, built, and manufactured the Cuban movement, without realizing it.31



However, in the 1960 presidential campaign, both major party candidates, Nixon and Kennedy, recognized the votes to be gained by being tough on Castro.32 This shared anti-Castroism would prove to be Kennedy’s fatal mistake. In his zeal to win the presidency, John Kennedy chose to vilify Castro. He saw it as a convenient way to polarize the electorate. Kennedy’s soon-to-be Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, was startled by the intensity of Kennedy’s new anti-Castro feelings and thought that Kennedy “had it in for Castro.” Historian Bernard Weisberger concluded, “Future positions were frozen. Kennedy became rooted in absolute hostility to Castro.”33

In late October 1960, with the election near and its outcome very much in doubt, Kennedy told advisor and speechwriter Richard Goodwin to prepare a “real blast” for Nixon.34 From written questions the public submitted to the candidate at his major evening stops, Goodwin had noticed that Americans feared Cuba and Castro more than the USSR and its leader, Nikita Khrushchev. In fact, Castro had come to personify the conflict between communism and Americanism. He was public enemy number one. The idea of a communist outpost 90 miles from Florida disturbed Kennedy’s listeners more than any other foreign policy issue.35 “It was almost as if the communists had taken over southern Florida,” Goodwin remembered later.36

Tapping into this large reservoir of fear and anger seemed a good way to juice up the campaign, and it was consistent with his past conduct. During his terms in the House and Senate, Kennedy had been a stalwart Cold Warrior. Nothing in his background gave Kennedy’s speechwriters pause before attacking Nixon for “losing” Cuba, much as the Republicans had attacked the Democrats on the equally ridiculous charge of “losing” China to communism in the late 1940s.

Thus did Cuba become a “major” campaign issue in 1960, as Goodwin, who was partly responsible for making it so, would put it:37


	In dozens of speeches we assailed Nixon and the Republicans for losing Cuba to our communist adversaries. (“Ike didn’t lose it,” Kennedy scribbled in the margin of one of his speeches, “he gave it away.”) We censured the feeble Republican response to this new danger; proposed further sanctions, a step-up of propaganda, action to “quarantine” the Cuban revolution, increased support for those Cubans, in exile and elsewhere, who opposed the Castro regime.38



Goodwin composed the “real blast for Nixon” one evening late in October. It attacked the Republicans for weakly opposing the perceived menace of communist Cuba. But this one went further than its predecessors by decrying the Eisenhower administration’s feeble support of anti-Castro forces, both in exile in the U.S. and underground in Cuba, offering “eventual hope of overthrowing Castro.” Those “fighters for freedom” deserved greater support, Goodwin wrote.

The speech, which was released to the press before the candidate approved it, provoked criticism for its “rash” call for government aid in overthrowing Castro: a clear violation of international law in general and the Inter-American treaty in particular. Nixon professed outrage at Kennedy’s recklessness in advocating American-sponsored revolution or invasion. Either, he said, would greatly harm American interests by demonstrating Washington’s willingness to baldly breach its international responsibilities and commitments. Unknown to the public, this was a striking display of Nixon’s deviousness. The vice-president had been largely responsible for the training of a force of Cuban exile guerrillas—training that President Eisenhower approved in March 1960.

Kennedy’s campaign strategy, according to Nixon, was no less devious than his own. He believed that Kennedy had been briefed by CIA chief Allen Dulles about plans for the Bay of Pigs invasion (Dulles later denied the charge). Therefore, according to Nixon, Kennedy was aware that the Eisenhower administration was going after Fidel, and knew that Nixon was incapable of responding to Kennedy’s charges because of the project’s secrecy. Nixon would later write in his memoirs:


	In order to protect the secrecy of the planning and safety of thousands of men and women involved in the operation, I had no choice but to take a completely opposite stand. . . the most uncomfortable and ironic duty I have had to perform in any political campaign.



Recent disclosures indicate that Nixon was correct that JFK had inside information about the planned invasion of Cuba. Not only was Kennedy said to have secretly met with the leader of the invasion brigade (Manuel Artime) in July of 1960, as will be seen later to be the case, but it is now known that Kennedy had still another source for the sensitive intelligence.

John Patterson, then Democratic governor of Alabama, had been told of the Cuban operation in October of 1960 by his friend George R. “Reid” Doster, a National Guard instructor assigned to train the invaders. Patterson, a Kennedy campaigner, immediately flew to New York and briefed Kennedy—before the final TV debate with Nixon. (Patterson said precisely this in his oral history for the Kennedy Library, only to find it censored by library officials.)39

While the campaigning continued, the Bay of Pigs invaders were hard at work trying to coalesce a 1,500 man force in training camps in Guatemala. The invaders were assigned consecutive badge numbers, which, oddly, started with the number 2,500. According to one Brigade member, “We were trying to appear larger than we were.” When Brigade member 2506 (Carlos Santana) fell to his death during training, CIA coordinator Barney Hidalgo suggested, “We should name the force after him, as a memorial.”40 Thus was born the force known forever after as “Brigade 2506.”

Prescriptions for Disaster

John F. Kennedy came to the White House with promises to toughen Eisenhower’s supposedly weak commitment to getting rid of Castro—and “when you become an advocate of a point of view,” as Goodwin would put it in retrospect, “you tend to believe it. I think everybody got to feel that way about Castro. And Kennedy’s desire to prove himself in foreign policy by getting Cuba back was important.”

But as the newly-elected president took the reins of power, the invasion plans, already beset with problems, suffered from the expected inadequacies of a young, inexperienced Chief Executive, and the predictable degree of chaos any changing-of-the guard brings with it. The key problem, however, may have been Kennedy’s own inattention to the whole Cuban issue after it served his electioneering purpose. Kennedy aide Harris Wofford later wrote:


	Kennedy paid Cuba little heed in February [1961]. His trouble spot that month was Laos, where the Communist-led Pathet Lao continued to do well. There was, therefore, a vacuum of inattention in which the landing scheme moved into its final phase, and in that silence all parties to the operation acted out a perfect scenario of how to march, with all good will and intelligence, straight into a disaster.41



Kennedy, however, was acutely concerned with the potential for negative political fallout, and demanded that a new plan, providing him deniability, be prepared in only four days. Calling the proposed plan “too noisy,” he wanted it substituted for a “less spectacular” one that would remove all administration fingerprints.

One such plan involved a newly-formed exile umbrella organization called the Cuban Revolutionary Council (CRC). The CRC was a wing of the Frente Revolutionario Democratico (FRD), formed in May 1960 by prominent Cuban expatriates such as Dr. Manuel Artime and Dr. Aureliano Sanchez Arango. After its organization in Mexico, the FRD created the CRC to be its official liaison to Washington. The Kennedy White House noted: “The United States regards the Revolutionary Council as the central point of contact in its dealings with the Cuban exile and underground activity.” The memo added that the CRC would be allocated one million dollars per year, and “retain contact with the White House.”42 This plan also heralded both Washington’s and the Kennedys’ liaisons with Cubans in New Orleans, where the CRC maintained a key outpost.43

Exile leader and former Castro supporter Nino Diaz was assigned by his CIA controllers to lead a mission so sensitive that certain aspects were withheld from Diaz himself. Diaz was sent to New Orleans to command a rust-bucket fishing boat called the Santa Ana, which had been leased by the CIA for $7,000 a month. “They gave me this beat-up old ship. Nothing worked on it,” recalls Diaz.44 Although he was told his mission was to “create a front in the Oriente province [of Cuba],” Diaz is now convinced “this was a lie.” He and his men were told to dress in Cuban Army uniforms and fly the flag of Costa Rica.

The Santa Ana mission was prepared in New Orleans, with the assistance of the Cuban Revolutionary Council’s delegate Sergio Arcadia Smith. That effort, Arcadia says, was coordinated directly by Bobby Kennedy. It’s now known that Diaz’s mission was personally approved by the President.45 The provocation gambit was originally proposed to the President by his friend Senator George Smathers of Florida in the weeks prior to the attack.46

Historically, Diaz’ mission has been portrayed as a diversionary tactic, drawing Castro’s firepower away from the Bay of Pigs landing site towards the Santa Ana, which would arrive at Oriente. However, the mission was cancelled at the last moment when Diaz, by U.S. accounts, got “cold feet.”47

Recent testimony suggests that the ploy may have had a more sinister agenda. A CIA agent testified in 1978 that Diaz’ exiles, dressed like Castro’s troops, were to appear as a “tripwire”—a fake attack against the U.S. naval forces at Guantanamo that would justify the Bay of Pigs invasion.48

“We were lied to,” says Diaz. “We weren’t even told about the landing at the Bay of Pigs until we were near our landing site. The CIA knew Castro’s troops were waiting for us—we were to be sacrificed.”49

The Invasion Plan

In its initial formulation, the invasion actually made some sense: a daylight beach landing at Trinidad, at the foot of the Escambray Mountains. Because of the cover provided by U.S. air strikes, the exiles would, at the very least, enter Cuba, escape to the mountains, and encourage the locals to initiate guerrilla warfare, that, over time, might overthrow the Castro government.

For three decades, the Marine in charge of planning the invasion has remained silent about the Bay of Pigs operation. Recently, however, Colonel Jack Hawkins described the initial thinking:


	The Trinidad Plan was actually a good plan. The force could have been inserted into the mountains very easily where they could have remained for a very long time. We had agents in Trinidad who reported that the people there were very pro-guerrilla and anti-Castro. Fundamental to it all was—we were going to destroy Castro’s Air Force by using 40 sorties of B-26’s. We met every week for briefings at the White House. I was appalled at what I was hearing. Bissell was briefing the President, not [Joint Chiefs Chairman] Lemnitzer or the other military present. They were all afraid of [Defense Secretary] McNamara. One month before the invasion, [Secretary of State] Rusk, with Kennedy’s agreement, vetoed the Trinidad landing as “too noisy.” Bissell and McNamara stood silent. Bissell gave us four days to arrive at a new plan. Rusk demanded a landing near an airstrip. The only place that fit that requirement was the Bay of Pigs. We had almost no sleep for the four days. When I gave Bissell the plan, I said, “We can land there, but we can’t hold it long. It’s just not suitable.” The final plan provided for 40 [air] sorties.50



Now, after eight months of planning, and with only weeks to go, the invasion evolved into a night-time amphibious assault landing at a swamp known as the Bay of Pigs. There were only two problems with this approach: first, there was no escape route from the Bay to the Escambray Mountains; and second, the exiles had no training in this newly-revised tactic. In February 1961, the official report of the Joint Chiefs of Staff on the invasion planning gave a strong clue as to how the events would transpire. “The amphibious element of the [invasion] force,” wrote Chairman Lemnitzer to Defense Secretary Robert McNamara, “has received no amphibious training and is not now scheduled to receive any prior to the operation. . . Against moderate, determined resistance, this plan will fail to provide adequate logistic support.”51

McNamara, however, remained silent about this memo in subsequent cabinet planning meetings. His failure to convey “the damning analysis in Lemnitzer’s report,” wrote Bissell, “is part of the pattern of incomplete interaction that continued throughout the period leading up to the actual invasion.”52 But, as will be seen, Bissell also withheld vital information—and from the President himself.

The plan further suffered from the tight internal security placed on the operation. Knowledge of it was so tightly held that experts who should have been consulted were left completely out of the loop. Because he was unable to ask, Bissell never learned that his early reports of dissent in Castro’s regime were dreadfully overestimated. By February 1961, Castro had excoriated his political enemies, and enjoyed widespread popularity, but Bissell, Dulles, and others were out of touch.

Furthermore, the internecine rivalry between the various Miami-based exile leaders should have been enough alone to scare off the U.S. planners. As Bissell himself later came to admit:


	The leaders of the Cuban exile community, centered in Miami, were in competition with one another for U.S. funds, supplies, and support. . . . It was disheartening to hear [radio] broadcasts by exile program managers who seemed more concerned with serving the political ambitions of Cubans in Miami than with the situation of those trapped on the island.53



Kennedy Administration officials would never develop much respect for the Cuban exiles, whose apparent selfishness caused considerable infighting. Desmond FitzGerald, the CIA official later tabbed by the Kennedys to bring about Castro’s downfall, wrote his daughter Frances, “I have dealt with a fairly rich assortment of exiles in the past, but none can compare with the Cuban group for genuine stupidity and militant childishness. At times I feel sorry for Castro—a sculptor in silly putty.”54

To make matters worse, the media, most notably the New York Times and the New Republic, leaked word that Cubans were training for an imminent invasion. When he read Tad Szulc’s New York Times article,” Anti-Castro Units Trained to Fight at Florida Bases,” JFK fumed, “Castro doesn’t need agents over here. All he has to do is read our papers.”

In fact, Castro agents had already infiltrated every aspect of the Bay of Pigs operation. Former CIA executive assistant Lyman Kirkpatrick, Jr. wrote that, “the leaks about the operation from its very inception were horrendous.”55 Philip Bonsai, former U.S. Ambassador to Cuba, recalled, “The nature of the activities and the number of people involved made concealment impossible. I assume that Castro’s intelligence service knew of the project within weeks, perhaps days, of the operation.”56

Raphael “Chi Chi” Quintero, a Brigade leader at the camps, was one of the first to arrive at the training base. “We definitely had spies at the [Bay of Pigs] training camps [in Nicaragua],” he recently affirmed. One of the few who was there before Quintero was later found to be a Castro spy. “This man actually helped construct the camps,” says Quintero. “One month after the Bay of Pigs invasion, I secretly infiltrated to Cuba and saw this same man working in Castro’s security force.”57

Captain Albert “Buck” Persons was one of the American pilots who flew in the invasion, as well as helping with the training in Nicaragua and Guatemala. He recalls:


	It would have been very easy for Castro to have infiltrated our camps. We had AWOLs all the time. He knew there was an invasion coming, and he had very good intelligence. Still, I believe we could have established a beachhead, if we had stayed with the original plan and landed at Trinidad. It was a city of 20,000 people who were known to be friendly with the Castro resistance in the nearby Escambray Mountains. But Kennedy changed the landing site because he wanted to disguise our participation in the invasion. It was insanity. Everyone would know in ten seconds that the U.S. was involved, no matter where we landed.58



Lyman Kirkpatrick, the CIA’s Inspector General, wrote:


	[Castro] obviously knew about the [US.-sponsored] training camp in Guatemala. He was certain that some sort of major blow against his regime was in the making. . . As a result, Castro directed his security forces to round up all known or suspected members of the opposition. Nearly 100,000 were arrested and taken to detention camps all over the island. This was the first catastrophic blow to the Bay of Pigs operation, because here was the hard core of those who might have rallied to the support of the beachhead.59



In 1961, Kirkpatrick conducted an internal CIA review of the operation, the only copy of which was withheld from public scrutiny for thirty-seven years. When finally released in 1998, the report stated one of its conclusions: “Such massive preparations could only be laid to the U.S. . . . Plausible denial was a pathetic illusion.”

Rafael Nuñez, then serving as Castro’s Diplomatic Attaché in Costa Rica, recently recalled how in early 1961 he picked up one of Raul Castro’s counterintelligence chiefs, General Fabian Escalante, at the Costa Rican airport. “He told me that his main objective was to gather intelligence on the exile training camps,” Nuñez recalls. “He told me they were in training to invade Cuba near the Zapata Peninsula. When the Bay of Pigs occurred, Castro was waiting for them.”60

Castro’s supporters were not at all amused by what they were learning. In late March 1961, barely nine weeks into the Kennedy presidency (and two weeks before the Bay of Pigs invasion); the first of an unending series of anti-Kennedy threats emanating from Havana was apparently made. At the time, the President’s wife, Jackie, and three-year-old daughter, Caroline, were spending the Easter holiday at the Kennedy estate in Palm Beach, Florida. Secret Service surveillance teams were closely monitoring a group of four Cubans living in Miami known to have close ties to pro-Castro activists in Havana. One of the Cubans was heard to remark, “We ought to abduct Caroline Kennedy to force the United States to stop interfering with Cuba’s Castro government.”

The Secret Service, taking the threat very seriously, expected the group to attack the family while at St. Edward’s Catholic Church on Easter Sunday. To keep close tabs on the threatening Castroites, the agency used the intelligence network of the recently-formed anti-Castro group known as the Cuban Revolutionary Council (CRC). The subjects were watched around the clock, and the threat never materialized.61

This assistance, combined with the CRC’s support for the Diaz mission, heralded the beginning of a long relationship between the Kennedy White House and CRC members. According to a Congressional investigation, the CRC had been formed to coordinate anti-Castro activities with the U.S. government. The report further conceded, “The new organization had direct access to President Kennedy and top White House aides.” The CRC went on to maintain a strong presence in New Orleans, where, in two years, the President’s future assassin would arrive.

On April 9, 1961, eight days before the invasion, Castro appeared on Havana TV warning, “the extremely vigilant and highly-prepared Cuban people would repel any invasion attempt by the counter-revolutionaries now massing in Florida and Guatemala who are sponsored and financed by the United States.”62

Col. Hawkins concluded the obvious:


	This thing was going to be an utter disaster. During the preceding months, Castro had a massive military buildup, drafting 200,000 militia. He had fifty tanks. So I went to see Jake [Esterline, the CIA coordinator]. Jake agreed with my assessment and said, “We have got to go to Bissell and get him to stop this thing.” The next day, Sunday, we went to him. He refused to call it off, and we both threatened to resign. To keep us on, Bissell promised to persuade the President to increase the airpower.63



Thirty-four years later, Hawkins and Esterline would learn that this promise was a lie told to prevent their resignations. In 1995, when Bissell’s presidential briefing memos were released, it was learned that Bissell, before his confrontation with Hawkins and Esterline, had agreed with Kennedy to cut the air support.

Not only were American coordinators wanting out of the invasion, but key Cuban leaders, such as FRD founder Aureliano Sanchez Arango, sensed imminent disaster, and would have nothing to do with it.

But if JFK had any qualms about proceeding, he quickly dismissed them when he met with CIA Director Allen Dulles. The young president revered Dulles. Dulles would later painfully confess, “I confronted an inexperienced President Kennedy directly with the argument, ‘Do you want to be perceived as less anti-communist than the great Eisenhower?’”64 Dulles assumed that Kennedy would give adequate air support. When told the night of the invasion that Kennedy had reduced the air attacks, he said, “The President must be confused.”65

Before approving the invasion, Kennedy briefed Senator William Fulbright, Chairman of the Senate Foreign Affairs Committee. Fulbright urged him to leave Castro alone because he and his regime were a “thorn in the flesh” but not a “dagger in the heart.”66 Fulbright considered the invasion illegal and immoral, as well as badly planned. Behind the invasion, he said, was fundamentally the same “hypocrisy and cynicism for which the United States is constantly denouncing the Soviet Union.”67 But as historian Bernard Weisberger said, Kennedy’s position by this time was “frozen.”

Kennedy told aide Ted Sorenson, “I know everybody is grabbing their nuts on this,” but he wasn’t going to be “chicken.”68 Yet Kennedy’s macho stand was fatally weakened by his overriding concern for deniability. He insisted that the invasion should in no way be traced to his White House. But with the plan now revised to land the exiles in the suicidal, enclosed swamp, the CIA’s Dick Bissell concluded, “the long-touted guerilla option was as much a myth as plausible deniability.”69

At the last moment, Robert Kennedy was warned not to proceed with the operation by Constantine “Gus” Kangles, a Chicago-based attorney in the unique position of being a Democratic pol friendly with the brothers Kennedy, as well as being a longtime friend of the brothers Castro. He thus became an invaluable source of Cuban intelligence for the Kennedys. “I told Bobby [that] Castro knew everything—he was waiting for them. Not only did Castro know, but he enjoyed huge popularity. As far as an uprising, I told Bobby, ‘It ain’t gonna happen.’ But Bobby didn’t care. He wanted him [Castro] out.”70

Unknown to Kangles, Bobby may have had a secret basis for confidence in green-lighting the operation. In a recent interview, Kennedy’s great friend Senator George Smathers recalled walking with the President on the White House South Lawn just prior to the invasion. At one point, Kennedy disclosed to Smathers what was about to happen at the Bay of Pigs. According to Smathers, Kennedy told him, “There is a plot to murder Castro. Castro is to be dead at the time the thousand Cuban exiles trained by the CIA hit the beaches.”71

Kennedy admitted as much to CIA officer Hans Tofte. One month before the invasion, Tofte was briefing the President on guerrilla activity in Colombia. Tofte was also aware of the upcoming invasion, and boldly suggested to the President that Castro should be killed as a prequel, to give the operation any chance of success. Kennedy responded, “That is already in hand. You don’t have to concern yourself about that.”72

What happened next, regardless of who should shoulder the blame, would set off a chain of sinister events that would culminate in Dallas in 1963 and guarantee that any investigation of the death of President John F. Kennedy would be woefully, and intentionally, incomplete.

The Bay of Pigs Invasion

The attempted invasion of Cuba at the Bay of Pigs on April 17, 1961 quickly won a high place among America’s worst debacles in foreign affairs. The troops who made the landing, 100 miles southeast of Havana, were Cuban exiles formed into Brigade 2506. Quickly apparent was the conclusion that the White House and CIA would not repeat their 1953 success in replacing the elected government of Iran with Shah Mohammed Reza Pahlevi, and in overthrowing Guatemala’s leftist government of Jacabo Arbenz the following year.

Within hours of the botched landing through hull-gutting coral (of which intelligence had failed to warn), the attempts to hide America’s massive participation, not to say conception and direction at every stage, were coming apart. Within days, they appeared farcical to most of the world. The predictions of success—two chances out of three, as Bobby Kennedy was assured when first briefed about the venture—now seemed equally absurd. Bobby had also been promised that another kind of success would be achieved even if Castro were not immediately overthrown. The invaders, operating as guerrillas from the mountains, would harass Castro, much as Castro had harassed and eventually disposed of his predecessor, Fulgencio Batista. Then again, these predictions were based on the Trinidad landing scenario.

When the invasion took an instant turn towards disaster, and the Brigade members turned into cannon fodder, the planners approached the president for more sea and air reinforcement. Over the next few days, the CIA repeatedly begged Kennedy for it. Instead, he cut the first wave of air attacks by 80 percent. “We found out about it only hours before the invasion,” Hawkins recently recalled. The reduction was the exact opposite of what was promised when Esterline and Hawkins had their showdown with Bissell weeks earlier. (When his White House launched a coup against Guatemala, Eisenhower, in sharp contrast to Kennedy, had been the driving force behind providing air support.)

The CIA’s Jake Esterline was “ashen-faced” as he broke the news to Hawkins. Hawkins said, “Goddamnit, this is criminal negligence!”73 Esterline added, “This is the goddamnest thing I have ever heard of.” Years later, in separate interviews, key planners assessed the disaster. Hawkins remembered these “devastating orders” coming from the White House: “Military failure was now virtually assured.”74 When the second wave of air strikes was canceled, the exiles, who had been promised air support, were left to fend for themselves in the cold, dark swamp. Kennedy’s own Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Lyman Lemnitzer, would later comment, “Pulling the rug like that was unbelievable. . . . absolutely reprehensible, almost criminal.”75

“I called Bissell and Rusk right away,” remembers Hawkins. “Kennedy had conveniently left town, of course. Rusk called Kennedy, and without explaining why we needed the air cover, he advised that Kennedy’s plan should proceed without changes. Kennedy agreed. Bissell didn’t take the phone.”76

In the invasion, Captain Eduardo Ferrer led the exile air force—he had trained with them in Guatemala. He pulls no punches about where the blame should be placed: “The failure was Kennedy’s fault,” he says. “Kennedy was immature, a little bit chicken. Today, ninety percent of the Cubans are Republicans because of Kennedy, that motherfucker.”77

“Bissell and Kennedy thought they had some kind of magic bullet for the Bay of Pigs—assassination,” says Jake Esterline. “Of course, they weren’t going to support air strikes. The Kennedys were so egotistical to think they could pull this off. They thought one of these assassination things was going to work.”78 When none of them did, and air support was canceled, disaster was guaranteed.

“We were sending those Cubans to their deaths,” concludes Hawkins:


	“Everybody knew that’s what they were doing. Kennedy knew that’s what he was doing. Don’t think he didn’t. Fifteen hundred men’s lives were not as important as his political purposes. It was one of the most disgraceful things I ever had to be a part of. I’ve regretted it all my life.”



In a last-ditch attempt to salvage the operation, Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Burke begged the President for permission to use a U.S. aircraft carrier to annihilate Castro’s air force, and bring amphibious landing craft to evacuate the troops from the swamp. The president refused.79 Kennedy later attempted a different spin, telling aide Dave Powers, “They were sure I’d give in to them and send the go-ahead order to [the aircraft carrier] The Essex. They couldn’t believe that a new president like me wouldn’t panic and try to save his own face. Well, they had me figured all wrong.”80

Of course, saving face was precisely what the president was attempting to do. When the first American ashore, Grayston Lynch, found out about the cancelled air strikes, he said it was like “finding out that Superman is a fairy.”81

Rushing armor and infantry to the Bay of Pigs, Castro’s defenders caught the invaders in the swamp. Ninety of the 1,300-odd men of Brigade 2506 were killed. Most of the others were captured, to Castro’s intensely self-satisfied glee, and the invaders were utterly crushed. The last message the U.S. received from Brigade Commander José “Pepe” San Román read, dismissively, “How can you people do this to us?” Almost two years later, JFK confided to San Román that the real reason he withdrew the air support was that after the initial (April 15) air strike, he was secretly warned by the Soviets that they would attack West Berlin if he continued. Kennedy thus had to choose, in his own mind, between the lives of the 1,300 invaders and a possible nuclear conflagration.82 (There is no independent corroboration that the Soviets actually issued this threat.)

Rubbing salt into the Kennedys’ wounds, the Cuban premier took to the microphone ridiculing capitalism in general and the United States in particular, and his listeners cheered in delight. He strutted about the battlefield, showing foreign correspondents, with immense satisfaction, how his forces had humiliated the invaders and their Yankee sponsors.83 Soon he was delivering arm-waving, chest-thumping speeches about why the imperialists had lost: they counted on geography and weapons, whereas socialists counted on hearts and minds. Castro had a huge sign erected at the invasion site that read: “Welcome to the Site of the First Defeat of Imperialism in the Western Hemisphere.”

Perhaps the most ludicrous aspect of the Bay of Pigs venture was the political judgment on which the military strategy had been based—the analytical underpinning of the entire operation. Even before the landing, skeptics wondered how a single brigade of 1,300 exiles—never mind how well-trained and led they were—could defeat a home army of 200,000 men, operating on their own soil, with proportionate knowledge of the terrain and a good supply of war materials. The unabashed answer was that the Cuban people would rise to join the exiles in overthrowing Castro, whose rule they had come to detest. “How did I ever let it happen?” Kennedy asked later. “I know better than to listen to experts. They always have their own agenda. All my life I’ve known it, and yet I still barreled ahead.”84

For Kennedy, the fiasco assumed consuming proportions. Dozens of commentators debated the degree of his responsibility. Was it diminished because he had inherited the invasion plan from President Eisenhower, whose military competence Kennedy naturally refrained from questioning? That was the administration’s claim, stated most impatiently by Bobby Kennedy: “It was Eisenhower’s plan. Eisenhower’s people all said it would succeed.”85 Or, to the contrary, did the president’s longstanding drive to demonstrate how tough he could be—an old inclination of the Kennedy family—make him even more guilty? The question is, of course, unanswerable, but the attitudes of the Kennedy family as manifested in Jack and Bobby are relevant, for they would bear on the full course of the tragedy that lay ahead.

Furthermore, while President Eisenhower had indeed approved the training of the Cuban exiles for a possible invasion, he never did more than that. He never ordered the invasion that actually took place—and if he had, it is fair to assume that, with his usual caution and military expertise, he would have insisted on changes in the deeply flawed CIA plans. Richard Goodwin, a member of the high councils of the Kennedy administration, was among those who later concluded that Eisenhower would not have approved the invasion at all. “On the basis of Eisenhower’s general record [i.e., of nonintervention], we have to give him the benefit of the doubt and assume he would not have invaded.”86

In either case, the defeat was officially Kennedy’s responsibility, and the first major defeat of his life. Manolo Reboso, a member of Brigade 2506 who escaped from the beach head and went on to work with Bobby Kennedy on future Cuban projects, agreed with domestic observers: “The passion of the Kennedys over Cuba was because they had never lost anything in their lives.”87 The daughter of one of the five CIA pilots who lost their lives in the invasion (officially denied for 17 years) put it more bluntly: “Life was a series of touch football games. The Kennedys wanted to win ‘the football game’ in Cuba.”88 In their mind, Castro had only won the first round.

In future years, many of the principal players, except the Kennedys and their sycophants, came to agree on the causes of the Bay of Pigs failure. Two of the most incisive statements came from former CIA Directors. Allen Dulles said, “One never succeeds unless there is a determination to succeed, a willingness to risk some unpleasant political repercussions, and a willingness to provide the basic military necessities. At the decisive moment of the Bay of Pigs operation, all three of these were lacking.”89 John McCone, Dulles’ successor, explained, “The ‘stand down’ of the air cover. . . was the fatal error that caused the failure of the Bay of Pigs operation90. . . . The responsibility rests squarely on the shoulders of President Kennedy.”91

The Aftermath

The Bay of Pigs represented not merely a stunning military loss for Kennedy. It was also a personal humiliation. To Richard Nixon, whom he had so recently defeated for the presidency, the president described the debacle several days later as “the worst experience of my life.”92 The Castro-hating Nixon, during this same April 20 phone conversation, advised the confused young President, “I would find a proper legal cover and go [back] in. There are several legal justifications that could be used, like protection of American citizens living in Cuba and defending our base in Guantanamo.”93

On the first night of the invasion itself, Robert Kennedy anticipated the disaster, saying that “the shit has hit the fan. The thing has turned sour in a way you wouldn’t believe!” By all accounts, the President was stunned and devastated. Kenny O’Donnell, a long-time aide from Boston, remembered him as more distraught—“as close to crying”—as he had ever seen him.94 Bobby Kennedy took it just as badly. “They can’t do this to you,” he said privately to Jack after other advisors had retired that evening, and Jack paced the White House grounds alone for nearly an hour. “Those black-bearded communists can’t do this to you.”95

On April 19, just two days after the disaster, RFK let it be known that he wanted revenge. He dictated a letter to his brother: “Our long-range policy objectives in Cuba are tied to survival far more than what is happening in Laos or in the Congo or any other place in the world. . . The time has come for a showdown, for in a year or two years the situation will be vastly worse.” And in a phrase that would most likely haunt him, Bobby added, “If we don’t want Russia to set up missile bases in Cuba, we had better decide now what we are willing to do to stop it.”96 What they ultimately did is now believed by many to have instigated the very occurrence they tried to prevent. On June 1, 1961, RFK issued a memo that declared, “The Cuba matter is being allowed to slide. . . mostly because nobody really has an answer to Castro.”97

Robert Kennedy saw that his brother was “more upset at this time [the Bay of Pigs] than he was at any other”—so upset that it produced a physical reaction in the President who was always fully composed in public; who took great pains to conceal stress from even his closest advisors.98 In private, he kept shaking his head and rubbing his hands over his eyes.99 The President told advisor Clark Clifford that a “second Bay of Pigs” would destroy his presidency. “It was the only thing on his mind, and we just had to let him talk himself out,” remembered friend Charles Spalding. His depression reached such depths that he told his friend LeMoyne Billings, “Lyndon [Johnson] can have it [the presidency] in 1964,” saying that the presidency was the “most unpleasant job in the world.”100

One of the job’s more unpleasant aspects was foisting all the blame on someone else’s shoulders in order to protect the president’s own reputation. A week before the invasion, Presidential Special Assistant Arthur Schlesinger Jr. had foreshadowed this possible necessity in a long memo he composed for the new president. “The character and repute of President Kennedy constitute one of our greatest natural resources,” wrote Schlesinger, who had originally opposed the Cuban venture but later sought to ensure its successful execution. “Nothing should be done to jeopardize this invaluable asset.”101 Another memo, which was entitled “Protection of The President,” went on to suggest a course of action that now seems to have been followed: “When lies must be told, they should be told by subordinate officials.” In the event of failure, Schlesinger recommended placing the blame on the CIA, painting them as “errant idealists and soldiers-of-fortune working on their own.”102 (In Dulles’ papers is a non-published memo on the Bay of Pigs, in which he wrote of the Schlesinger tactic, “I deplore the way this is being done. . . If what is written goes entirely unanswered and without critical examination, it will go down as the history of the event. It is not the true story.”103)

After a suitable period of time, the CIA’s Allen Dulles and Richard Bissell were asked to resign, which they did by the end of 1961. Dulles had dutifully offered his resignation to the President when it became obvious that the invasion had failed. Kennedy initially refused the tender,104 but it soon became apparent that he needed scapegoats. Kennedy told Allen Dulles that he and Bissell, men he had personally liked and admired, would have to leave their posts after things quieted down. “Under a parliamentary system of government, it is I who would be leaving office. But under our system, it is you who must go.”105 E. Howard Hunt concluded, “Both Bissell and Mr. Dulles were slated to go, scapegoats to expiate administration guilt.”106

The New York Times later ran a front page story, which documented how Kennedy, in the wake of the failed invasion, had railed at the CIA. He would, he threatened, “splinter the CIA in a thousand pieces and scatter it to the winds.”107 In fact, Kennedy’s actions were exactly the opposite. Over the following weeks and months, Dulles and the President spoke often, and Dulles would later say of Kennedy, “There was never one harsh or unkind word said to me by him at any time thereafter.”108

At a White House meeting, when Vice-President Lyndon Johnson attempted to point the finger of blame for the invasion’s failure at the CIA, Kennedy admonished him. “Lyndon, you’ve got to remember [that] we’re all in this, and that when I accepted responsibility for this operation, I took the entire responsibility on myself. We should have no sort of passing the buck, or backbiting, however justified.”109

JFK went out of his way to defend Dulles in this trying time. Shortly after the Bay of Pigs invasion, one of the Kennedys’ Palm Beach neighbors, Charles Wrightsman, with whom Dulles had often stayed, told the president that when he (Wrightsman) next came to Washington, he would not see Dulles. Kennedy then invited Wrightsman for a drink at the White House. Unbeknownst to Wrightsman, Kennedy also invited Allen Dulles. Dulles’ biographer recounts what happened next: “When Allen walked in—Wrightsman was already settled down—Kennedy stood up and, in case the rich man from Florida did not get the message, the beleaguered president put his arm around Allen’s shoulders to lead him to a comfortable chair.”110 Kennedy summed up his opinion of Dulles at a luncheon held just days after the botched invasion. Speaking privately with New York Times publisher Arthur Hays Sulzberger, Kennedy said, “It’s not that Dulles is not a man of great ability. He is. Dulles is a legendary figure, and it’s hard to operate with legendary figures.”111

There were solid political reasons for Kennedy to take this “colossal mistake” so seriously. The new administration wanted dearly to protect an image of a reborn America striving for a new order based on justice and ethical principles. Kennedy had entered the White House proclaiming that “the torch had passed to a new generation of Americans,” and promising a new kind of leadership for the free world. He would lead it in new, saner, and more humane directions, away from anything smacking of rigidity or behavior that could prompt memories or mistaken images of America as an imperialist power. And much of the free world responded enthusiastically to those promises. From the first, Kennedy was relatively more popular in many countries of Europe and Latin America than at home.

Days before the invasion, when rumors about it were rampant in Washington, Kennedy made an unequivocal public announcement that “there will not be, under any circumstances, any intervention in Cuba by the United States armed forces.”112 After the debacle, despite administration efforts to portray the operation as the work of Cuban exiles without American support, few in the world took this patent fiction seriously. During the pre-invasion week, James Reston of the New York Times thought that Allen Dulles was “lying like hell” when he denied CIA involvement. After the Cuban Foreign Minister reported air strikes on the island—and identified the planes as American—the United Nations scheduled an emergency session, during which Adlai Stevenson, the American Ambassador to the UN, promised that his government would do anything possible to insure that “no American participate in any action against Cuba.” Stevenson had not been informed that Americans were participating for all they were worth. When he learned the truth, the Ambassador considered his previous statement “the most humiliating experience” of his public life.

If it was humiliating for Stevenson, it was an even greater personal disgrace for Robert Kennedy. Earlier, he had stifled administration dissension about, and even outright opposition to, the invasion. Now Bobby worried that the Bay of Pigs harmed his brother’s “standing as President and the standing of the United States in public opinion throughout the world.”113 He worried that, abroad, “The United States couldn’t be trusted,” for either honesty or competence.

Until the invasion’s failure, Bobby Kennedy’s role in the administration had been somewhat limited. He was to fulfill his function as Attorney General, and to advise the president on a wide range of issues whenever the president solicited his opinion. The April failure prompted the president to retrench; to reach back to the kid brother he most trusted among his advisors; to elevate Bobby to the President’s right hand. Now Bobby would also advise on foreign affairs—and not only advise, but also implement action in some of the most sensitive matters.

He was appointed to the Cuba Study Group, which included retired General Maxwell Taylor; Admiral Arleigh Burke, the Chief of Naval Operations; and Allen Dulles, the CIA Director. The committee met in a Pentagon basement, where Bobby took notes with an intense desire for action—in this case, to find out what went wrong in order to get it right the next time.114 During the next six weeks, the Cuba Study Group would interrogate 50 witnesses about the failure at the Bay of Pigs, and come to the conclusion the White House wanted to hear: that the chief cause had been the new administration’s reluctance to oppose plans proposed by President Eisenhower, America’s “greatest military man.” In support of that highly questionable judgment, Bobby asserted that not to have gone ahead with the project “would have showed that [President Kennedy] had no courage.”115 However, the Study Group also concluded that the proximate cause of the failure was the direct result of the inability to destroy Castro’s air force.116

No matter how much Americans disliked Fidel Castro, the apparently greater Administration need was to demonstrate Kennedy’s courage by invading a sovereign nation. (The President himself manifested the same concern to Ted Sorenson days before the invasion. The longtime aide and chief speechwriter concluded that Kennedy would not listen to the plan’s critics at that stage because he was not going to be cowardly.)117

Even more revealing was Bobby’s behavior at a meeting, less than a week after the debacle, of Kennedy’s Cuban advisors. Undersecretary of State Chester Bowles advised that, practically speaking, nothing could be done about Castro, as he was now firmly entrenched. Other aides such as Richard Goodwin agreed. However, when Bowles finished his presentation, Goodwin would write, “Bobby exploded” at the notion that nothing could be done to shake Castro from power. “That’s the most meaningless, worthless thing I’ve ever heard,” Bobby screamed. “You people are so anxious to protect your own asses that you’re afraid to do anything. . . We’d be better off if you just quit and left foreign policy to someone else.”118

That was not the language of Cabinet room discussions. Goodwin and the others blinked at the “harsh polemic. . . the embarrassing tirade.” The rest of the group sat silently, “stunned by the ferocity of his [Robert Kennedy’s] assault.” Bowles himself called the atmosphere “almost savage. . . The President and the U.S. government had been humiliated and something must be done.”119 Bowles also described the President at this time as being in “a dangerous mood.”

Bowles was one of the earliest to sense what was happening. He pleaded with the President to not let the situation “deteriorate into a head-to-head personal contest between the President of the United States and Fidel Castro.” The seasoned, experienced Bowles, realizing that the Kennedys were newcomers to foreign policy matters, feared that they were easy targets for “military-CIA-paramilitary type answers.”120

Bowles himself had less reason than others to be stunned by Bobby’s Cabinet room exchange. He had earlier felt Bobby’s fury—a fury that others described as without bounds. The episode occurred when Bobby concluded, wrongly, that Bowles was the source of a leak to the press about opposition to the invasion. Bobby was convinced that the purpose of the leak was not to save the country from a huge mistake, but to embarrass his brother. Encountering Bowles in a corridor, he lashed out at him with scathing remarks, emphasizing them with pokes to the chest with his finger. Bowles later denied that physical contact occurred, but the denial may well have been diplomatic. “His teeth hurt from that finger in his chest,” a Bowles friend later remembered.121

Bobby’s rage at Bowles persisted. A few months later—in the summer of 1961—he would call Bowles a “gutless bastard” for obstructing a plan to land troops on the Dominican Republic in order to install a friendly regime there.122 Bowles wrote that Bobby was “slamming into anyone who suggested we go slowly.” But the thrust of Bobby’s anger at the Undersecretary came from Bowles’ opposition to the Bay of Pigs adventure—opposition greatly justified, it turned out—and for what he felt was insufficient anti-Castro militancy. Unlike Jack, Bobby frequently and unrestrainedly spit out his animosity. He had “a tremendous capacity for love and hate,” as William Hundley, chief of the Organized Crime division in Kennedy’s Justice Department, put it. “You wouldn’t want to get on his wrong side.”123 And Castro was as far on his wrong side as possible.

General Edward Lansdale, a counter-insurgency expert who later worked intimately with the Attorney General trying to destabilize Communist rule in Cuba, joined almost every observer in concluding that Bobby felt the April defeat even more strongly, and even more personally, than Jack. “He was protective of his brother, and he felt his brother had been insulted at the Bay of Pigs. He felt the insult needed to be redressed rather quickly.”124 This is not to say that President Kennedy could not be vengeful, or that his friends never felt the “cruel whip” of his arrogance and self-absorption.125 During Bobby’s Cabinet room expression of fury, Richard Goodwin watched the seemingly calm, relaxed president tap the tip of a pencil against his teeth. Goodwin knew this as a sign that “some inner tension was being suppressed.” He also knew “there was an inner hardness, often volatile anger beneath the outwardly amiable, thoughtful, carefully controlled demeanor of John Kennedy.” He became certain that Bobby’s anger represented the silent President’s own feelings, which he had privately communicated to his brother in advance.126

It is also not to say that Jack, in his own way, didn’t want to settle the score with Castro as much as Bobby. A CIA Deputy Director of Intelligence felt that both brothers were “deeply ashamed after the Bay of Pigs, and they were quite obsessed with the problem of Cuba. They were a couple of Irishmen who felt they had muffed it. . . and being good fighting Irishmen, they vented their wrath in all ways that they could.”127

According to documents held for 35 years, Che Guevara, Castro’s second in command, met with Kennedy’s Latin America advisor, Richard Goodwin, at a cocktail party four months later in Uruguay. At Guevara’s insistence, Goodwin was brought to the 2 a.m. session, where he was offered a Cuban olive branch. Guevara’s proposal was sweepingly attractive: Cuba was ready to foreswear any political alliance to the USSR, pay for confiscated U.S. property, and consider ending its support for communist insurgents in the area. All Castro wanted in return was a Kennedy pledge to cease hostile operations against his regime.128 According to Goodwin (who, playing hardball politics as he had during the 1960 election, advised Kennedy against the idea), “Guevara’s proposal was never pursued.”129

Castro rankled Kennedy more than could be explained by any real threat to American interests. Of course, some threat was there, but it in no way justified the out-of-proportion U.S. response. Many analysts have pointed out that America shared responsibility for the mutual antagonism between Washington and Havana—by backing the corrupt dictator Batista for so long, by failing to see Castro in the tradition of Simon Bolivar, as an expression of a yearning desire for liberation, and by resorting to a boycott too soon after Castro’s Marxist professions. Cuba had become for Kennedy what Khrushchev liked to call his “bone in the throat.” Presidential historian Michael Beschloss put it this way, “What he [JFK] resented more were the costly political choices forced upon him by Castro’s rise to power and his alliance with Moscow. He told friends that sooner or later, every politician acquired an albatross: ‘I’ve got Cuba.’”130

The Kennedy Dynamic

In his autobiography, published just prior to his death in 1996, the CIA’s Richard Bissell refers to fear of failure, an oft-described Kennedy family dynamic, and how it manifested itself in Jack and Bobby on the subject of Cuba:


	The Kennedys wanted action and they wanted it fast. Robert Kennedy was willing to look anywhere for a solution. . . From their perspective, Castro had won the first round at the Bay of Pigs. He had defeated the Kennedy team; they were bitter and they could not tolerate his getting away with it. The President and his brother were ready to avenge their personal embarrassment by overthrowing their enemy at any cost. To understand the Kennedy administration’s obsession with Cuba, it is important to understand the Kennedys, especially Robert.131



Joe, the Kennedy patriarch, had used questionable and unscrupulous means in his drive to amass an immense fortune, and inculcated in his children a singular stress on the importance of winning. Joe was no ordinary father in his ambition for his children. Even after making himself extremely rich, he remained extraordinarily compelled to assert himself, partly through them. He raised his sons under an extremely rigorous set of values. As one biographer concluded, “Failure was not to be tolerated, passivity was a disgrace.”

Kennedy family members agree on the key point of Joe’s child-rearing philosophy. “The thing he always kept telling us,” remarked Joe’s daughter Eunice, “was that coming in second was just no good. The important thing was to win—don’t come in second or third. That doesn’t count—but win, win, win.”132

By all accounts, Joe Kennedy’s mandate as family patriarch achieved its fullest expression in Bobby. Most agree with the views of RFK biographers Lester and Irene David, who wrote, “He was just like the old man, Joseph Kennedy.”133 In describing her husband, Ethel Kennedy once said of Bobby:


	“For him, the world is divided into black and white hats. The white hats are for us,’ the black hats are ‘against us.’ Bobby can only distinguish good men and bad. Good things, in his eyes, are virility, courage, movement, and anger. He has no patience with the weak and the hesitant.”134



A number of RFK acquaintances have volunteered that Bobby’s headstrong focus on results displayed a classic case of “short man complex.” Physically, he had no reason for a Napoleonic complex — he stood over five feet, nine inches tall. But he was small in comparison to his siblings—which, of course, was the milieu in which he developed. “In a fiercely competitive family,” Richard Goodwin noted, “[Bobby] had to battle more ferociously, recklessly, in order to hold his own.” “Bobby grew up to be the runt,” biographer William Shannon observed, “. . . in a family where all the other men were six feet or taller.”135 Bobby’s mother Rose recalled a fear that he might grow up puny and girlish because he was the smallest and thinnest of the boys—but “we soon realized there was no fear of that.” In fact, he went the opposite way, becoming a young man who had to distinguish himself daily to a family of “provers.” Some thought Bobby tried the hardest and accomplished the least, intellectually as well as physically. But his overriding qualities derived precisely from the attempt.136

As Jack’s presidential campaign manager, the younger Bobby channeled his own thrusting ambition into becoming the elder brother’s servant, protector, henchman—and, when he felt it necessary—hatchet man. As an old friend of Jack, LeMoyne Billings, once observed, Bobby had “put his brother’s career absolutely first; and [cared] nothing about his own career whatsoever.”137 As Attorney General, and de facto intelligence czar, Bobby Kennedy realized that part of his job was to deflect criticism of his brother. “The President,” Bobby once said, “has to take so much responsibility that others should move forward to take the blame. People want someone higher to appeal to. . . It is better for ire and anger to be directed somewhere else.”138

Bobby became the caustic, ornery executive officer who cracked down on his shipmates in order to run a tight ship for his beloved skipper—beloved, in Jack’s case, because of his personal charm. The executive officer doesn’t care that he is hated, because that comes with the job. A high CIA official once said that Bobby “always talked like he was the President, and he really was in a way.”139 Bobby was much more than Jack’s right-hand man. He would also become the prime mover—inspirer and instigator—of some of the most secret (and dangerous) facets of the President’s personal foreign policy.

“He’s always been a lightning rod for Jack, trying to take the heat away from the presidency. It’s not important what happens to him. What is important is what happens to Jack. I would say few men have ever loved a brother more.” So spoke Bobby’s successor, Ramsey Clark, Attorney General under Lyndon Johnson.140 From the standpoint of presidential deniability, this seemed to play nicely when Bobby took charge of the Cuban initiatives.

On the difference between Jack and Bobby, Papa Joe once remarked, “Not that Jack isn’t just as courageous, but Bobby feels more strongly for or against people than Jack does—just as I do.”141 Another remark by his father was more direct: “Everyone in my family forgives—except Bobby.”142 This trait was also a chip off Papa Joe, who once said of himself, “When I hate some son of a bitch, I hate him till I die.”143 Jack was incomparably better than Bobby at controlling his expressions of displeasure, reducing them to a dismissal or cold stare. Bobby tended to get hot quickly, releasing his fury indiscriminately

Jack, too, was competitive in his way, and could be quite aggressive. For example, newsman Walter Cronkite years later recalled how he felt JFK’s wrath during the 1960 campaign. Cronkite had asked Kennedy about the impact of his Catholicism on the election. Cronkite later learned that a furious JFK contacted CBS president Frank Stanton and bellowed, “When I become president, I get to name the members of the FCC, which controls your license [to operate].”144

But Bobby’s competitiveness had a rawness to it, and Jack’s did not. This difference reflected itself in their domestic life styles. While the White House glowed with grace, elegance, and culture, Hickory Hill, Bobby’s estate in nearby McLean, Virginia, was a place where he challenged his guests to physical encounters. No one ever broke a bone visiting Jack, “but chipped fingers, wrist fractures, loosened teeth, torn muscles and ligaments, and even broken legs were not uncommon at Hickory Hill,” as one RFK biographer put it.145

Evelyn Lincoln, the President’s personal secretary, made a skillful stab at summing up the brothers’ dissimilarities. “The difference between Bobby and Jack,” Lincoln offered, “was this: Jack was evolutionary, Bobby was revolutionary.”146 Her observation was quite perceptive. A photographer covering Bobby once suggested to him that he was really a revolutionary. After some thought, Bobby acknowledged that the photographer, in a large sense, was right.147 He was a revolutionary in the way he attacked whatever issues were on his agenda at the moment. While Jack, the cool skeptic, was keenly aware of the value of good appearances, Bobby, the firebrand, often appeared disheveled, just like a good revolutionary should. While Jack liked ideas, Bobby preferred action. Kennedy aide Harris Wofford observed during his brother’s administration, “[Bobby] was always saying, ‘Don’t sit there thinking, do something!’”148

These differences between the brothers were not absolute. But in terms of how they expressed their antipathy to “that guy with the beard,” as Bobby often called Castro, they were very important. They helped explain why the younger brother was “a man driven by demons” in the secret war with Cuba. “Bobby was emotional as he could be,” Ray Cline, Deputy Director of Intelligence for the CIA, would remember. “He was always bugging the Agency about the Cubans.”149

The personal differences also explained why the White House’s chief occupant could have been pictured as a man of peace—which he was in many critical ways not concerning Cuba—while his brother, his trusted right hand, was deep in Florida’s Everglades, on secret visits to personally supervise quasi-legal acts of war against Fidel Castro and the sovereign nation of Cuba. This was the Bobby who, with his heavy preference for action over contemplation, was “fascinated by all that covert stuff, counter-insurgence, and all the garbage that went with it,” as Undersecretary of State George Ball once put it.150 This was also the brother whom no one had to like because he wasn’t running for anything, or furthering his own ego, but merely serving Jack. And it was the brother so widely known as ruthless by those who worked with and under him.

With his intellectual curiosity, and his knowledge of history and other leaders’ mistakes, John Kennedy grew remarkably as a statesman during his 34 months as president. He took courageous steps toward peace with many adversaries. But Cuba remained the exception. As his father opined, “Cuba gave this administration a chance to be great.” Tragically, it was an opportunity not seized.

The Kennedy Connections

John F. Kennedy inherited more than a family characteristic for stubbornness. He inherited his family’s resources, its wealth, and connections as high as the CIA and as low as the Chicago underworld. Joseph Kennedy had built a network of trustworthy men, which JFK expanded while he occupied the highest office in the land. The men in this large network would protect him during his presidency (and after his death), but couldn’t protect him from the repercussions of his brother’s actions, taken either on his behalf or according to his orders. This network of powerful friends has been pointed to as evidence of an anti-Kennedy conspiracy. The truth is just the opposite.

Patriarch Joe Kennedy founded a Kennedy tradition when he entered the bootlegging business in the 1920’s. His relationship with the Mafia would grow, culminating when he approached the underworld for its support in JFK’s 1960 presidential campaign. Joe Kennedy’s contacts in that area would also prove invaluable when Robert Kennedy was later looking for “unofficial” intelligence opportunities in Cuba. The Mafia had been almost entirely shut out by the Castro regime, and they very badly wanted to return to Cuba. RFK was not opposed to using them to get what he and his brother were after.

The Kennedys had informal bonds with CIA members long before John F. Kennedy was inaugurated. Robert Kennedy’s wife’s family, the Skakels, maintained close relationships with CIA officers. In 1966, the closeness of the Skakels with the CIA was noted when George Skakel, Jr. (then running Great Lakes) and three friends chartered a plane for a hunting trip in Idaho. When the plane crashed, killing all aboard, it was reported that 15-year CIA veteran Lewis Werner was one of the victims. In charge of the St. Louis division of the CIA at the time, Werner often traveled to Cuba with Skakel to hunt wild boar.

In addition, a variety of New England liberals such as Allen Dulles, Des FitzGerald, Richard Bissell, Richard Helms were part of a social/intellectual clique that included Joseph P. Kennedy. CIA executive Bill Harvey referred to this group as “Fifth Avenue cowboys.” As historian Burton Hersh points out, “Most of the leadership of the CIA was enlightened, preponderantly Democratic, with emerging senior managers like Tracy Barnes and Dickie Bissell quite dedicated social reformers.”151 Comparisons to the Kennedys are inescapable.

The Kennedy brothers had also preserved a long-lasting association with Allen Dulles, then CIA Director. Letters in both the Kennedy and Dulles collections reflect that John and Robert Kennedy maintained correspondence with both Dulles brothers from at least 1955. Traveling in the same social sphere, Allen Dulles and John Kennedy were “comfortable with one another and there was a lot of mutual respect,” Richard Bissell said in an interview. In fact, Kennedy was known to regard Dulles as a legendary figure. Historian Herbert Parmet wrote, “Dulles often went to the Charles Wrightsman estate near Joe Kennedy’s Palm Beach House. As far back as Jack’s early days, they socialized down in Florida, much of the time swimming and playing golf.”152 Dulles himself said, “I knew Joe quite well from the days when he was head of the Securities and Exchange Commission.”153

But Papa Joe Kennedy’s relationship with Dulles extended far beyond that of neighbor and occasional golf buddy. On January 13, 1956, when Allen Dulles was CIA Director, Joseph Kennedy was appointed to President Eisenhower’s Presidential Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board (PFIAB).154 “PFIAB is a sort of holding ground for people who couldn’t obtain, or didn’t want, Congressional approval [to serve the U.S. government],” explains Colonel Alan D. Campen, who served under President Reagan as Director of Command and Control Policy in the office of the Secretary of Defense.155 Historian Michael Beschloss adds, “After exerting himself to win appointment to Eisenhower’s intelligence board, he [Joe Kennedy] improved his acquaintance with Dulles.”156

Among other commonalities, Joe Kennedy and Allen Dulles were both outspoken isolationists at the start of World War II. Kennedy was often called pro-Nazi (by, among others, Lyndon Johnson) when he publicly insisted that the German-English “feud” had nothing to do with U.S. interests.157 Likewise, Dulles, whose law firm, Sullivan and Cromwell, represented many German and U.S. investors, told businessmen who belonged to the German SS that he believed that many of their objectives were well-founded. At one point, Dulles remarked to a German SS member that he was “fed up with listening all the time to outdated politicians, émigrés, and prejudiced Jews.”158

Dulles first met Jack Kennedy at the Kennedy Florida compound in 1955. They became fast friends. “Our contact was fairly continuous,” Dulles later said. “When [JFK] was in Palm Beach, we always got together.”159 Jack came to revere both Dulles’ intellect and accomplishments.

Robert Kennedy, too, was clearly impressed with Dulles. Regarding his performance at the time of the Bay of Pigs, Robert Kennedy later recalled, “Allen Dulles handled himself awfully well, with a great deal of dignity, and never attempted to shift the blame. The President was very fond of him, as I was.”160 He elaborated to historian Arthur Schlesinger, “He [JFK] liked him [Dulles]—thought he was a real gentleman, handled himself well. There were obviously so many mistakes made at the time of the Bay of Pigs that it wasn’t appropriate that he should stay on. And he always took the blame. He was a real gentleman. JFK thought very highly of him.”161

Dulles kept a variety of Kennedy secrets from the public. For example, when John Kennedy won the election in November 1960, the CIA under Dulles conducted a background investigation of Kennedy in anticipation of his first intelligence briefing as President-elect on November 18. Such investigations were designed to predict how the subject would respond when informed of the full range of CIA operations, and to show Dulles the most effective method of appeal. Prepared by CIA psychologists, the study included hot evidence from the FBI: the indiscretion of a youthful Jack Kennedy, at the height of World War II, with alleged Nazi spy Inga Arvad Fejos.162 In 1942, while serving in the Office of Naval Intelligence in Washington, Jack Kennedy had established this potentially dangerous liaison. The FBI, which had wiretapped Arvad, initially compiled the file. Historian Thomas Reeves wrote:


	When Jack’s relationship with the woman became known to Navy officials, the assistant director of the Office of Naval Intelligence wanted to cashier the young ensign from the Navy. A witness remembered the officer being “really frantic.” Reminded of Joe Kennedy’s prestige, however, the official eventually calmed down and consented merely to give Jack a speedy transfer to an ONI outpost in Charleston, South Carolina.163



(FBI sources state that it was Hoover’s direct pressure that brought about the transfer.164 The potential value of this kind of political dynamite was most assuredly never lost on the FBI Director. It was just the kind of file that kept Hoover’s power inviolate for so long.165)

Dulles’ decision, or favor, to keep this matter secret was quite possibly rewarded later, when Kennedy, as president-elect, retained Dulles as CIA Director. It may also have played a part in Kennedy’s initial refusal to accept Dulles’ resignation after the Bay of Pigs fiasco.

The CIA after the Bay of Pigs


	“In the course of the past few months I have had occasion to again observe the extraordinary accomplishments of our intelligence community, and I have been singularly impressed with the overall professional excellence, selfless devotion to duty, resourcefulness and initiative manifested in the work of this group.”



—President Kennedy, in a letter of commendation to new CIA Director John McCone, January 9, 1963

After thinking it over, it was clear to John Kennedy that the blame for the Bay of Pigs was largely his and not the CIA’s. And although Kennedy needed public scapegoats in his administration, he drew the line at a public indictment of the original Eisenhower-era planners of the invasion. Kennedy’s Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, later testified, “President Kennedy was very angry when some people around him tried to share responsibility with President Eisenhower because President Kennedy knew that he and his senior advisors had a chance to look at that and made their own judgment on that, and he did not like the idea of having to share the buck.”166

Although Kennedy’s threat to “splinter the CIA into a thousand pieces and cast it to the winds” has long been used to support theories that the CIA had reason to hate JFK, just the opposite is true. Kennedy’s “threat” was a knee-jerk reaction to the failed invasion. Years later, E. Howard Hunt, the CIA’s liaison to the Cuban exiles, surmised, “For him [Kennedy] to have said that was probably a way of disguising from himself the fact that he himself was responsible for the fiasco, and I’m sure that’s something that haunted him for the rest of his days.”167

All of John Kennedy’s other statements regarding the CIA were nothing short of glowing. On November 28, 1961 Kennedy went to Langley, Virginia to dedicate the CIA’s new headquarters, which came to fruition under the outgoing Director, Allen Dulles. Addressing the large throng, Kennedy said:


	I want, first of all, to express my appreciation to you all for the opportunity of this ceremony to tell you how grateful we are in the government and in the country for the services that the personnel of this Agency render to the country. It is not always easy. Your successes are unheralded—your failures are trumpeted. I sometimes have that same feeling myself But I am sure you realize how important is your work, how essential it is—and, in the long sweep of history, how significant your efforts will be judged.



In addition to the dedication, Kennedy had planned a surprise for his loyal friend. Dulles’ biographer, Peter Grose, described the event:


	Allen greeted the presidential helicopter at the landing pad hidden among the trees of the campus. Interrupting the carefully scripted ceremony that followed, with more than six hundred CIA professionals in attendance, Kennedy turned to the dais behind him. “Would you step forward, Allen.” On his lapel he pinned the National Security Medal. Short of knighthood or lordship, it was the highest honor of the United States government.168



Turning to address Dulles, Kennedy said, “I want to express my appreciation to you now, and I am confident that in the future you will continue to merit the appreciation of our country, as you have in the past.” The next day, JFK dashed off a letter expressing his great admiration and affection for Dulles. In closing, Kennedy wrote, “You leave behind you, as witness to your great service, an outstanding staff of men and women trained to the nation’s service in the field of intelligence.” In what appears to be a genuinely heartfelt letter to his old friend Dulles, the President added, “I am sure you know you carry with you the admiration and affection of all of us who have served with you. I am glad to be counted among the seven Presidents in whose administrations you have worked, and I am also glad that we shall continue to have your help and counsel. . . Your integrity, energy, and understanding will be a lasting example to all.”169 Two years later, in the wake of JFK’s assassination, Dulles’ kinship with John Kennedy would play a role in Dulles’ decision to withhold critical information from his fellow Warren Commission members.

On March 1, 1962, JFK would similarly honor Bissell with the same National Security medal. In ceremonies at the White House, Kennedy made it clear that he still held Bissell in high esteem. In part, Kennedy said:


	During his more than twenty years of service with the United States government, he has invested a rich fund of scholarship and vision. He has brought about returns of direct and major benefit to our country. In an area demanding the creation and application of highly technical and sophisticated intelligence techniques, he has blended theory and practice in a manner unparalleled in the intelligence profession. Mr. Bissell’s high purpose, unbounded energy, and unswerving devotion to duty are benchmarks in the intelligence service.170



The Kennedys and the CIA

After the Bay of Pigs, as both he and his brother Robert began to understand the intended role of the CIA, John Kennedy would oversee one of the greatest budget increases for the intelligence community in U.S. history. “You have to always bear in mind how the Agency was originally set up,” instructs one high-ranking Agency official. The CIA, he reminds us, was instituted as the intelligence arm of the Executive branch—the President and official Washington have never been confused about that fact. First conceived by President Harry S Truman, the CIA was established and organized by the National Security Act of 1947 (Truman submitted it to Congress, which passed it on July 26, 1947).

The CIA’s charter is unambiguous in stating that the Agency would function only in response to directives of the President and of the President’s own intelligence apparatus, the National Security Council. Nowhere in the charter is there any inference that the CIA would be allowed to initiate policy. JFK, a close student of history, was undoubtedly aware of the Eisenhower-CIA partnership that had toppled regimes in both Iran and Guatemala. The Directors of the CIA, appointed by the President, take their loyalty to the President seriously, and often have performed tasks against their own better judgment at their bosses’ behest.

In return for this loyalty, Kennedy often went out of his way to shield the CIA from unwelcome scrutiny. At a news conference in November 1963 (six weeks before his death), Kennedy responded to a question regarding the CIA. A newsperson had asked Kennedy if the CIA was conducting unauthorized activity in South Vietnam. Kennedy rose to its defense, saying:


	I think that while the CIA may have made mistakes, as we all do, on different occasions, and has had many successes which may go unheralded, in my opinion in this case it is unfair to charge them as they have been charged. I think they have done a good job.



Robert Kennedy also knew where the buck stopped. In 1967, when the CIA was criticized for giving illegal financial support to the National Student Association, Bobby refused to let the CIA take the rap. He went on record as saying that the CIA policies were approved at the highest levels of presidential administrations. “If the policy was wrong,” Bobby said, “it was not the product of the CIA but of each administration.”171 When Kennedy family friend Jack Newfield tried to goad Bobby into criticizing the Agency, Bobby again rose to its defense, saying, “What you are not aware of is the role the CIA plays within the government. During the 1950’s. . . many liberals found sanctuary in the CIA. So some of the best people in Washington, and around the country, began to collect there. One result of that was the CIA developed a very healthy view of Communism, especially compared to State and some other departments. So it is not so black and white as you think.”172

The Kennedy brothers, Bobby more than Jack, soon became smitten with the clandestine world the CIA inhabited. Author and intelligence expert John Ranelagh most accurately summarized the relationship. According to one CIA man with whom Ranelagh spoke, “Robert Kennedy, in his shirtsleeves, delved into the inner workings of the agency. In the end, he did not shake it up as his brother had wanted, but fell in love with the CIA and the concept of clandestine operation.” Ranelagh added:


	Jack Kennedy realized, as he told Clark Clifford—an influential and trusted Kennedy advisor and Democratic power broker—“I have to have the best possible intelligence,” and soon reversed his decision to punish tine CIA. Both brothers saw that alone of the agencies of government the CIA was willing to take action and had tried to do in Cuba what the President wanted. The Bay of Pigs failure meant that the agency would not resist tighter control. Rejection of the agency was not necessary: the windmill was now the Kennedys’ to turn and direct. They were determined to make it work under their close direction.173





CHAPTER TWO

THE CUBA PROJECT


	“Everyone at CIA was surprised at Kennedy’s obsession with Fidel. There was no gung-ho [anti-Cuban] spirit among the officers at the JM/WAVE station in Miami. They thought it was a waste of time. We all knew he [Fidel] couldn’t hurt us. Most of us at CIA initially liked Kennedy, but why go after this little guy? One thing is for sure: Kennedy wasn’t doing it out of national security concerns. It was a personal thing. The Kennedy family felt personally burnt by the Bay of Pigs and sought revenge. Papa Joe taught his sons well: ‘Don’t get mad, get even.’”



—Sam Halpern, CIA executive assistant to William Harvey and the Cuba Project1

Bobby Takes Charge

During the 1960 presidential campaign, candidate John F. Kennedy mused aloud, “There are two people I’d like to get out: Jimmy Hoffa and Castro.”2 And towards Castro, there was a certain, special level of ridicule. “Why doesn’t he take off those fatigues? Doesn’t he know the war is over?” In the wake of his Bay of Pigs debacle, now-president Kennedy appointed his brother as de facto head of all intelligence operations, including those of the CIA. From the time he became President-elect, Kennedy had hinted at such a move. In November 1960, Kennedy asked CIA Director of Covert Operations Richard Bissell whether it would be “useful to have an individual executive to pull the whole Cuban situation together who would know precisely at all times what State, CIA, and the military were doing and who could answer questions directly?” Now JFK had determined that that man should be his most trusted advisor, and the best organization man he knew—his brother.3

John Kennedy had concluded what the real mistake had been in the Bay of Pigs operation. The Agency just didn’t have any idea how far the Kennedy brothers wanted to go to “get rid” of Castro. They were soon to find out. The President told aide Kenny O’Donnell, “I should have had Bobby in on that from the start.” Jack also said, “I made a mistake putting Bobby in the Justice Department. Bobby should be in CIA.”4 Kennedy advisor Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. remembered the chain of events, saying, “After the Bay of Pigs, Robert Kennedy took a personal interest in the CIA and became an informal presidential watchdog over covert operations.”5 Bobby became “the untitled overseer of the intelligence apparatus in the Kennedy administration,” as chroniclers of American intelligence activities later put it.6 Soon Bobby Kennedy’s iron grip on CIA covert activities was complete.

The first result of this reshuffling was Bobby Kennedy’s appointment of the Taylor Commission to investigate what had gone wrong at the Bay of Pigs. It consisted of Allen Dulles, General Maxwell Taylor, and Admiral Arleigh Burke, and was overseen by Bobby Kennedy. Six weeks later, Bobby concluded:


	We have been struck with the general feeling that there can be no long term living with Castro as a neighbor. It is recommended that the Cuban situation be reappraised. . . and new guidance be provided for political, military, economic, and propaganda action against Castro.7



Aware of the recent coup successes of the previous administration, and with the CIA’s Allen Dulles still on board, the Kennedys were brimming with confidence. Bobby made it clear to his charges that Public Enemy Number One was Fidel Castro. One Kennedy intimate has written, “From inside accounts of the pressure Bobby was putting on the CIA to ‘get Castro,’ he seemed like a wild man who was out-CIA-ing the CIA.”8 The same source concluded that the “Attorney General was the driving force behind the clandestine effort to overthrow Castro.” Dick Bissell said, “That pressure was exerted, all right. I felt that pressure, mainly from Bobby.”9 After a few weeks on the job, Bissell complained, “Bobby is a wild man on getting rid of Castro.”10 Richard Helms, CIA Deputy Director of Operations, also knew what Bissell was experiencing. “My God, these Kennedys keep the pressure on about Castro,” Helms remarked.11

While the Taylor Commission was in session, the assassination plots against Castro, begun before the Bay of Pigs, continued. The CIA later admitted that the plots were never terminated, but were always considered a “going operation.”12 While Phase One of the Cuban Project was failing dismally, Phase Two (post Bay of Pigs) was already in the planning stages.

The second result of this reshuffling was a new operation, overseen by Robert Kennedy and unprecedented in the annals of the American intelligence community. As Bobby instructed his charges, “My idea is to stir things up on the island with espionage, sabotage, general disorder. . .”13 He planned to topple what he considered the Castro “insurgent movement” with his own movement. His idea was not new. In military circles, it was known by its true name—counterinsurgency.

The Kennedys and Counterinsurgency


	“Guerrillas must move among the people as fish swim in the sea.”



—John F. Kennedy, giving his “bastardized” version of Mao Tse Tung’s famous maxim14

Since World War II, the U.S. military establishment had been concerned with the possibility that the Soviet Union would eclipse the West in its ability to conduct “special warfare.” Also referred to as counterinsurgency, special warfare allowed a nation to respond to a foreign threat in a manner short of all-out war, and before the threat was fully realized. The Pentagon’s Field Circular for low intensity conflict defines counterinsurgency this way: “The art and science of developing and using the political, economic, psychological, and military powers of a government, including police and internal security forces, to prevent or defeat insurgency.”15 According to a 1947 Army review entitled “A Study of Special and Subversive Operations,” the specific counterinsurgent techniques to be employed included:


	The control of movement of civilians, rendering civilian cooperation with our forces desirable, eliminating guerrilla sources of supply, the holding of hostages, reprisals against civilians [etc],. . . In general, means must be devised to remove any guerrilla logistic support, to alienate the civilian population from the guerrillas, to isolate the underground, and to prevent support for them by air, sea, or land.16



Many of these tactics were used against the Castro regime.

In 1947, U.S. military planners studied guerrilla movements in the Philippines, the Balkans, and the Soviet Union to formulate their policy. It became clear that effective counterinsurgency demanded a capability for sabotage, hit-and-run raids, control of the airwaves, arson, terror, and assassination.

These studies led to the formation of the Army’s elite Special Forces unit. Although clearly concerned with the new dimension of statecraft, the military remained reluctant to elevate pre-emptive counterinsurgence to the strategy of first choice. With centuries of proven tactical warfare theory, the military planners felt more secure in devoting their continued energies to the tried and true methods of full-scale war. (This kind of thinking precipitated America’s all-out involvement in Korea in the 1950s and Vietnam in the late 1960s.) Sensing what full-scale war would mean with either Cuba or Vietnam, President Kennedy knew there had to be another answer, and he believed he found it in counterinsurgency. The Special Forces had been a small, highly trained, and rarely used cadre. That would change almost immediately after Kennedy’s inauguration.

On February 1, 1961, ten days after assuming office, President Kennedy met with his National Security Council (NSC) to formulate National Security Action Memorandum 2 (NSAM2). The document called for “an expanded guerrilla program,” the addition of 3,000 men to the Army’s 1,000-man Special Forces, funded by a budget increase of $19 million, and a re-allocation of $100 million within the Defense Department for “unconventional wars.” Historian Michael McLintock observed:


	The counterinsurgency era began with John F. Kennedy’s call for a radical reappraisal of US. special warfare. His fascination with the Special Forces and the idea of American guerrillas meshed neatly with his Cold War view that the small wars of subversion and insurgency on me periphery of me “Free World” posed me greatest challenge to our national security. In particular, Kennedy emphasized counterinsurgency’s use for political and economic reform.17



McLintock points out that NSAM2 was just the beginning. In his March 28 message to Congress (just prior to the Bay of Pigs invasion), the President delivered what the historian referred to as Kennedy’s “seminal statement” on counterinsurgency. On this occasion, Kennedy declared:


	The free world’s security can be endangered not only by a nuclear attack, but also by being nibbled away at the periphery. . . by forces of subversion, infiltration, intimidation, indirect or non-overt aggression, internal revolution, diplomatic blackmail, guerrilla warfare or a series of limited wars. . .

	Much of our effort to create guerrilla and anti-guerrilla capabilities has in the past been aimed at general war. We must be ready now to deal with any size of force, including small externally supported bands of men; and we must help train local forces to be equally effective.



But it was clear that Kennedy wanted to go beyond merely training “local forces.” America, the President went on to say, had an obligation to contribute “highly mobile forces trained in this type of warfare.” On May 11, in the wake of the Bay of Pigs embarrassment, Kennedy issued National Security Action Memorandum 52. Its first and keystone clause stated that the U.S. objective (preventing a Communist takeover in South Vietnam) had caused the White House “to initiate, on an accelerated basis, a series of mutually supportive actions of a military, political, economic, psychological and covert character designed to achieve this objective.” The practical result was that CIA Saigon station chief William Colby formed the highly secret Special Operations Group (SOG), which infiltrated saboteurs and agents into the sovereign nations of North Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia.18

On May 25, Kennedy addressed a joint session of Congress and requested a one-half billion dollar increase in the Defense Department budget to further this new strategy. Elaborating to the Congress on the “type of warfare” he was talking about, Kennedy spoke of the enemy using “guerrillas striking at night, by assassins, acting alone.” By employing “this type of warfare,” Kennedy was letting the world know that the United States was preparing, in his words, to “respond in kind.” The United States was about to enter not only the “counterinsurgency era,” but also the assassination era. Stung by the Bay of Pigs one month earlier, Kennedy was informing the world (and especially Cuba) that America’s gloves were off.19

Throughout the summer of 1961, the U.S. mounted a series of disorganized offensives against Cuba (details to follow) that went nowhere. It wasn’t until then that a frustrated Bobby Kennedy suggested putting some shape to the amorphous policy.

In October 1961, two momentous events occurred. First, the CIA, ostensibly corroborating the allegations of exile leader Miro Cardona of a planned second invasion of Cuba, was instructed by President Kennedy to conduct a study which would be called “If Castro Were to Die.” If Fidel were removed “by assassination” or other causes, what would be the effect on his regime? The CIA response: “If Castro were to die by other than natural causes, the U.S. would likely be charged with complicity.” As will be seen, this conclusion would have no effect on the assassination plotting that was to follow.

Secondly, Kennedy asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff to prepare an invasion plan for Cuba. The top secret plans, months in the preparation, said the military could be mobilized within eight days of the go-ahead.20 All that was needed now was a White House coordinator for the intensified Cuba Project. The man President Kennedy chose was Brigadier General Edward Lansdale.

Edward Geary Lansdale


	“Robert Kennedy was the driving force behind a continued operation against Castro, and Edward Geary Lansdale was his official instrument”



—Richard Bissell21

The subject of two best-selling novels (Graham Greene’s The Quiet American, and The Ugly American, by William Lederer and Eugene Burdick), Lansdale had become a mythic figure by the time John Kennedy assumed the presidency in 1961. As one of the few military men to champion the use of counterinsurgency, he was consistently considered an “outsider” by his Pentagon peers. Lansdale, however, had established a record of success that spoke for itself. Former CIA Director William Colby wrote of Lansdale:


	Lansdale was a maverick, and big bureaucrats do not suffer mavericks kindly. . . . When an order appeared wrong, he simply ignored it and went on doing what he thought was right (and frequently it was). His style made him few friends among the more traditional bureaucrats and, more seriously, kept him from appointment to the kind of leadership where he might have been able to make major changes in American foreign policy. . . But he left a legacy. He inspired many with his empathy for Asians, particularly with the simplest Asians in the rice paddy or in the street stall. He was a patriot for all that is best in America. . .22



Lansdale had a strong ally at CIA: director Allen Dulles became his patron, eventually intervening with the Air Force to have Lansdale promoted to Brigadier General.23 In 1951, Edward Lansdale was thus inducted into the CIA’s Office of Policy Coordination, where he was assigned the task of assisting the Philippines’ Minister of Defense, Raymond Magsaysay, in suppressing a rebellion by the Communist Huk guerrillas. Against great odds, Lansdale won over the peasant population with a program of road building, health center construction, and improved agricultural programs. In time, the Huks were defeated, with Lansdale and Magsaysay becoming popular heroes. (Lansdale incurred the wrath of fellow CIA officers by acquiring such a heroic public persona. Magsaysay went on to win the Philippine presidency by a landslide.)

Lansdale’s next challenge was Vietnam. President Eisenhower had hoped that Lansdale would have similar success assisting South Vietnam’s President Ngo Dinh Diem in repelling a similar Communist insurrection. Diem, however, was no Magsaysay. Lansdale’s techniques of reform and tolerance were not appreciated by Diem, who was intolerant of any opposition.

This is not to say that Lansdale was a pacifist. True to his military calling, the General was not averse to the use of “bullets over butter,” but advocated their use only against an armed and intransigent enemy, not against a wavering populace as an instrument of terror. When Eisenhower refused to pressure Diem into accepting reforms, Lansdale requested a transfer. He was promoted to the influential position of Deputy Director of the Pentagon’s new Office of Special Operations. It was here that he wrote a 25-page study about the Vietnam situation entitled “Binh Hung: A Counter Guerrilla Case Study.” The report, unlike typical upbeat military prognostications, painted a bleak, but realistic, picture of the situation in Asia. As if written by a military heretic, the study advised that the only way to defeat the Vietcong would be by enlisting the sincere loyalty and support of the peasants through agricultural and social reform. Lansdale wrote:


	The great lesson [of Malaya and the Philippines] was that there must be a heartfelt cause to which the legitimate government is pledged, a cause which makes a stronger appeal to the public than the Communist cause. . . When the right cause is identified and used correctly, the anti-Communist fight becomes a pro-people fight.24



President Kennedy read the report two days before his inauguration. Impressed by the report’s candor, JFK instructed military advisor Walt Rostow, “Get to work on this.”25

On January 28, 1961, the weekend following his inauguration, John Kennedy summoned Lansdale to a cabinet meeting. The president told Lansdale how impressed he was with the general’s Vietnam study. After the meeting, Kennedy pulled Lansdale aside. “Did Dean [Rusk, the secretary of state] tell you that I’d like you to go over there [South Vietnam] as the new ambassador?” he asked. Although a stunned Lansdale had been lobbying for just such a post, he thought it better to act demure and to decline the offer, hoping the president would insist. He didn’t. Lansdale later recalled, “I still couldn’t catch on that he was being serious about it. I guess he was.”26

Three months later, the Bay of Pigs left Kennedy deeply suspicious of optimistic predictions from both CIA and Defense. The President needed a pragmatist, and in Lansdale, who had strongly objected to the Bay of Pigs invasion, he knew he had one. Like the rest of the Kennedys’ New York-Boston clique, Lansdale fit in nicely. “Ed was another Madison Avenue grey-suiter,” is the way one Cuba Project officer remembers him. It was Lansdale’s influence that led to the President’s demands on Congress for increased funding for counterinsurgency. Kennedy began reading the works of other famous guerrilla leaders, including Mao Tse Tung and Che Guevara. So enthralled was he that Kennedy even began quoting their maxims in public.

Not long after, at Robert Kennedy’s suggestion, the President offered Lansdale the Cuba Project. By 1962, the Kennedy administration had formed the Special Group Augmented (SGA), and made Bobby Kennedy the chairman. Bobby had teamed up with JFK aide Richard Goodwin in suggesting a “command operation” to deal with Cuba. The seminal document was a November 1, 1961 Goodwin memo to JFK proposing the new concept.

“The beauty of such an operation. . . is that we cannot lose,” the youthful Goodwin naively guaranteed. “I believe that the Attorney General would be the most effective commander of such an operation,” Goodwin continued. “The one danger here is that he might become too closely identified” with the project. Therefore, Goodwin advised, “His role should be told to only a few people at the top.”27

Robert Kennedy made his first formal presentation of the proposal to the Special Group on November 22, 1961. On November 30, 1961, President Kennedy issued the following proclamation to the Special Group: “We will use our available assets to go ahead with the discussed project in order to help Cuba overthrow the communist regime. This program will be conducted under the general guidance of General Lansdale, acting as Chief of Operations.” Lansdale, in fact, had proposed NSAM2 to Kennedy. This new, overarching program, conceived on a scale grander than anything before it, was bestowed the name “Operation Mongoose.”28

Operation Mongoose


	“It is the age of arson, sabotage, kidnappings and murder for political purposes; it is the age of hit-and-run terrorist activities coordinated on a global scale.”



—Robert Kennedy, to the first graduating class of the International Police Academy, February 196429


	“MONGOOSE: A carnivorous predator known for its lightning-fast reflexes. After killing its prey, it steals its eggs. Also known as “The Perfect Killer.’”



— The Encyclopedia of the Animal World, Vol. 7.


	“In keeping with the Presidential memorandum of 30 November 1961, the United States will help the people of Cuba overthrow the Communist regime from within Cuba. . . The U.S. recognizes that final success will require decisive U.S. military intervention.”



— This early guideline written by Lansdale became the mantra for a reckless new anti-Castro program spearheaded by the Kennedy White House30

While Lansdale formulated policy in the White House, the practical logistics, predictably, were to be carried out by the CIA, where the new Cuban “Task Force W” was headed by Bill Harvey. By this time, the White House had removed the Cuban component from where it traditionally resided, in the CIA’s Western Hemisphere Division, run by J.C. King. This allowed Task Force W to come under the direct control of Bobby Kennedy and the Kennedy White House. However, JFK installed a direct “red phone” line to J.C. King’s private study at home to seek his counsel when needed throughout his term. “That phone rang at all hours of the day and night,” King’s daughter Marguerita recently recalled.31

The first item for Bill Harvey and his staff was the choice of a code name, or crypto, for the new program of sabotage. The CIA’s longtime crypto reference officer recommended the diagraph MO, which was the agency’s code for Thailand—in hopes of briefly confusing the unauthorized who learned the code name. A list of words beginning with “MO” was submitted to Cuba Desk officer Sam Halpern, who chose Mongoose.32 (The apt mongoose/cobra analogy was an unintended coincidence.)

Although CIA budgets are still classified, insiders all agree that Operation Mongoose received a bloated allocation, with estimates ranging from $50 million to $150 million per year (over $500 million in 1998 dollars.) Mongoose was headquartered in Miami and the CIA station there was given the code-named acronym JM/WAVE. It employed over 700 Americans and over three thousand Cubans, and was overseen by former Saigon Station Chief Theodore Shackley. Shackley, Bill Harvey’s protegé in Berlin, had also served as the head of the Western Hemisphere Division of Clandestine Services.33

Mongoose’s strategy of sabotage consisted of contaminating Cuban sugar exports, inciting guerrilla warfare, counterfeiting Cuban currency, conducting military raids against refineries and copper mines, disseminating anti-Castro propaganda, and carrying on espionage.

Although the CIA’s charter forbids domestic intelligence operations, one would never know it by the Mongoose logistics. Ray Cline, the Deputy Director of Intelligence, remembers Mongoose as “a real anomaly. It was run as if it were in a foreign country, yet most of our agents were in the state of Florida. People just overlooked the fact that it was a domestic operation.”34 “We ran 2,123 missions out of the Florida CIA station,” CIA agent Grayston Lynch remembered.35

Working the Cuba Desk at Langley in Virginia, Sam Halpern wasn’t certain the project was legal, and sought advice from CIA General Counsel Lawrence Houston. Houston noted that Congress had provided the funds, and added, “If the President says it’s okay, and the Attorney General says it’s okay, then it’s okay.”36

The Cuba Project had as its sole purpose the removal from office of Castro, now known by his CIA cryptonym AM/THUG. The White House contingent met daily, often for six and seven hours at a stretch. Its scope and intensity astounded even seasoned staffers.

From Kennedy With Love

Just prior to the Bay of Pigs, the White House released a list of JFK’s favorite books. Number nine was Ian Fleming’s James Bond adventure From Russia With Love, a piece of fiction chock full of assassinations and womanizing. That Kennedy took such a hankering to Fleming’s work received wide coverage in the press. As it turned out, Kennedy’s passion for Fleming was shared by his friend and CIA director, Allen Dulles, who wrote that he was first recommended to the Fleming books in 1957 by Jackie Kennedy. “She gave me From Russia With Love,” Dulles later recounted. From then on “President Kennedy and I often talked about James Bond.”37 What was not as well reported was that the previous spring Fleming had been Senator Kennedy’s houseguest at his Georgetown home (another guest was CIA agent and close friend of Allen Dulles, John Bross).

According to Fleming biographer John Pearson, while coffee was being served, Kennedy asked Fleming what James Bond would do if his superior “M” asked him to get rid of Castro. Fleming replied that the U.S. was making too much fuss over the dictator, thereby inflating his importance in the eyes of his followers and the rest of the world. He then proceeded to regale the dinner guests with his proposals for “ridiculing” the Cuban leader. Claiming that there were only three things that mattered to Cubans—money, religion, and sex—Fleming suggested the following three-pronged approach:


		The United States should send planes to scatter Cuban money over Havana, accompanying it with leaflets showing that it came with the compliments of the United States.

		Using the Guantanamo base, the United States should conjure some religious manifestation in the sky (a cross of sorts), which would induce the Cubans to look constantly skyward.

	The United States should send planes over Cuba dropping pamphlets, “compliments of the Soviet Union,” stating that the American A-Bomb tests had poisoned the atmosphere over the island; that radioactivity is held longest in beards; and that radioactivity makes men impotent. Consequently, the Cubans should shave off their beards, and, as the logic follows, without bearded Cubans, the revolution would collapse.38



Ian Fleming died in 1964 and therefore did not live to read the report of the Church Committee in 1975, or the 1967 CIA “Inspector General’s Report” released in 1993. He would have been proud. All of his proposals were acted on by the CIA at the urging of the Kennedy’s Mongoose coordinator, General Edward Lansdale. As we will see, the CIA attempted to make Castro’s beard fall out, considered staging a “religious event” off the coast using Guantanamo-based submarines, and was involved in a plot to flood Cuba with counterfeit currency. Allen Dulles wrote that after he was turned on to the Bond books by the Kennedys, he met and became great friends with Bond’s creator, Ian Fleming. “I kept in constant touch with him,” Dulles wrote after Fleming’s death. “I was always interested in the novel and secret ‘gadgetry’ Fleming described from time to time. . . They did get one to thinking and exploring, and that was worthwhile because sometimes you came up with other ideas that did work.”39

The most unsavory aspect of the administration’s anti-Castro plotting, its use of the Mafia, also bore the Fleming stamp—but may in fact have been a case of Kennedy inspiring Fleming. It recalls what many consider Judy Campbell’s most controversial allegation: while she was John Kennedy’s lover, she passed Castro assassination plans from Kennedy to Chicago mob boss Sam Giancana. One year after Campbell says she performed this function, Fleming published On Her Majesty’s Secret Service (1963), In that novel, James Bond falls in love with the daughter of an organized crime syndicate leader. Bond proceeds to use his lover as a go-between with her father, and together they attempt to kill the sinister leader of an international terrorist organization.
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At one Mongoose meeting, the President indicated to Lansdale that the decorated warrior seemed to embody the essence of JFK’s favorite fictional hero, James Bond. Lansdale disagreed and informed Kennedy that America’s real James Bond was the man coordinating the Cuba Project at CIA, the man who had been in charge of ZR/RIFLE, William Harvey. Soon, President Kennedy would meet the legendary Harvey face-to-face. On that occasion, the President was said to remark, “So you’re our James Bond.”40 Although initial meetings with Harvey went well, it soon became apparent that the Kennedys and the old pro from CIA were at strategic loggerheads.

Bill Harvey was assigned to coordinate Mongoose from the CIA headquarters in Langley. He was rightly perceived as a single-minded man who got things done. Along with Lansdale, his task was to make Mongoose a success within a single year. But Harvey and Lansdale disagreed on the strategy needed to incite a popular uprising in Cuba. Harvey hoped to use professional tradecraft, to create an infrastructure of agents, and to put it in place on the island. This took time, and the Kennedys let Lansdale know that they were in a rush. “To the White House, it was just pressing buttons,” recalled Harvey’s assistant Sam Halpern. “They didn’t understand how long it took. Spies don’t grow on trees.”41

“We want boom and bang on the island,” Lansdale countered.42 Harvey’s handwritten notes of an early meeting with Robert Kennedy underscore the determination involved: “Top priority in U.S. Gov’t. . . All else is secondary. . . Nothing to stand in way of getting this done.”43

The differing strategies of the White House and Harvey were not the only problems confronting the Cuba Project. In fact, this difficulty was dwarfed by another obstacle: practically everyone remaining in Cuba supported Fidel, and gave no indication that they would rise up against him, even if incited. Harvey had managed to place some agents in Havana, and their reports were discouraging. No support networks existed on the island for the Kennedy-backed exiles, as the exiles had promised. A popular, CIA-sponsored uprising was a fantasy. But no one in the White House, it appeared, was reading the intelligence reports. Consequently, Mongoose proceeded full speed ahead.

Robert F. Kennedy—“Mr. Mongoose”44


	“Bobby Kennedy could sack a town and enjoy it.”



—General Maxwell Taylor, JFK’s Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, after watching RFK berate the Special Group45


	“Bobby went bonkers on counterinsurgency. We [at CIA] were up to our bloody eyeballs in counterinsurgency. Those of us at the ‘troop’ level did not like what was going on. We objected.”



—Sam Halpern, CIA Executive at the Cuba Desk46

After the Bay of Pigs, Colonel Jack Hawkins wrote an “after-action” report. “It concluded,” Hawkins later explained, “that Castro is too strong to be overthrown by para-military action, and that no further action should be taken. If Bobby Kennedy even read my report, he must have thought, ‘Hawkins is a fool.’”47 The Kennedy administration plowed ahead.

Key players in the Kennedy administration were well aware that Bobby Kennedy maintained a “hands-on” approach to all things Cuban, especially those matters involving his covert counterinsurgent footsoldiers. George Ball, for example, then-Undersecretary of State, recalled, “Bobby was always for that kind of thing. He was fascinated by all that covert stuff, counterinsurgency, and all the garbage that went with it.”48

“Counterinsurgency,” as epitomized by Operation Mongoose, had become the buzzword of the day, and Bobby reveled in it. Kennedy aide Harris Wofford noted that RFK’s interest was far more than intellectual. “He would invite Green Berets for weekends at Hyannis Port and watch them demonstrate their prowess swinging from trees and climbing over barricades.”49 Thomas Parrott, a CIA officer assigned as Secretary to Bobby Kennedy’s Special Group, recently complained, “Everybody in the Army—even lieutenants in the finance corps—had to have a course in counterintelligence. We in the CIA would refer to Lansdale as the FM—for Field Marshall.”50 As Bobby himself recalled, “Yes, I was involved in it all the time—Cuba. I was trying to do things, mostly trying to get them to come up with some ideas about things to be done.”51

Bobby Kennedy even made frequent clandestine appearances at the CIA base in Florida. “In 1962 and 1963, RFK was running the anti-Castro operation in Florida by himself. I saw him down here myself many times. Everybody knew it. Everybody knew it!” said CIA contractor/exile organizer/Watergate burglar, Frank Sturgis.52 As will be seen, Army Captain Bradley Ayers, on loan to JM/WAVE as an instructor, saw the Attorney General at the Florida base twice in 1963, when he was inspecting the Everglades training camps. He had come by private helicopter from the family compound in West Palm Beach.53 While at the secret base, Bobby worked the phone incessantly, calling Harvey regularly to play cheerleader. Grayston Lynch remembers the RFK phone calls to the CIA’s safe houses in Florida. “I’d come into the safe house in the morning,” says Lynch, “and they would say, ‘Bobby says this, and Bobby says that.’”54

CIA photo analyst Dino Brugioni recently recalled Bobby’s regular presence at CIA headquarters in Langley. At the time, Brugioni’s office was using U-2 photos to monitor the damage inflicted by the Mongoose troops. “Bobby used to stop by after going home for lunch [in nearby McLean], or on his way home from work late in the afternoon,” says Brugioni. “He wanted to be kept up on how the sabotage was going. We provided a room for him where he could call the White House.”

Brugioni remembered that Bobby was especially keen on blowing up the island’s oil refineries.55 “It was obvious he was the eyes and ears of his brother. He was like a prizefighter, pumped up for action.” Brugioni later wrote, “Frequently, [Bobby] would chat with [CIA Director] Mr. McCone, but more often he would want to discuss the latest covert operations against Cuba with officers in the Directorate of Plans.”56 When Bobby couldn’t make it to Langley, CIA officers brought surveillance photos over to his D.C. office.



CHAPTER THREE

MURDER AND MISSILES


	Hashshasin—The “hashish-users.” A fanatical Moslem sect that flourished in Persia over a thousand years ago and who considered murder of their enemies a sacred duty; the origin of the modern word, assassin.



When the Kennedy administration took office in January 1961, it inherited not just the Bay of Pigs operation, but the programs of assassination directed against several foreign leaders, including Castro. Insiders wondered how Kennedy’s policy-making would affect the anti-Castro mayhem instituted by Eisenhower and Nixon. Incredibly, due to the effects of the Bay of Pigs fiasco on the vaunted Kennedy pride, the new administration upped the ante to dramatic, and tragic, heights. Whereas the previous administration had failed in all its attempts to do away with Lumumba (Congo), Trujillo (Dominican Republic), Diem (Vietnam) and Castro (Cuba), the Kennedys seemed determined to claim the title of first American administration to successfully murder a foreign leader. This was accomplished four months after Kennedy’s inauguration, when Trujillo was murdered. Two and a half years later, the Diem brothers were killed. But it was Castro’s head that was most coveted.1

Close friend Senator George Smathers encountered a distraught John Kennedy soon after the Bay of Pigs. Recalling what he had told Smathers prior to the invasion, Kennedy again brought up a sensitive secret. Smathers remembered Kennedy saying that he “had been given to believe by the CIA that Castro would be dead before the attack went in. Someone was supposed to knock him off.”2 Eight months later, just after his retirement, CIA Director Allen Dulles admitted to a national television audience, “We were not looking for a spontaneous uprising, but for other developments.”3 The CIA’s Bay of Pigs planner Richard Bissell was less discreet in 1984, when he stated, “There was the thought that Castro would be dead before the landing. Very few, however, knew of this plan.”4

Three decades later, details are beginning to emerge about what Dulles termed “other developments.”

The Pre-Invasion (Phase One) Castro Assassination Attempts

As has been stated, even before John F. Kennedy made it to the White House, there were plans for a Castro assassination. The pre-Kennedy phase of the operation began when the CIA’s Western Hemisphere chief, J.C. King, wrote an internal memo suggesting the “elimination” of Fidel Castro. King’s daughter Eloise recently recalled the period and her father’s frame of mind. “He felt very strongly about this country. If he honestly felt it would help this country, I believe he would have done it.” Eloise recalls that her father was caught up in the Cold War mindset of the times, much like the Kennedys.5 Another daughter, Marguerita King, adds, “It also stems from the great friendships he developed with the Cuban exiles living in Miami.”6 Soon, a handwritten note appeared indicating that both CIA Director Allen Dulles and Richard Bissell, the director of Covert Operations, approved King’s recommendations (including assassination).7 (Dulles and King were very close friends. Dulles was even the godfather of one of King’s daughters.) Bissell placed his subordinate, Sheffield Edwards, in charge. This pre-Bay of Pigs period came to be known as Phase One of the assassination plots. These efforts were clearly designed to provide the coup de grace for the upcoming Bay of Pigs invasion.

Edwards’ plan was to utilize members of organized crime to eliminate Castro. It was a fact known to all that the U.S. mob had been reaping vast sums from the Cuban casinos it controlled under the previous regime, and the gangsters badly wanted to return to Havana. Edwards surmised that there should be an extensive Mafia network already in place on the island, and that they had murderers at their disposal, so the mob seemed an obvious choice. “I learned of the Mafia plots early on,” says CIA planner for the Bay of Pigs, Jake Esterline. “I often wished I hadn’t. I controlled the purse strings and had to sign off on it, in this case, without being told what the money was to be used for. I told J.C. King that I refused to O.K. it.” The next day, Esterline was given a detailed briefing by [CIA Director] Allen Dulles. “I couldn’t believe what I was hearing,” says Esterline. “Dulles told me, ‘It’s alright. This is money approved by the President.’”8

The first CIA-mob liaisons have gone largely unreported. In the summer of 1960, Charles Siragusa, Washington-based deputy Director of the Bureau of Narcotics (and the bureau’s liaison with the CIA), was approached by a CIA friend, who said, “We are forming an assassination squad. . . There’s some foreign leaders we’d like dead.” Siragusa knew that one such leader had to be Castro.9 An unnamed middleman, it was later learned, was used to enlist a number of mobsters, including Santos Trafficante. It now appears that that mobster middleman—Norman Rothman—was the partner of Meyer Lansky, and had links to Richard Nixon.10

Before Castro’s takeover, Rothman, together with mob partners Meyer Lansky and Gabriel and Sam Mannarino, owned the Batista-era Sans Souci Casino in Havana, where Rothman was known to share his profits (“the skim”) with Batista and his family. After the revolution, Rothman, like many others, fled to Miami. Rothman, however, was one of the few with the moxie to return to Havana and attempt to enlist Castro’s bodyguards in an assassination attempt against the new dictator. Rothman was apparently the “go-between” for the CIA, sources have revealed. “Rothman was in touch with several CIA agents,” a former CIA officer recalls. “They had many meetings concerning assassination plots against Castro.” According to this agent, Rothman tried to enlist fellow mobsters Santos Trafficante of Tampa, the Mannarinos of Pittsburgh, Sal Granello and Charles Tourine of New York, and Johnny Rosselli of Las Vegas.11

According to Time magazine, the CIA obtained mobsters’ aid by promising that they would be allowed to recover the booty left behind if they would assist the Agency in recruiting “their old contacts on the island to set up a small network of spies.” The CIA specifically wanted them “to pinpoint the roads that Castro might use,” so that they would be in the best position possible to kill him.12

Unable to enlist the help of Castro’s protectors, Rothman returned to Miami, where he bought a hotel with Batista’s relatives. Soon, the bodyguard he had attempted to enlist, Frank Sturgis, turned against Castro and fled to Miami, where he hooked up with Rothman. From unknown sources, Rothman channeled money to Sturgis’ new anti-Castro group, The International Anti-Communist Brigade.13

Sheffield Edwards next contacted former FBI man/Howard Hughes aide/CIA freelancer, Robert Maheu.14 The CIA’s James O’Connell was assigned as Maheu’s case officer.

“I’m no saint,” Maheu has said. “I am a religious man, and I knew that the CIA was talking about murder.” O’Connell told Maheu, however, that the U.S. and Cuba were, in effect, at war, and drew Hitlerian analogies. “If Fidel, his brother Raul, and Che Guevara were assassinated, thousands of lives might be saved,” O’Connell told the reluctant go-between. Wrestling with his decision at home the night Edwards contacted him, Maheu finally assented to the CIA’s requests.15

Johnny Rosselli, whose name had been floated during the previous Rothman plot attempts, was the point man the CIA selected to implement the assassination plots. He was the Mafia’s “Mr. Smooth,” assigned to run operations in Los Angeles in the 1930’s, and later in Las Vegas, where he oversaw the mob’s takeover of the gambling industry. Maheu’s role was to draw Mr. Smooth into the operation. Maheu had met Rosselli in the spring of 1959 in Las Vegas. Like many before him, Maheu was charmed by Rosselli, and later wrote that he considered him a friend.

“Me? You want me to get involved with Uncle Sam?” responded an astonished Rosselli on meeting with Maheu in L.A. “The Feds are tailing me wherever I go. . . Bob, are you sure you’re talking to the right guy?” Maheu eventually succeeded in convincing Rosselli to come aboard for the project. Although some have speculated that Rosselli was attempting to leverage a deal in order to get the government off his back, Maheu remembers it differently. “The truth, as corny as it may sound, is that down deep he thought it was his patriotic duty,” Maheu later wrote.16

After being recruited by Maheu, Rosselli introduced (the CIA’s) O’Connell to Sam Giancana, boss of the Chicago mob, and Santos Trafficante, who had been the Mafioso in charge of the casinos in pre-Castro Havana. Like the White House, the mobsters wanted back into Cuba, and told O’Connell that they could find a Cuban to kill Castro.

The initial planning meeting was held in Miami Beach’s Fontainebleau Hotel, where the assassins-to-be were offered $150,000 by the U.S. government to kill Fidel Castro. O’Connell told the mobsters he wanted Castro gunned down in a gangland-style killing, à la “The Untouchables.” The Mafiosi rejected this as too dangerous and suggested something “nice and clean”—poison in the form of pills or something else that would disappear without a trace. Months later, the CIA’s Technical Services Division perfected a botulism toxin, which Maheu passed, in the form of deadly capsules, to a Cuban at the same Fontainebleau Hotel.17

After the Kennedy administration had been installed, a news service reported that Castro was ill, and in fact, on his deathbed. The planners assumed that their poison pill had been involved. According to Joe Shimon, who attended some of the Fontainebleau sessions, Robert Maheu called him, saying, “Boy, we’ve got it made. Bobby’s going to be very happy!” (Shimon would later say that the news accounts were planted by Castro, who knew in advance that the plotters were coming. “Castro wasn’t even sick,” Shimon said. “The people that took that stuff over there disappeared.”)18

In fact, the Giancana gambit was a total disaster, but not for Castro. Although the U.S. government shelled out $150,000 to the “don’s” organization, the contacts Giancana provided never delivered. (There is also a widespread belief that Giancana himself never intended on following through—his agreement with the feds was a scam to ease FBI harassment of him.19)

Although it has been widely reported that the U.S. government engaged members of organized crime to assassinate Fidel Castro as a prelude to the Bay of Pigs invasion, it is not so well-known that Cuban exile murder teams were working in league with the CIA toward that same end.

“I volunteered to assassinate Fidel Castro, and the Americans took me up on it,” says Felix Rodriguez, a Cuban exile and longtime CIA agent. According to Rodriguez, while the Kennedy administration was being installed in January 1961, his CIA superior provided him with a “beautiful German bolt-action rifle” and a backup support team. The team was transported to a “safe house” in the Florida Keys, where they trained. The team made three attempted infiltrations into Cuba, two of which were thwarted by Castro’s patrol boats. The third attempt was scrubbed by the American advisors, who unbeknownst to Rodriguez’ “Grey Team,” had shifted their hopes to yet another Cuban hit squad.20

In 1975, Congress heard testimony from a CIA officer who admitted to being in charge of the pre-invasion assassination attempts. That officer, John Henry Stephens, a Covert Actions Operations officer on loan to the CIA from Special Forces, told investigators of two occasions where he led five-man assassination teams. After training in Guatemala, the teams were flown over the island and parachuted in. His team members were not Cubans, but “Poles, Germans, or Americans.” His teams, he testified, were equipped with “assassination packages,” consisting of a variety of weapons, including grenades and an “assassination gun.”

Stephens, now deceased, told his family at the time of the inquiry that the committee was pressing for more details. According to his sister, Flora May Stephens, John told the family little of the operation. His training in Latin America was so secretive that the family didn’t hear from him for three months and presumed him dead. Later, he confided that the CIA wanted complete deniability should he be captured. He went into the island under the name “John Simpson.” At the time of the Congressional hearings, Stephens told his sister, “They’re trying to make me talk. But if I talk, I die.”21 Stephens gave the investigators operational details, but no names. The Congressional summary of the Stephens interview states:


	This gun was a 9 mm. weapon made in England, of which there were only “9 or 10 in the world.” It consisted of two pieces of pipe, which when disconnected from each other, looked like simple pieces of pipe rather than a weapon. These pieces screwed together into a “clip,” containing ammunition and a firing mechanism, and was inserted into one piece, creating a gun. According to Stephens, the gun, when fired, made only a slight “woosh” sound, and was otherwise silent.22



CIA cables released in 1994, not necessarily connected to Stephens’ operation, shed more light on assassination operations going on at the time, which were overseen by a CIA Cuba group known as “Branch Four.” In late March 1961, cables began arriving at CIA headquarters from a Cuban plotter, code-named “NOTLOX.” The messages were addressed to “JMBELL,” and said, in part:


	(March 23): I told Luis Bueno to ask your opinion regarding sabotage of electric company in order to leave Havana ten days without power. We can coordinate with attempt against Fidel. Suggest attempt against Fidel in accordance with general plan. Reply urgent, Monty

	(Plan (4) 9 April): Fidel will talk at the Palace. Assassination attempt at said place followed by a general shutting off of main electric in Havana. . . Answer before 1 April. Agent 2637 (pictured page 55)

	[NAMES DELETED] was advised below-listed names provided by Guat secret service with statement they [are] all Cubans except as noted who are on way or in Guat with mission assassination.



Brigade leader Raphael Quintero recently disclosed, “I was part of that NOTLOX plot. There was going to be a big boxing match and we knew Castro was supposed to be present. We planned to have him hit with a bazooka.” Quintero says that the CIA gave the final go-ahead to another exile group, but it was ill-equipped for the mission.23 Other cables referred to an airdrop of “Springfield rifles with telescopic sights,” presumably to have been used for the NOTLOX attempt.

After the Bay of Pigs failure in April, the assassination plotting continued. On May 3, 1961, JMBELL received a cable from a Cuban agent code-named TEKLOK. The cable stated:


	We are contacting all groups (DOS) to organize one united front with a coordinator. You name him or we elect him. Tell us. Will try kill Fidel today. Andres OK but still hiding. His men gone to hill. Want to know what can be used. Luis Jorge (pictured page 56)



These attempts continued after the Bay of Pigs, according to other cables. Here is one example. On June 4, 1961, the CIA’s Deputy Director of Plans (DDP) Richard Helms received the following:


	Functionary Italian Embassy by the name of Moratori says he works for one intelligence organization of yours, he says he is in contact with Martin Elena and others and that you have plans for invasion within 30 days after killing Fidel, advise if we can confide in Moratori.24



Despite the attempted secrecy, Castro’s intelligence apparatus had, typically, penetrated the plots from the start, dooming them to disaster. In the first of Stephens’ attempts, one member of the parachuted-in team actually succeeded in reaching his appointed hotel site on the island. Upon entering his room, he radioed Stephens in Guatemala. Stephens testified that this individual’s radio transmission was interrupted by gunfire and no more was heard from him. On the second attempt, two men were captured or killed at the drop zone where they made their parachute landing in Cuba.

After the unsuccessful Bay of Pigs invasion, a number of laughably futile plans were concocted to bring about Castro’s demise. Some of the earliest attempts on Castro were designed to destroy his character, if not his person. The plotters had hoped to at least erode Castro’s public image, or as one Congressional investigator called it, “the magnetic charisma he seemed to exert for the Cuban people.”25 One idea was to be carried out during Castro’s trips out of the country. When he left his boots outside his hotel door for polishing, the CIA would sprinkle thallium, a strong depilatory, into them. As a consequence, the CIA determined, Castro’s beard would fall out, and his rule would be irreparably weakened without the symbol of his masculinity and power. The CIA abandoned the scheme when intelligence determined that Castro’s trips abroad were infrequent and well guarded.

Subsequent attempts were, in the summary of the same Congressional investigator (Loch Johnson), “still more fantastic, requiring a suspension of disbelief few serious novelists would ask of their readers.” One focused on Castro’s cigars, which were to be impregnated with a chemical that would cause temporary disorientation. There was also a plan to spread the word on Cuba that the Second Coming of Christ was imminent, and that he would vanquish the anti-Christ Castro. A submarine would then surface near the island and send up starshells—supposedly a manifestation of the Second Coming, which would lead to Castro’s overthrow. Walt Elder, Assistant to the CIA Director, sarcastically referred to this plan as “elimination by illumination.”26 “This is absolutely true,” an intelligence officer felt it necessary to assure the Church Committee, which investigated these plots some 15 years later.
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Plot followed plot—the latest more overwrought than the last: using the deadly botulism poison on his cigars to kill on contact; placing a bomb in an exotic seashell certain to attract Castro’s attention when he went skin diving; exploding the bomb from a nearby submarine; or just having an intermediary present Castro with the gift of a skin diving suit contaminated with still another exotic poison.

The Story of Lt. Commander John Gordon III (USN)

It now appears that assassination plots employed not only Cuban exiles and mobsters, but also Naval Intelligence officers, gamblers, or anyone else who seemed to have access to Fidel Castro’s person.

“The last words that were said to me when I left Washington were, ‘Get Castro!’ It was an ugly business.” Quoting these instructions, a senior officer in the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) describes his marching orders as he prepared to leave for his command post at the Navy’s Guantanamo (Cuba) Base in the wake of the Bay of Pigs defeat. “It was a shooting war going on down there,” remembers the officer, who prefers to remain anonymous. “Castro shot thirty base employees one morning.”27 Like the pre-Bay of Pigs plots supervised by John Stephens, these post-Bay of Pigs attempts were also thwarted by Castro’s superior intelligence operation. The ONI officer remembers, “Castro was picking up on these things as fast as they got started.”

John Gordon, one ONI officer given the task of furthering the Kennedy administration’s murder plots, would suffer for three decades as a result of his involvement in the futile schemes. By 1961, 40 year old career Naval Intelligence Officer John Gordon III had established himself as a man with a bright future in the military. Successful tours overseas and assignments with the brass in the Pentagon made it clear to all that he was on a fast track. He would gain his Ph.D. in maritime history from Harvard, and become the senior researcher for a renowned Harvard historian, Samuel Elliott Morison. Later, he would become an assistant professor of maritime history at Framingham State College, a prestigious New England institution of higher learning, and eventually the director of a college in South Carolina, where he remained until his death in 1987.28

But in 1961 something happened to John Gordon that caused permanent mental anguish, characterized by periods of isolation and hospital stays for nervous breakdowns. He never talked in detail about what happened that summer, but left enough small bits of information around for those who needed to know—his family, closest friends, and attorneys—that it is possible to piece the story together for the first time. Gordon left behind documents that he urged his family to keep in a safe place. The documents were coded, cut up into six parts, and sent to six different family members, with the key to the code left behind for his daughter to find at the author’s urging. A surprising amount of his story would be corroborated by a future Congressional investigation (see Chapter Nineteen).

In the spring of 1961, in the wake of the Bay of Pigs disaster, Gordon became aware of a secret meeting at the Pentagon held to determine how to deal with the victorious Castro. Gordon would later tell his attorney, F. Lee Bailey, that those present included CIA Director Allen Dulles, Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Burke, and Attorney General Robert Kennedy. The result of this meeting was to direct certain Naval Intelligence officers in Guantanamo, Cuba to oversee an assassination plot against Fidel and Raul Castro.

Burke, who had once received a medal from former Cuban leader Batista, was on record as favoring the assassination plots. At the National Security Council’s Special Group meeting of March 9, 1961, Burke stated “that any plan for the removal of Cuban leaders should be a package deal, since many of the leaders around Castro were even worse than Castro.”29 (Two years later, when it was believed that Admiral Burke might oppose Kennedy in the upcoming 1964 presidential elections, his personal files on Cuba [including those possibly pertaining to Gordon] were stolen. Burke believed the culprit was a member of Kennedy’s team.30 Given how involved Burke was, there’s reason to think he may have been right.)

In an interesting coincidence, when Bobby Kennedy’s phone logs were (partially) released in 1994, a June 7, 1961 “while you were out” message—at the time Gordon was getting set up in Guantanamo—showed that Bobby Kennedy received a call from the CIA’s Western Hemisphere Chief J.C. King, the originator of the Castro assassination plots in 1959.31 King, as noted by Bobby’s secretary, called to say he “has info about five Cubans that Mr. [Bobby] K asked him to find out about.”

It was in this spring of 1961 that Gordon, accompanied by his wife and two children, relocated to “Gitmo.” He became the acting officer in charge of Intelligence there. Gordon once showed his daughter Heather his military records, pointing out a two month gap in the summer of 1961 (while they were in Guantanamo). Gordon’s sister Caroline recalls, “He told me he met with Bobby Kennedy in Guantanamo also. He didn’t respect Bobby. All John told me was that something was supposed to happen that didn’t.”

John Gordon’s assistant in the Field Intelligence Office was Jack Modesett. Modesett introduced Gordon around the base to both the military and the local Cubans. Modesett denies vehemently that there was any talk then of an assassination. However, when pressed, he admits, “There was something regarding Raul [Castro] that I don’t think I can talk about.”32 Gordon’s close friend, historian, and college director Mack Daniels remembers, “John told me he was involved in some planning in Guantanamo. I always assumed he meant the Bay of Pigs. He never told me the details. He did once say something about the assassination of Castro, but I didn’t pay much attention.”34

According to his daughter Heather, John Gordon worked around the clock, pushing himself to the point of total exhaustion. John spoke fluent Spanish and was always having Cubans over to their home. “I remember dad going out at night in civilian clothes with a Cuban named ‘Big Louie.’”34 The Cubans told Gordon’s wife about plots to kill Castro, and their suspicion that one of their associates named Gonzalez was a double agent, reporting back to the Cuban dictator. Gordon’s daughter remembers November 22, 1963: “When President Kennedy was killed, and it was announced that a man with Cuban ties had been arrested and was seeking a lawyer well-known for defending communists, dad pointed to Oswald and said, ‘He’s a dead man.’ To his dying day he felt that Oswald was hired by Cuba in retaliation.” John Gordon would often tell his family, “That bastard Bobby got his brother shot.”

In early 1964, in the wake of the Kennedy assassination, Gordon sent coded documents detailing sites, operational details, and a list of over 50 of his Gitmo contacts to six family members. His daughter retained “the key” document. The operation was code-named “OP # 922H 2 D4” later changed to “922H 1E.” Some of the shooters brought in, included on the list, were Luis Balbuena, also known as “E1 Gordo” (most likely “Big Louie” from daughter Heather’s memory) and Alonzo Gonzalez.35

According to court documents filed by Gordon’s attorney, one of the shooters recruited in the plot was turned around by Castro, and instructed to return and inform the planners (RFK, et al) that “for the vicious plot, he [Fidel] would have President John F. Kennedy assassinated.”36 Heather Gordon remembers, “Dad found out that one of his Cuban double agents was a triple agent reporting back to Fidel. He had him arrested.”37

In late 1961, after his Guantanamo stint, Gordon suffered a nervous breakdown and was sent to Bethesda Naval Hospital for mental evaluation. He was not allowed to see any member of his family for eight months. He told his family it was really a debriefing, and the extended stay an effort by the Kennedy administration to put the fear of God into him. After vowing to remain silent about the plots he had discovered at Guantanamo, Gordon won reassignment, serving out his career at posts in the Pentagon, Florida, New Orleans, and the Boston Naval Shipyards. During the latter part of this period, one incident stands out in Heather Gordon’s memory. “I remember in 1968, when Bobby was killed, dad jumped for joy. It was like a millstone was removed from his neck. He knew Bobby and felt that if he was elected, we’d have a mobster president.”

After retiring from the military in 1969, Gordon became bitter over what he perceived to be medical malpractice performed by military physicians on his wife. He wrote letters that may have contained veiled threats to reveal what he knew if his wife were not taken care of. The military threatened to lobotomize Gordon and keep him in Bellevue Hospital for life. His daughter Heather says: “They were afraid he’d write about Cuba. He was not the kind of guy you wanted mad at you, and he was a prolific writer.” Gordon’s sister-in-law says emphatically that Gordon told her he was going to write a book. Gordon, while stationed in New Orleans, told the details of the Cuba episode to fellow ONI officer Guy Johnson. Johnson, coincidentally Guy Banister’s attorney, thought Gordon could use Cuba as leverage over the military. Johnson had good contacts in Washington, and noted attorney F. Lee Bailey eventually took Gordon’s case. Bailey negotiated with the Pentagon. A deal was struck that accommodated Mrs. Gordon’s needs with the agreement that her husband remain mum on Guantanamo, and the matter was dropped.38

John Gordon went on to become assistant professor of history at Framingham State College. In 1970, two CIA officers showed up at his house in Framingham and brought Gordon to Washington, D.C., where he testified in closed session before the Senate Judiciary Committee (among whose members was Ted Kennedy). Consequently, according to court documents, Judiciary Committee member Senator Ed Long of Missouri gained “knowledge of where a record of the (Guantanamo) meeting may be maintained.” That proof has never surfaced, and Sen. Long’s own papers are voluminous and unindexed.

In 1976, Gordon relocated to Georgetown, SC, where he was Director of University of South Carolina’s Coastal Carolina College. He retired in 1986 and died of a heart attack on Sept 27, 1987, never being able to prove his own stories true.

For years, the seeds of doubt were rampant in the minds of the Gordon family. Was John Gordon exaggerating his experiences? How could they believe his stories? Eventually, vindication would appear for John Gordon and all those who stuck by him in the face of 33 years of government denials. With the passage of the JFK Act in 1992, sensitive government documents began being declassified, shedding light on much of the secret government operations of the Kennedy administration, including the Guantanamo affair. One investigation would conclude that the Guantanamo plotting likely had its origins in the stratagem that was micro-managed by Robert Kennedy—Operation Mongoose. (For further details on John Gordon, see Chapter Nineteen.)39

Camelot, /aka/ “Murder, Incorporated”

On January 25, 1961, just five days after the president’s inauguration and three months before the Bay of Pigs, JFK’s White House instructed CIA Director of Covert Operations Richard Bissell to create a permanent assassination capability. Bissell’s assistant, Tracy Barnes, remarked, “JFK was tough. He knew the difference between who you have to kill and who you don’t have to kill.”40

Bissell would initially testify that the idea of a permanent assassination capability probably had come from one of JFK’s top national security advisors, either McGeorge Bundy or Walt Rostow: “There is little doubt in my mind that Project RIFLE [the CIA’s cryptonym for the assassination project] was discussed with Rostow, and possibly Bundy.” One month after making this statement, Bissell would waffle, asserting his earlier testimony to be mistaken.41 However, in later years, Bissell slowly began to retreat from the party line. In 1975, he testified to the Senate that when he and Allen Dulles briefed President-elect Kennedy in Palm Beach in the fall of 1960, he said it was his “opinion” that Dulles told Kennedy “obliquely of this auxiliary operation, the assassination attempt.”

Thirty years after JFK’s 1963 assassination, Bissell began to open up more. “Allen Dulles had reason to believe that JFK knew [about the assassination plots], and there is no doubt that it was fully known to the Attorney General [Robert Kennedy],” he told author Richard Reeves.42 Finally, in 1994, in his last interview just prior to his death, Bissell removed any remaining doubt when he spoke with the daughter of a CIA pilot killed at the Bay of Pigs. She asked him directly about the assassination plots. Bissell replied, “There was never anything undertaken without presidential approval.”43

Almost apologetically, Bissell conceded in this final interview, “I was probably taken in by Kennedy’s charisma. He was such a complicated mix of accomplishment and mistakes that when he died, my children didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.”44

In complying with the White House directive and Bobby’s pressure, Bissell initiated a project known as “Executive Action.” Bissell tapped the CIA’s version of James Bond, William Harvey, to plan the program. Harvey’s notes quote Bissell as saying, “The White House twice asked me to create such a capability.”45 Immediately after Bissell and Harvey received their orders from the White House, Harvey contacted the CIA’s wizard from the office of Science and Technology, Dr. Sidney Gottlieb. “I’ve been asked to form this group to assassinate people and I need to know what you can do for me,” Harvey told Gottlieb.46 The scientist proceeded to develop lethal poisons for use against foreign leaders, especially Fidel Castro. And Harvey entered one of the most controversial periods of his illustrious career.

William King Harvey Plays “M”

Bill Harvey called the assassination capability “the magic button,” while the CIA’s internal code name for the undertaking was ZR/RIFLE. It was intended to be the most secure operation at the CIA’s headquarters in Langley, Virginia. The directives and guidelines in the Agency’s action file were clear: “No projects on paper.” The magic button would “require professional, proven, operationally competent, ruthless, stable CE [counter-espionage]-experienced ops [operations] officers.”47

William King Harvey certainly fit the bill. He was a large, pear-shaped man who drank heavily but who remained perfectly capable of performing his professional tasks.48 Harvey had spent much of the 1950’s in West Berlin, where he supervised one of the CIA’s most publicized success stories, the Berlin Tunnel. The 600 yard-long tunnel from West to East Berlin was actually an elaborate system to tap Soviet military phone conversations. The setup functioned for almost a year before being discovered by the Soviets. (Since it is now known that the Soviets knew of the tunnel from its inception, the issue has been raised that perhaps all Harvey obtained was disinformation. However, in 1997, the CIA’s Berlin Station Chief at the time, David Murphy, recalled that Harvey’s tunnel reaped huge benefits for U.S. intelligence.)49

Prior to the tunnel, Harvey made a name for himself by discovering the KGB’s legendary “mole,” Kim Philby, who was successfully penetrating both the British and U.S. intelligence services for years. Brought back to the U.S., Harvey was appointed to head up ZR/RIFLE at first, and also, later, the newly-formed Task Force W—the Cuba Project. “Bill was brought in to mop up the mess after the Bay of Pigs,” says a longtime CIA fellow officer and confidante.

Considered a diamond in the rough, Harvey was a perfect match for the “James Bond”-loving JFK. CIA historian Thomas Powers described Harvey’s traits:


	He once told an acquaintance that he had been to bed with a woman every day of his life since he was twelve. Colleagues remember him as the only CIA officer who carried a gun. He often left it in plain view on his desk. Sometimes he loaded the gun while he talked [to visitors]. Not just a gun, but a different gun every day, from the large collection he kept in a case at home.50



“There was absolutely no doubt what the subject was,” Harvey later said of his initial conversation with Bissell. “We were not talking about propaganda or a planted bank account, or a planted morals charge, or et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. We were talking about direct elimination, assassination.”51 When it came time to implement America’s assassination capability Harvey called upon an asset the CIA had used before in the Congo to attempt to assassinate Premier Patrice Lumumba. The CIA’s hired assassin’s name has only recently (1996) been revealed as Jose Mankel, operating under the cryptonym QJ/WIN.52

Mankel-QJ/WIN was a drug smuggler and mercenary from Cologne, Germany. He was described by a senior CIA official as a man without scruples, a man who would do anything—including assassination.53 He was provided with plastic surgery and a wig before being sent into the Congo. Over a four year period from 1960 to 1964, when the CIA claims it terminated his contract, it paid him $18,000. The CIA also claims he never fulfilled the assignment.54 Harvey later testified that QJ/WIN indeed became a candidate in the Cuba Project, but would never seriously apply himself. (His contract was eventually terminated in February of 1964.)55

All the while, Bobby Kennedy kept pushing the throttle. Former Director of Operations Richard Helms later testified: “The Attorney General was on the phone to me, he was on the phone to Mr. Harvey. . . he was on the phone even to people on Harvey’s staff, as I recall it.”56 In these conversations, Bobby Kennedy made it clear that “the terrors of the earth” should be brought to bear against Castro.57

Jake Esterline, CIA Staff Officer in charge of the Cuba Project, recently recalled, “These things were known: that the Kennedys instigated the plots to assassinate Castro. Bill Harvey was working for Bobby Kennedy. . . Bobby was a terrier, he was a protector of his brother. . . The Kennedys were behind everything. I know this.”58 Kennedy’s Defense Secretary Robert McNamara cut to the chase: “We were hysterical about Castro at the time of the Bay of Pigs and thereafter, and there was pressure from JFK and RFK to do something about Castro.”59

Phase Two assassination attempts used both Mankel and Rosselli, and again failed miserably. Often, the assassins-to-be got cold feet, or their proficiency came up short. The Kennedys, however, were convinced that sooner or later, one of their attempts would hit the mark. They therefore considered plans for a re-invasion to be coordinated with Castro’s death. On May 4, 1961, José Miro Cardona, President of the White House-backed Cuban Revolutionary Council, met with JFK and received, by Cardona’s account, a formalized “pact which called for a new invasion.”

While gambits with Rosselli and Mankel were being explored, the CIA initiated discussions with the man to be the focal point of the 1963 (Phase Three) assassination attempts, Rolando Cubela Secades, a high-ranking member of an anti-Batista movement which also became “disgusted” with Castro soon after the revolution. Initially contacted by the CIA in Mexico City in March 1961, Cubela, over the next two years, would engage the CIA in discussions that would center on his assassinating Castro with CIA assistance.60 The CIA would then secure asylum for Cubela in the U.S. The CIA kept him on hold for two years, only to be activated as AM/LASH-1 in the fall of 1963.61

With the Harvey actions proceeding, Robert Kennedy was growing impatient. He called Bissell into his office in November 1961. A CIA official who was present would later tell Congress that “Bissell was chewed out in the Cabinet Room by both the President and the Attorney General for, as he put it, ‘sitting on his ass and not doing anything to get rid of Castro and the Castro regime.’”62

All effort now was aimed at destroying Castro, not coming to terms with him. In August 1961, when Castro’s second-in-command, Che Guevara, approached JFK aide Richard Goodwin in Uruguay, and offered to broker a peace with Castro and Kennedy, Goodwin reported that Cuba didn’t expect an understanding with the U.S., but “they would like a modus vivendi.” The Kennedy brothers essentially said, “Thanks, but no thanks.”63 Being Kennedys, they were playing to win.

As 1961 was drawing to a close, New York Times correspondent Tad Szulc attended an informal dinner with JFK and his aide Richard Goodwin. “What would you think if I ordered Castro assassinated?” Kennedy asked a stunned Szulc. The reporter replied that it was not only immoral, but useless, as others such as Raul Castro were waiting in the wings.

Kennedy then said he was under extreme pressure to do away with Castro, but that he strongly opposed the idea. “I’m glad you feel the same way,” Kennedy said. The President then hinted at the source of the “extreme pressure” when he said to Szulc, “Look, I’d like you to talk to my brother.”64 Szulc later wrote of the episode:


	I cannot say to what extent [President Kennedy] knew that November about a scheme elaborated by Military Intelligence officers soon after the Bay of Pigs (and of which I was vaguely aware of at the time) to kill Castro and his brother Raul, the Deputy Premier and Defense Minister, using Cuban marksmen who were to be infiltrated into Cuba from the United States Naval Base at Guantanamo on the island’s southeastern coast.65



Szulc’s information appears to corroborate the conclusions of John Gordon, who believed the plots to be authorized by Bobby Kennedy. John Kennedy’s confidante Senator George Smathers recently acknowledged, “Jack would be [saying] all the time, ‘If somebody knocks this guy off, O.K., that’d be fine. . . But Kennedy had to say he could not be a party to that sort of thing with the damn Mafia.” When asked if Bobby Kennedy knew of the assassination plots, Smathers responded, “Sure.”66

The Kennedys’ Unofficial Anti-Castro Campaign

Bobby and Jack Kennedy seemed to doubt from the start that their administrative charges would accomplish Castro’s elimination. And they probably were right to be dubious. Grayston Lynch, a CIA officer assigned to Operation Mongoose, is representative of his peers when he says, “If the CIA had been left to its own devices, the Agency would have ended the Cuba Project much earlier. The CIA wasn’t gung-ho about Cuba. It amounted to nothing but harassment, and at a terrific cost. We all understood that JFK wanted revenge for the Bay of Pigs.”67

Indeed, it now is clear that the Kennedy brothers decided early to hedge their bets. They would develop their own contacts in the continuing effort to have Castro killed.

In February 1962, President Kennedy’s Operation Mongoose adviser, Edward Lansdale, wrote a memo that resuscitated the Phase One strategy: using the Mafia to eliminate Castro. In one of his proposals to the president, Lansdale suggested “attacks on the cadre, including key leaders. . . Gangster elements might provide the best recruitment potential for actions against police-G2 [Cuban intelligence] officials.” Lansdale, however, saw this action as only the capstone to an internal revolt—a revolt that would have to be on the verge of success before assassinations were attempted.68

This suggestion clearly carried weight with Bobby Kennedy, who put Lansdale’s idea into action. Frustrated with ZR/RIFLE and Mongoose’s snail-like pace, Bobby supplemented the CIA’s efforts to kill Castro using a new entrée to Papa Joe’s sometime allies in organized crime. (There is a wealth of evidence now available that indicates Joe had no qualms about utilizing the mob’s talents, whether it was for the delivery of bootleg-era booze or for ballots in his son’s 1960 election.69)

The CIA’s Cuba Desk executive assistant Sam Halpern recently recalled the period:


	One officer in the Agency was permanently assigned by Bobby Kennedy to maintain liaison with organized criminals. Bobby hoped that some of them still maintained their underground contacts in Cuba, and that they could be utilized in the anti-Castro operations.70



Halpern says that the officer so-assigned spent so much time in mob havens such as Chicago, New York, and Las Vegas, that he [Halpern] used to jokingly address the guy (named Charlie) using an “Italian-sounding” name. In describing the activity to historian Max Holland, Halpern recalled, “It was Bobby and his secretary [Angie Novello] who called Charlie on what used to be called at the Agency a secure line, [to] give him a name, an address, and where he would meet with Mafia people.” Halpern remembers the agent going to places like Chicago, Miami, and even Canada. “The time, the place was all arranged by Bobby Kennedy and his Mafia contacts.” Like Bobby’s other attempts at “clandestine” activity, this gambit was also viewed by intelligence professionals as reckless and highly insecure. “We thought it was stupid, silly, ineffective, and wasteful,” Halpern recently stated. “But we were under orders, and we did it.”71

The agent was in fact named Charles Ford. “We gave him the nickname ‘Fiscalini,’” said Halpern, who added that Ford was also referred to as “Rocky.” Both Ford’s real name and nickname appear in RFK’s phone logs.72 “It was a tightly-held operation,” says Halpern. “Only Bill [Harvey], Bobby, and I knew of Charlie’s activity.” He also appeared at RFK’s office. At no other time in his professional career, said Halpern, did he hear of a CIA case officer showing up in the Attorney General’s office to discuss an operation. “Absolutely never. It was unique.”

The 1978 investigation by the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) offered a peek into Robert Kennedy’s personal dealings with other Cuban-focused mobsters—names included.

According to deposition testimony he supplied the FBI, former Havana casino operator Norman Rothman participated in clandestine meetings, arranged by RFK, inside the White House, where Rothman’s possible assistance in providing Cuban-based contacts was explored. Initially, Rothman had been in touch with the Justice Department in an effort to avoid a prison term for a gun-running conviction. At the time, he informed the FBI that he had “considerable knowledge concerning the Cuban underground.” When the summary report passed RFK’s desk, he wrote on it, “press rigorously all angles.” Two days later (June 26, 1961), according to the FBI, Rothman was again interviewed “at the request of the Attorney General.” He now indicated that “he was in a position to procure the liquidation of Fidel Castro.” The offer was forwarded to Bobby Kennedy’s Deputy Attorney General, Byron White (JFK’s longtime friend and later a Kennedy appointee to the U.S. Supreme Court). Soon, Rothman was invited to the White House.

At a White House gathering, attended by both RFK aide John Seigenthaler and JFK’s Congressional Liaison, Henry Hall Wilson, the subjects of Castro’s assassination and leniency for Rothman were broached. Both Wilson and Rothman’s attorney, Harry Riddle, were close friends of JFK buddy, Governor Terry Sanford of North Carolina. This suggests a possible mechanism for how Rothman came to the attention of the White House in the first place.

Thereafter, Rothman began receiving mysterious telegrams summoning him back to the White House for a series of meetings. Pleading poor memory, Rothman told later investigators that someone brought up the subject of assassination in a “casual way,” but he forgot the exact wording.73 Given Rothman’s history and bravado, such a topic of conversation would not be surprising. Rothman had been linked to a pre-Kennedy assassination plot (on Castro) and to the formation of a mob spy network in Cuba. Recall also that Charles Siragusa, who admitted helping form an assassination squad, was known to have met with Bobby in his office, where the subject had also been Cuba. Siragusa later became a very close friend of Robert Kennedy. According to mutual friend Constantine Kangles, a Chicago-based attorney, who knew Fidel Castro, he and Siragusa were called into private meetings with Bobby in the Attorney General’s office to discuss Cuba.

In Rothman’s Congressional testimony, he provided some details about his trips to the White House and the Attorney General’s office. Although Bobby didn’t attend the meetings, his aides escorted Rothman:


	[We went] to the Attorney General’s office, and then from there to a big conference room. . .[Bobby’s] wife or some member of his family was hanging pictures. They must have just moved into the office. . . . They started off by saying. . . that they would be helpful to me [with the appeal]. . . . They asked me if I would help them. . . or if I wished to become a part of some group in the government in establishing communications in Cuba—contacts. I told them that I was not interested in helping myself. . .I was not interested in discussing anything. . . They sent me another telegram after that. [Again he was brought to Bobby’s office.] They wanted me to give them names and I refused to do it. . . One of them approached me and discussed what method [of assassination] I would suggest if it were me. . . . I told them I was at no liberty to involve others with them. . . I do not think we got along in our discussion, and the matter more or less dropped, on my part.74



Rothman’s links to Bobby, however, weren’t confined to meetings in Washington. Recently, another RFK/Rothman link surfaced.

When Bobby Kennedy visited southern Florida, one of his exile bodyguards was a young Cuban named Angelo (who later adopted the last name of “Kennedy” as an homage to the brothers’ concern for the exiles’ plight.) Only recently has Angelo agreed to be interviewed. With much reluctance, Angelo divulged that on more than one occasion, he accompanied Bobby to the Star Island (Miami) home of a “fat cat from up north.” Angelo conceded that “We knew there was something wrong with this guy—Mafia maybe.” When pushed for the name, Angelo initially declined to answer. Eventually, he gave up the name “Normie Ross.”75 It took all of five minutes to learn from another Miami resident that “Normie Ross” was the name often used by Star Island resident Norman Rothman.76

In still another attempt to jumpstart the plots, the Kennedys again went around “official” controls, seeking out an old family friend with a similar grudge against the Cuban dictator.

Michael McLaney

“I liked old man Joe Kennedy,” said renowned sports hustler/casino operator Mike McLaney. “We used to golf together two or three times a week at the Palm Beach Country Club.”77 McLaney also played golf with President John F. Kennedy. And he met Bobby “many times,” though he was quick to add that, of the Kennedy clan, Bobby was “the only one I didn’t like.”

McLaney, in fact, had known Joe Kennedy so long that he no longer remembers exactly how they met, but was sure it had something to do with golf. McLaney’s longtime right-hand man “Steve Reynolds” (pseudonym) remembers McLaney being introduced originally to Joe Kennedy at the Palm Beach Country Club by one of Joe’s few Jewish friends, Carroll Rosenbloom, the controversial Baltimore Colts football owner. “Joe, Jack, and Bobby used to sit with Mike on the veranda, where they could have private conversations,” recalls Reynolds.78 (Mike McLaney and Joe Kennedy were part of a clique of golf-playing Irishmen in Florida.)

Reynolds added, “If you want to understand the Kennedys and Cuba, think about how Mike [McLaney] got involved with the casino. Then investigate Joe Kennedy’s days in Hollywood.” Reynolds refused to elaborate. The trail, however, leads to Meyer Lansky, Bugsy Siegel, and Johnny Rosselli, all of whom traveled in the same circles as Joe Kennedy when he was a Hollywood player. Joe Kennedy, among other things, had helped to form RKO Pictures.

McLaney told Congressional investigators in 1978 (withheld until 1997) how he had known Joe Kennedy since the early 1950’s, and had visited the family’s Palm Beach estate. “I had drinks at the home. . . I liked the President very much. I thought Bobby was a mess, but the President I thought was a very nice human being, a very warm and likeable human being.”79 The investigators felt it wasn’t necessary to pursue the nature of McLaney’s relationship with the Kennedys, though it was clear they weren’t merely discussing their latest golf scores. McLaney even teased them with the admission that he presented his operational ideas to JFK’s friend, George Smathers. Still, the Congressional investigators didn’t take the bait. When asked what the topic of conversation had been, Reynolds, who accompanied Mike to the Kennedy estate, pointed towards Cuba.

In a rare interview, just prior to his death from Parkinson’s Disease, McLaney for the first time related the details of a series of anti-Castro operations, undertaken with the blessing of the Kennedy patriarch and his sons. McLaney was a player in pre-Castro Cuba who had the firepower and the moxie to launch his own raids against the dictator. He was one of the big losers wanting back in, and the Kennedys needed all the help they could get. Tragically, the McLaney liaison would be the first of a number of unofficial operations whose scope would become known to, and inspire, Lee Harvey Oswald.

The story of Mike McLaney is the stuff of movies. A born athlete, he did a brief stint as a deputy sheriff in New Orleans before deciding to cash in on his real talents, golf and tennis. As a young tennis player, McLaney was the Louisiana state champion eight years running. He won the national amateur doubles tennis championship in 1962 with Gardner Mulloy, proudly displaying for the author the inscribed pewter plate to prove it. He numbered among his friends tennis great Bobby Riggs, and many players on the men’s pro golf and tennis tours.

As to why McLaney did not turn pro during the 1950’s and 1960’s, his longtime caddy, Larry Murphey, makes the answer quite clear, “Do you know what the pros made winning tournaments in those days? We made that much [hustling amateurs] on the first hole.”80 Mike McLaney’s decision to hustle golf proved a smart one. He made a fortune on the links: “I once took [NFL owner] Carroll Rosenbloom for a quarter million on one round,” he remembers. He amassed enough capital to place him in contact with the kind of operators able to help him realize his dream of owning his own casino. With the permission of the legendary mob financial whiz Meyer Lansky (the mob’s man in Cuba), McLaney purchased a huge share of the 450-room Hotel Nacional Casino in Havana. In doing so, he became partners with Baltimore Colts owner Carroll Rosenbloom. “He [Rosenbloom] was a killer at heart. Everybody who did business with him hated him,” remembered McLaney in 1994.

The Nacional was a regular watering hole for members of the crime syndicates from Chicago and New York. The casino had been purchased by McLaney and Rosenbloom in September 1958, but by the spring of 1959, the new leader, “El Maximo Lider” Fidel Castro, had nationalized the Nacional—incredibly bad timing for Mike McLaney.81 Lansky was banished from the island, and some operators, including McLaney, were imprisoned for a time. What made it even worse for McLaney was that he had sold his stock in Universal Controls (a conglomerate that included American Totalizator racetrack computers and Seven Arts Motion Picture Company) to finance his purchase of the casino. The arrangement had been that, should things go wrong, he could buy the stock back, but the stockholders, among them McLaney’s former partner and hustling “mark” Carroll Rosenbloom, reneged. In short, McLaney may have been as upset about Cuba as the sons of his golfing buddy, Papa Joe Kennedy.

Along with his former Nacional lieutenant, Sam Benton, Mike McLaney constantly concocted schemes for launching attacks on Castro. Benton provided liaison with the Cuban exiles. “Benton knew Bobby Kennedy too,” says anti-Castro activist Gerry Hemming. “Bobby sent him up and down the east coast in a sting operation involving a stolen securities fraud investigation being run by the Justice Department,” says Hemming.82 McLaney had explosives experts at the ready; he had private planes lined up, prepared to drop bombs on the Cuban oil refineries. One would think that Mike McLaney would get a call from his fellow Irishmen. In the year following the Bay of Pigs defeat, he did.

Steve Reynolds was a witness to meetings held with his boss Mike McLaney at Joe Kennedy’s Palm Beach compound. “They were all there—Joe, Bobby, the President,” says Reynolds. “It was when the Cuba thing really started to get going. Mike operated as a go-between for the White House and the Cuban exiles.” Reynolds says the talk was of “getting rid” of Castro. It was made clear to McLaney that the Kennedys would be most appreciative if Castro was “taken out.” As Reynolds recalls it, “We could have had him [Castro] killed in 10 minutes. But Mike was against it. He knew it would destroy the White House if it got out. Mike favored harassment.” McLaney’s feelings about assassination were to change, perhaps after continued prodding from Washington.

Eventually, McLaney’s plans for bombing the Esso, Shell, and Texaco refineries in Cuba got back to the oil companies. Pressure was immediately exerted to stop him. The oil companies were hoping to recoup the refineries intact after Castro fell. Columnist Jack Anderson wrote that McLaney got an urgent phone call warning him to call the refinery raids off.83 However, Gerry Hemming was told differently. “It was a face to face meeting in Miami Beach. And it was with Robert Kennedy. Three of my close associates were there. [Hemming’s mercenary unit ran security for various anti-Castro groups.] It took place on the houseboat that was used in an old TV series in the Surfside area, near where McLaney lived. Bobby was thrusting his index finger into McLaney’s chest telling him to stay away from the refineries.”84 Steve Reynolds, McLaney’s aide, was present, and corroborated the confrontation with Bobby. “The houseboat was owned by Mike,” says Reynolds, “and he had it docked at the Kingston Hotel in Vista Park, where the meeting took place. The boat was used in the TV show ‘Surfside Six.’ Bobby Kennedy was there all right. The gist of his remarks was that the refineries would be needed in the post-Castro period.”85

Mike McLaney, before he died in 1994, consistently cut off all conversation when it turned to his possible involvement in the assassination plots against Castro. However, explosives expert Ed Arthur leaves little doubt about what happened. Arthur told former FBI man-turned author Bill Turner in 1974 that a McLaney lieutenant, Sam Benton, whom he had recently met, took him to McLaney’s house in Miami Beach to discuss a “lucrative assignment” with a man who looked exactly like Mike McLaney, who lived in the house listed to him, and whom he would later positively identify as McLaney from a photo.

At the house, McLaney offered Arthur $90,000 to assassinate Fidel Castro. “We have access to an airplane and 500 pound bombs and other munitions. What about flying over the Presidential Palace and dropping bombs?” McLaney asked. As they drove off, Benton offered Arthur one other inducement: the assassination project “had the approval of certain well-connected people in Washington,” he said. Arthur backed out of the assignment when he realized it would link him to the syndicate-owned clubs in Havana.

In the months prior to his death, McLaney claimed not to remember the Kennedys’ request to kill Fidel Castro. However, Steve Reynolds, who is said by his associates to have a photographic memory is adamant that the request was made. A clue to McLaney’s apparent memory loss may reside in a statement he gave to former FBI agent Bill Turner in 1974. Turner wrote:


	McLaney did not see the wisdom of talking about other aspects of his campaign against Castro. “They have long memories up in Washington,” the gambler said, “and they might not recognize that the statute of limitations has run out.”86



McLaney, in his Congressional testimony of 1978, did hint at who had signed off on his operation. Whenever the FBI threatened his anti-Castro activities, his boys used this standard response:


	Oh, we got the money from a fellow by the name of “John” from the CIA and he said Bobby Kennedy gave it to him. So they would call back and they would ask Bobby Kennedy, or whoever was on the other end of the phone. Then everybody would faint and they would run out of the place. There was no charges for nothing because they did not want the publicity of Bobby Kennedy.87



Finally, in 1997, Steve Reynolds offered information that left no doubt as to who had approved the plots:


	After the ceremony at the Orange Bowl [in Miami, during December 1962], President Kennedy stopped by Mike’s house while I was there. Kennedy was staying at the Fontainebleau, and Mike lived right across Indian Creek—within view of the hotel. Kennedy merely told his driver to take a left instead of a right. Mike and Jack went to sit on the back patio, where they were joined by an emissary of Sam Giancana’s. They spoke for about twenty minutes.88



Asked if the emissary was Johnny Rosselli, Reynolds would merely say, “No comment.”

Before McLaney had a falling-out with Rosenbloom, and strains were put on his relationship with the Kennedys,89 the Kennedys, according to Reynolds, performed one favor for him. Planning another assault against Fidel in the summer of 1963, Mike McLaney stored some explosives at the summer cottage of his brother William on Lake Ponchartrain near New Orleans. When the FBI raided the cottage, some saw it as a Kennedy crackdown on rogue hoodlums—hoodlums later considered “suspects” in the Kennedy assassination. The FBI, however, took pains at the time to deny the raid, and when no one was ever charged or even arrested, locals became suspicious. Reynolds makes it clear why nothing happened, “The Kennedys took care of it. They were aware of that operation from the start.”

As will be seen, the FBI’s raid on the cottage was front page news in New Orleans. And there is strong evidence to indicate that a pro-Castro agitator named Lee Harvey Oswald read all about it.

Bobby’s First Coverup

Meanwhile, the FBI’s seemingly omniscient director, J. Edgar Hoover, had used his own channels to learn of the Sheffield Edwards/Johnny Rosselli Phase One plots against Castro. In 1961, Sam Giancana, the Chicago mafia boss, hired Robert Maheu to wiretap Giancana’s girlfriend Phyllis McGuire, of the McGuire Sisters, whom he suspected of infidelity with the comedian Dan Rowan. Hoover had been trying to make a case against the Las Vegas mob—which coincidentally included Maheu and Rosselli. In April 1961, after Maheu was caught in the act of wiretapping, the FBI finally spoke with Maheu, who told them that he was working with the CIA on the anti-Castro plots, leaking this information beyond the Agency for the first time.

Hoover was furious that his investigation was complicated by this relationship between the CIA and the mob. He demanded an explanation from the CIA. On May 3, 1961, Sheffield Edwards admitted to Hoover that Maheu was right, and gave Hoover details of the operation. Bissell was said to be shocked that Edwards revealed so much to Hoover.90 On May 21st, Hoover dashed off a memo to Bobby Kennedy detailing Edwards’ report on the plots. Hoover evidently felt it necessary to protect himself by getting something on the record. Significantly, there is no record that RFK did anything about the plots after receiving the Hoover memo. The FBI’s liaison to the CIA, Sam Pappich, would tell a future Congressional investigator that the Bureau kept Bobby Kennedy advised on what it knew of the CIA/mob operations. According to Pappich, Kennedy’s reaction was not one of disapproval, but that he “was concerned that this operation would become known, and [he] didn’t want it to get out.”91

If Robert Kennedy wanted to stop the plotting, he had more than ample opportunity. He was in almost daily contact with CIA Director Allen Dulles. Between April 22 and May 30, 1961, Kennedy met with Dulles at least 21 times (on the record). At the time, they were overseeing the Taylor Board of Inquiry into the Bay of Pigs defeat. For his part, Hoover kept after the Las Vegas crowd, and in one year he gathered information from Nevada that could incriminate not only the mob, but the Kennedys as well.

In the winter of 1962, Hoover’s continuing surveillance of Johnny Rosselli produced big dividends. In the process of monitoring Rosselli’s acquaintances, the FBI came across Judith Campbell, also a friend of Sam Giancana. In a routine trace, shocked FBI agents learned that one recipient of her numerous calls was none other than President John Fitzgerald Kennedy. The President’s philandering, of which Hoover was already aware, had finally caught up with him. As Vice President Lyndon Johnson remarked to a Time magazine reporter, “J. Edgar Hoover has Jack Kennedy by the balls.”92

Hoover realized that if Campbell ever talked, she might also implicate the President directly in the Rosselli/CIA plots, as well as tie him to the underworld through not only Rosselli, but also Sam Giancana. This was just the kind of political dirt Hoover so coveted. On February 27th, Hoover sent a memo to the Attorney General, laying out the problem. Hoover backed this up by also sending a copy to JFK’s close friend and aide, Kenny O’Donnell—virtually guaranteeing that the President would see it. On March 22, Hoover met with JFK, and according to Hoover aide Cartha DeLoach, told the President what he knew of the affair, pressing Kennedy to call it off. Years later, the Church Committee stated that the contact with JFK’s “good friend” ended that night. In fact, according to both Campbell and White House phone records, the affair continued for at least eight more months.

The next day, Hoover sent a memo to the CIA, demanding an official explanation. On April 10th, Hoover heard from the CIA’s Sheffield Edwards, who again asked Hoover not to prosecute Maheu.

Hoover’s strategy was brilliant. He established a paper trail clearing himself of any involvement in the plots on Castro—whereas Bobby Kennedy’s only record was the memo received from Hoover a year earlier informing him of the plots. His failure in the ensuing year to stop the plotting effectively incriminated him. The Attorney General had to move fast to establish a new record, praying that the old one would never surface. He set about devising a memo to protect himself from incrimination.

On May 7th, Bobby held a meeting with Sheffield Edwards, and the CIA’s counsel, Lawrence Houston. At this meeting, on hearing of the plots, RFK feigned surprise and outrage. Houston would later say, “[RFK] was mad as hell. . . but what he objected to was our involvement with the Mafia. He was not angry about the assassination plot.”93 Houston and Edwards later drafted the all-important new memo for the Attorney General’s files describing his outrage. The memo read, in part:


	Mr. Kennedy stated that upon learning CIA had not cleared its action in hiring [Maheu, Rosselli] and Giancana with the Department of Justice he issued orders that CIA should never again take such steps without checking with the Department of Justice.94



The new memo served two distinct functions. First, it gave the impression that Bobby Kennedy was “outraged” at the plots, and secondly, it implied that the plots were to be ended. Edwards next wrote an internal memo which noted that the Rosselli plots were now terminated. Nothing could be farther from the truth. William Harvey later testified that the Edwards memo “was not true, and Edwards knew it was not true.” Rosselli would later say that the plots were always “a going operation.” Harvey then ventured a guess as to why the internal memo was created, saying, “If this ever came up in the future, the file would show that on such and such a date, he was advised so and so, and he was no longer chargeable with this.” It was, he continued, “an attempt to insulate against what I would consider a very definite potential damage to the Agency and to the government.”95

J. Edgar Hoover not only recognized RFK’s display as a sham, but he let him know it, in so many words. On October 29, 1962, four months after Bobby’s disingenuous show of outrage, the FBI Director sent RFK a memo detailing an interview of a mob informant who claimed to have strong ties in Cuba as well as with the Meyer Lansky mob. The informant had recently told the FBI that his connections could “buy practically any Cuban official. . . He believes some of these underworld figures still have channels inside Cuba through which the assassination of Castro can be successfully arranged.”96 Knowing that Kennedy’s earlier protestations had no real meaning, Hoover passed this information on to RFK, possibly intending to incriminate him with it. There is no record of Bobby’s reaction.

Lawrence Houston, the CIA’s General Counsel who attended the May 1962 briefing of Robert Kennedy on the Mafia plots, told author Thomas Powers, “All I know is that Robert Kennedy knew about one of them [the assassination plots] in very great detail.” Powers concluded:


	The record is clear, then, that Kennedy was thoroughly briefed about the details of an attempt to murder Castro during his brother’s presidency. The record is clear that the attempts to kill Castro continued [with Phase Three]. And the record is clear that despite his knowledge of the earlier attempt, Robert Kennedy did not protest to the CIA, to its director John McCone, to Helms, or to anyone else in the Agency for that attempt.97



Assassination to the Forefront


	“There was a rumor around the Agency that the Kennedys wanted Castro out by the Congressional elections of 1962.”



—Bruce Cheever, CIA officer on the Cuba Project98


	“We need not preoccupy ourselves over the politics of President Kennedy because we know, according to prognostication, that he will die within the present year.”



—Morse Zabola, Communist Party cell leader, January 5, 196299

On October 5, 1961, National Security Action Memorandum 100, “Contingency Planning for Cuba,” was issued. Consisting of only twenty words, it stated: “In confirmation of oral instructions conveyed to Assistant Secretary of State [Robert Frobes] Woodward, a plan is desired for the indicated contingency.” Earlier that same day, Thomas Parrott, a CIA officer serving as the SGA’s secretary, intended to meet with Woodward to elucidate the meaning of “the contingency.” Because Woodward was leaving the country, he advised Parrott to meet with his Deputy, Wymberley Coerr. In a memo discussing that October 5, 1961 meeting, Parrott wrote, “What was wanted was a plan against the contingency that Castro would in some way or other be removed from the Cuban scene.”100 Parrott added: “I mentioned to Mr. Woodward the President’s interest in this matter, before General Taylor told me he preferred this not be done. . .[Woodward] understood this fully and volunteered that it could be presented as an exercise emanating from his own office.” For future reference, Parrott suggested how the paper trail be worded: “I asked that this aspect be kept completely out of the picture.” Woodward clearly understood the need for presidential deniability.

The same contingency would be mentioned again in an August 8, 1962 memo from Lansdale to the SGA. On page 7073 of that memo, a “contingency to assassinate Castro and his handful of top men” is noted. The “contingency” referred to in John F. Kennedy’s National Security Action Memo 100 was clearly the assassination of Castro.

Throughout that fall, word passed throughout the White House that something big was afoot. An increasingly unhappy Vice-President was yelling about it all the way to Texas.

“That son of a bitch Bobby wants to kill the whole fuckin’ world,” Lyndon Johnson barked into the telephone. He was responding to a query by fellow Texan, Lonnie Hudkins. Prior to his career as a reporter for the Houston Post, Hudkins had been a sometime contract agent for the CIA. In this capacity, he occasionally “ran guns” to Central American anti-Communists, and became friends with such CIA luminaries as David Atlee Phillips, Win Scott, and others. Hudkins had often received interesting offers from these men, but the most recent was so bizarre that he sought confirmation from above.

“One of my CIA contacts asked me in 1962 to get involved in an operation that involved assassinations of both Cuba’s Castro and Cheddi Jagan of Guyana,” recalls Hudkins. “I frankly didn’t think this kind of thing could possibly be sanctioned, First, I called [Senator] George Smathers. He told me to call Johnson, which I did.”101 Hudkins says Johnson knew all about it, telling Hudkins that the project indeed had White House authorization, “but it’s unofficial.” Recently, Air Force Colonel Howard Burris, Johnson’s Military Aide, fellow Texan, and friend of over thirty years, affirmed that LBJ was aware of both Mongoose and the assassination plots. According to Burris, Johnson had back-channel sources at the CIA that kept him apprised of such matters. “Johnson found the whole policy distasteful,” Burris said.102

Hudkins and his cohorts decided against joining up, not for Johnson’s reasons, but for more pragmatic ones. “We figured we couldn’t knock off Castro without forfeiting our own lives,” says Hudkins. “We said to hell with that—money doesn’t do you any good if you’re dead.”103

Robert Kennedy had wanted to start 1962 on a high note. Calling a meeting of all Mongoose principals on January 19, 1962, the Attorney General read them the riot act, saying,” a solution to the Cuban problem [carries] top priority in the U.S. government. No time, money, effort, or manpower is to be spared.” Only the day before, he continued, the President had indicated to him that “the final chapter had yet to be written—it’s got to be done and will be done.”104

Although he differed with Bill Harvey on strategy, and completely underestimated the Cuban people’s loyalty to Fidel, Bobby faced his most formidable obstacles in his brother’s own administration. The White House’s own SGA (Special Group Augmented) constantly shied away from approving Bobby’s sabotage proposals. None could legally go forward without its approval. SGA Executive Secretary Thomas Parrott recalled, “Bob Kennedy was very difficult to deal with. He was arrogant. He knew it all, he knew the answer to everything. He sat there, tie down, chewing gum, his feet up on the desk. His threats were transparent. It was, ‘If you don’t do it, I’ll tell my big brother on you.’”105

Harvey’s proposals were countered by time-consuming deliberations, and by demands for paperwork from the military members of the SGA. Harvey complained to Richard Helms, Deputy Director of Plans, about the SGA’s head, General Maxwell Taylor, then Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff: “Taylor never approves anything. . . Can’t you do something about this?”106 Taylor implies he denied the Kennedy/Harvey requests in response to Robert Kennedy’s attitude: “I don’t think it occurred to Bobby in those days that his temperament, his casual remarks that the president would not like this or that, his difficulty in establishing tolerable relations with government officials, or his delight in causing offense, was doing harm to his brother’s administration.”107

CIA executives like Richard Helms privately agreed with the SGA that Mongoose limit itself to intelligence gathering. While the SGA was responsible for deciding on specific items of sabotage, both Helms and Bobby Kennedy were aware that the Special Group had no control system for assassination activity.108 On that score, the Kennedys had free rein. They were soon to exert it.

Although typically perceived as a strategy of last resort, the counterinsurgent use of assassination soon became the method of choice for the increasingly frustrated Kennedys. In August 1962, the SGA met to assess the lack of progress in Cuba. With Bobby Kennedy present, Robert McNamara delivered a staggering judgment, “The only way to get rid of Castro is to kill him. . . and I really mean it.” To which Richard Bissell responded, “Oh, you mean Executive Action.” According to aide Richard Goodwin, no one objected, although some were privately against the idea.109

“I was surprised and appalled to hear McNamara propose this,” remembers Goodwin. “He [McNamara] said that Castro’s assassination was the only productive way of dealing with Cuba.”110

The increasing talk of assassination was tightly held, with only those in a “need-to-know” position informed. “We in Operation Mongoose were told nothing about assassination plans against Castro,” remembered Grayston Lynch, the first American to land on the beach at the Bay of Pigs. “In fact, that kind of talk was forbidden.”111 Lynch may have occupied an important position in the conduct of raids under Mongoose, but he was not in the loop, even ex officio.112 He wasn’t told what his bosses, Bill Harvey and General Edward Lansdale, the Mongoose military commander, knew, or what others assumed as fact.

It wasn’t just the “grunts” who were out of the loop. CIA Director John McCone was not part of the assassination planning—but that, apparently, was by his own wish. McCone later wrote, “Through the years, the Cuban problem was discussed in terms such as ‘dispose of Castro, ‘remove Castro,’ ‘knock off Castro,’ etc.”113 It was common knowledge with the upper echelons that McCone would never approve such activity. Bill Harvey later testified that the decision to keep McCone in the dark was made by Richard Helms.114 McCone, having just converted to Catholicism, was known to have strong moral objections to murder. He told assistants that he feared ex-communication. According to Helms’ personal assistant, George McManus, Helms knew that “if McCone had been asked to approve an assassination, he would have reacted violently immediately.” Helms indeed knew for certain because McCone’s assistant Walt Elder told him so. Elder would later testify: “I told Helms that Mr. McCone had expressed his feeling. . . that assassination could not be condoned and would not be approved. . . Mr. Helms responded, ‘I understand.’”115

Bill Harvey testified as to what happened next: “There was a fairly detailed discussion between myself and Helms as to whether or not the Director should. . . be briefed. . . We agreed that it was not necessary or advisable.”116 However, Harvey made it clear that another VIP was aware of the plots. His name was Robert Kennedy. As Harvey would tell the FBI in 1968, “Robert Kennedy was knowledgeable of the operation which had been devised by the CIA with the collaboration of Rosselli and his cohorts. . . Kennedy is in an extremely vulnerable position if it were ever publicized that he condoned an operation which involved U.S. Government utilization of hoodlum elements.”117 Seven years later, testifying under oath before Congress, Harvey said, “I was completely convinced during this entire period that this operation had the full authority of every pertinent echelon of the CIA and had the full authority of the White House.”118

In 1991, McCone’s assistant, Elder, added a subtle but important addition to this story. While attending a CIA seminar commemorating the 30th anniversary of the Bay of Pigs, Elder remarked that McCone had not been inadvertently left out of the loop. He had taken himself out. Elder said that McCone, upon learning of the administration’s intentions, instructed Helms to not tell him about the murder plots. He didn’t want to know about them. Helms complied with his wishes.119 (As with many others involved in the Cuba Project, McCone may have been a tad disingenuous. A Congressional investigator, later going through McCone’s files, would find a memo authored by McCone in which he stated that the ultimate objective of U.S. policy toward Cuba should be “to encourage dissident elements in the military. . . to bring about the eventual liquidation of the Castro/communist entourage.”)120

The Early Reinvasion Plans

Simultaneous with Mongoose and the assassination plotting, the Kennedys’ pressure for “action” on Cuba caused the Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) to produce intensive operational plans. The JCS formulated an elaborate series of OPLANS to provide a pretext for an all-out U.S. invasion of the island, according to documents withheld from the public until 1997. The invasion was to be overseen by the Commander in Chief of the Atlantic Fleet (CINCLANT), Admiral Robert “Denny” Dennison. Favored ploys preceding the invasion included:


		Creating “incidents around Guantanamo. . . to give the genuine appearance of being done by hostile Cuban forces.”

		Creating “the appearance of an [air] attack on Guantanamo. . . we could blow up a U.S. ship. . .[or] paint an F-86 to look like a Cuban MIG type aircraft [and] have it destroy a U.S. drone aircraft.”

	Using the MIG mock-up to “shoot down a U.S. charter airline drone” that would appear to have been filled with U.S. college students.121



On April 10, 1962, the JCS wrote to the Secretary of Defense, “Joint Chiefs of Staff believe that the Cuban problem must be solved in the near future. . . Accordingly, we believe that military overthrow by the United States will be required to overthrow the present Communist regime.” The project’s secrecy is noted in the postscript: “This paper NOT be furnished to the Chairman, U.S. Delegation, United Nations Military Staff Committee.” Nine days after this memo was sent, John Kennedy paid a secret visit to CINCLANT headquarters, where Admiral Dennison briefed him in depth on Polaris missile firing procedures.122 The JCS sent a “memo to CINCLANT on February 22nd: “Plans supporting OPLAN 314-61 Be Completed as Expeditiously as Possible.”

The OPLAN noted that, when the pretext for invasion had occurred, U.S. troops would be massed in nearby U.S. states, like Florida and Texas, ready to commence hostilities.

All this plotting should have given someone pause, and it did. On January 17, 1962, the Army coordinator for the Cuba Project sent a memo to Lansdale warning, “The Soviets could provide Castro with a number of ballistic missiles with nuclear warheads.”123 The alert was given short shrift and the planning escalated.

In fact, the warning was right on target—the American-backed sabotage and plotting was not going unnoticed, either by the Cubans, or by their powerful sponsor, the Soviet Union. As a result, the Kennedys’ fanatical desire to avenge the Bay of Pigs defeat was about to take the world to the brink of thermonuclear war.124 And, incredibly, it was JFK himself who let the cat out of the bag.

On January 31, 1962, the President met with Khrushchev’s son-in-law, Aleksei Adzhubei. The two were engaged in a wide-ranging conversation when the President brought up the topic of Cuba. “If I run for re-election and the Cuban question remains as it is—then Cuba will be the main problem of the campaign, [and] we will have to do something,” Kennedy said to a startled Adzhubei. Digging himself a deeper hole, Kennedy added, “[After the Bay of Pigs,] I called Allen Dulles into my office and dressed him down. I told him: ‘You should learn a lesson from the Russians. When they had difficulties in Hungary, they liquidated the conflict in three days.’”125

Adzhubei dashed off a secret communiqué to Khrushchev summarizing the conversation with Kennedy. One week later, on February 8, 1962, the Soviet Presidium approved a $133 million military assistance package for Cuba—a proposal that had been stalled for over four months. On February 21, the head of the Soviet KGB sent a memo to the Kremlin, warning, “Military specialists in the USA had revised an operational plan against Cuba, which according to this information, is supported by President Kennedy.” In an indication of how competent Soviet intelligence was, the memo added that the assault would “be supported by military air assets based in Florida and Texas.”126

“An attack on Cuba is being prepared,” Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev said. “And the only way to save Cuba is to put missiles there.” It was May 27, 1962 and Khrushchev was addressing a Soviet delegation on its way to Cuba to convince Castro of his need for Soviet nuclear weapons.127 Khrushchev continued, “For the salvation of the Cuban revolution, there is no other path than one which could equalize the security of Cuba with the security of the United States. And this logically could be done only by our nuclear missiles, our long-range missiles. So try and explain it to Fidel.”128 With Castro’s rapid concurrence, Soviet missiles, in what was called Operation Anadyr, began arriving in Cuba in mid-July 1962. A Soviet bonus, as Khrushchev later wrote, was that the U.S. now would have to reappraise a worldwide missile imbalance favoring the West—and its response could specifically affect the U.S. deployment of missiles on the Soviet border, in Turkey.

Serge Mikoyan, son of Khrushchev’s Deputy Premier, Anastas Mikoyan, summed up the Soviet apprehension: “In the Spring of 1962, we in Moscow were absolutely convinced that a second Bay of Pigs was at hand—that a new military invasion of Cuba was at hand—but this time with all the American military might, not only with proxy troops.”129 The U.S. Secretary of Defense, Robert McNamara, recently stated, “If I had been a Cuban leader at that time, I might well have concluded that there was a great risk of a U.S. invasion. And I should say, as well, if I had been a Soviet leader at the time, I might have come to the same conclusion.”130

At the end of the summer of 1962, it was clear that Mongoose was having no effect on Fidel Castro’s regime. Bobby Kennedy was now frantically trying to be creative. At the August 21, 1962 SGA meeting, the CIA gave the group an update on the unsuccessful sabotage operations. With Bobby’s frustration mounting, he reintroduced the idea of instigating a fake Cuban provocation. The previous March, Bobby’s Mongoose coordinator, Edward Lansdale, had asked the Joint Chiefs of Staff to prepare a report entitled “Justification for U.S. Intervention in Cuba.” One of the JCS’s recommendations was a scenario in which the U.S. would blow up one of its own battleships at Guantanamo and place the blame on Cuba.131

According to CIA Director John McCone’s notes, Bobby now asked the SGA to consider “what other aggressive steps could be taken, questioning the feasibility of provoking an action against Guantanamo which would permit us to retaliate, or [of] involving a third country in some way.”132 This gambit recalled the Nino Diaz’ Santa Ana mission prior to the Bay of Pigs invasion.133 The idea went nowhere fast, though for Bobby, the provocation ploy was far from dead.

As Mongoose and the assassination plots proceeded into the fall of 1962, the Kennedy brothers apparently gave little heed to the possible reaction of the Soviet Union, and less still to that of Fidel Castro—this despite CIA intelligence reports showing thousands of Soviet military and technicians arriving on the island. Instead of slowing the anti-Castro fervor, these reports played into the hands of the most hawkish Kennedy plans for a full-scale re-invasion of Cuba. Despite earlier warnings that the Soviets might respond to the U.S.’ anti-Cuban escalation, the Kennedy administration continued to push the envelope.

On October 6, 1962, thousands of troops were positioned, along with support equipment and planes, prepared to implement military OPLANS being considered by the President. In charge of the operation was Admiral Robert “Denny” Dennison, Commander in Chief of the North Atlantic Fleet (CINCLANT). The plans called for everything from small amphibious landings, to a full-scale invasion by over 18,000 U.S. troops. On October 10, the White House obtained permission from the British government to use the Bahamas as an invasion base camp. D-Day was to be October 20, 1962.134

In 1986, Admiral Dennison’s account of the OPLANS was released under the Freedom of Information Act. The report leaves little doubt that the Kennedy administration was going to make its move against Cuba in October 1962. However, something even bigger intervened. It became known as the Cuban Missile Crisis.135 Thus, on the morning of October 16, 1962, the Kennedys awoke to find out how the Soviets were responding to their Cuba policies. Although the administration had been receiving intelligence reports for many months, the CIA now supplied clear U-2 photos that told the President nuclear missiles were in Cuba.

When informed in “detail” of the crisis, the American public was led to believe that the heroic Kennedy brothers had stood at the brink, skillfully defusing the risk of nuclear annihilation in the entire northern hemisphere. The citizenry, however, was not informed of the Kennedys’ anti-Castro plotting—the very reason tens of millions of lives were jeopardized in the first place.

And that risk was quite real. If the U.S. had decided to invade Cuba to remove Castro or Soviet missiles by force, the Soviets might have employed their tactical nuclear weapons (those with a 30-mile range) on the battlefield. The U.S. knew that those weapons were operational.

The Demise of Operation Mongoose


	“Mongoose was poorly conceived and wretchedly executed. It deserved greatly to fail. It was Robert Kennedy’s most conspicuous folly.”



—Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr.136

The resolution of the Cuban Missile Crisis produced the U.S.’ hollow agreement to cease its subversive activities against Cuba, including Operation Mongoose. In later years, Mongoose coordinator General Lansdale would tell General Sam Williams that the Cuba Project was “probably the most frustrating damn thing I’ve ever tackled.” He added that he wished he had never become involved in the Cuba Project.137 The crisis not only ended Mongoose, it also brought about the CIA’s demotion of William Harvey. It was a huge irony: The Mafiosi with whom Harvey dealt were allowed to stay in the U.S. fold, while Harvey himself was sent packing.

It is a matter of some contention as to why Bill Harvey was reassigned so far from the Cold War battlefronts in which the CIA played so large a role. During Mongoose, Harvey had repeated run-ins with the Kennedys, especially Bobby, regarding operational strategy. A typical encounter was described by reporter David C. Martin:


	During one meeting, Kennedy rattled off a series of questions to Harvey, finishing with “and I’ve got ten minutes to hear the answer.” When Harvey exceeded his time limit, Kennedy walked out. Harvey kept talking.138



Cuba Project officer Sam Halpern recalls another RFK rant directed at Harvey:


	I happened to be in Harvey’s office one day when he got a telephone call from Bobby Kennedy. And he started to bawl Harvey out and point out that he, Kennedy, thought that when we did things secretly, how come it ended up in the press. And Harvey had to explain in words of one syllable that when you blow something up, it’s going to make headlines somewhere. And it was the Kennedy brothers who were demanding the ‘boom and bang’ all over the island.”139



Like Ted Shackley and other officers-in-charge of the Cuba Project, Harvey violently opposed Bobby Kennedy’s personal relationships with the exiles. CIA analyst Dino Brugioni wrote, “Harvey argued unsuccessfully that someone of Bobby’s stature and position should not be known to the covert operatives, much less be seen with them.” Harvey once remarked to a fellow officer that “Bobby was carving a path in the operations so wide that a Mack truck could drive through.”140 Once, when Bobby was visiting the CIA station in Miami, he was, according to one witness, “barking orders at everyone like he knew what the hell was going on.” Later, Kennedy tore a printout from a teletype machine which was connected to headquarters. As he started to walk out the door with a strip of sensitive, coded CIA paper, Harvey screamed, “Hey! Where are you going with that?” walked up to the Attorney General, and tore the paper from his hand. The confrontation most likely sealed Harvey’s fate.141

Harvey was, officially relieved of his command for breaching security during the missile crisis. The Kennedy line was that at the height of the crisis, with delicate negotiations going on between the Soviet Union and the U.S., Harvey took it upon himself to send two-man subs to Cuba to assist, should a possible shooting war break out. At least two teams landed on Cuban shores while the blockade was in effect. When the National Security Council was advised not only of the landing, but that the men were out of communication and could not be recalled, all hell allegedly broke loose.142 Harvey’s CIA associates recall it differently.

“The CIA doesn’t have subs. Where do you think we got them?” is the rhetorical question posed by Harvey’s assistant Sam Halpern. “Bill was working with the Joint Staff of the Joint Chiefs of Staff,” he continued. According to Halpern and Cuba Desk Officer Jake Esterline, Harvey was booted for two reasons, the sub uproar and his poor relationship with Bobby Kennedy. Halpern says that at the height of the missile crisis, at an already tense cabinet meeting, Harvey had the effrontery to yell at the President: “If you hadn’t screwed up in the first place [referring to the Bay of Pigs], we wouldn’t be here now.”143

Lest there be any doubt how the protective, thin-skinned Bobby reacted, one witness recalled the expected blast from “little brother.” General Charles Johnson, an SGA member, remembers RFK turning to Harvey and starting on a “damned tirade—a shocking thing.” Johnson said it all stemmed from a failure of a series of “operations by the CIA. Mr. McCone was there and did not say a word in defense of Harvey. The incident lasted quite a while, eight to ten minutes.” When it was over, according to Johnson, Harvey said little in response. “I was surprised at the vehemence of this thing,” Johnson remembered. “It couldn’t have been a tirade for just a failure to make Mongoose succeed, I don’t think. It seemed to be something beyond that—a failure beyond that.”144

According to one high-ranking CIA officer, when Harvey returned to headquarters, he said that he and Bobby had taken turns calling each other liars and sons-of-bitches.

Jake Esterline states what many at the CIA felt: “Bill [Harvey] was seen by the Kennedys as failing in the Castro assassination attempts.”145 John Evans (pseudonym), who worked closely with Harvey on the Cuba Desk, told the author, “Bobby found Bill uncooperative, and Bill was constantly confronting Bobby with what he thought Kennedy was doing that was wrong.”

What Bobby didn’t know (and has not been revealed until now) was that the plots may well have been doomed from the start. And the reason, according to Evans, was that Bill Harvey himself was “sandbagging” them. Evans’ information corroborates Harvey’s own handwritten notes, which said that assassination is “the last resort beyond last resort and a confession of weakness.” As Harvey himself said to his operative/friend Johnny Rosselli regarding the plots, “There’s not much likelihood of this going anyplace.”146 Evans, who insists on anonymity, worked closely with Harvey on the ZR/RIFLE and Rosselli assassination projects. In 1995, he said:


	Bill gave the attempts only a half-hearted effort at first, but soon decided against going through with them for a variety of reasons. First, it went against his Hoosier upbringing [Harvey was from Indiana]. I remember Bill pacing the office saying, “Bobby’s plan to kill Castro is the worst thing I’ve seen in my career. How on earth can I convince that idiot that this is so wrong?” Bill used to say that Bobby couldn’t grasp the meaning of ‘unattributable’ operations. . . .[He felt that] the Kennedys thought of it as a game. Bill knew that this was no game. It was serious business. I know that Bill personally stopped the plots in their tracks. Any efforts that continued had nothing to do with Bill Harvey and everything to do with Bobby Kennedy.147



Whatever his role, Harvey certainly had scored no points with the Attorney General. “Bobby was still smarting over the teletype incident in Florida. He never forgave Harvey for it,” says one CIA officer. RFK went to Richard Helms, demanding that Harvey be shipped out. Helms gave Bill Harvey his choice of out-of-the-way assignments, with Harvey selecting the CIA station in Rome. Although Harvey was later made to look like a bumbling buffoon, his co-officers at Langley knew the truth. Allen Dulles would eventually bestow on Harvey the Distinguished Intelligence Service medal. The Cuba Task Force at CIA tried to cheer Harvey up by throwing a going-away party for him. Most there felt Harvey had been “shafted.” His co-workers performed a satire of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar. In this version, however, it was Harvey who was stabbed in the back. “When Harvey’s turn came,” recalled one agent in attendance, “he picked up the cue. ‘Brutus was Bobby,’ he said.”148

The folding of Mongoose and the resolution of the missile crisis has long fostered the perception that the efforts to assassinate Castro were put on hold. Harvey had been exiled to Rome, Bissell dismissed for his role in the Bay of Pigs, and Lansdale moved on to other ventures. But, in fact, the plotting was to continue, with only the strategies subject to change. It was these new strategies that ironically placed John F. Kennedy, not Fidel Castro, in mortal danger.

The Kennedys now called upon an old family friend, the head of the CIA’s Far East Division, Desmond FitzGerald, to take over the CIA’s newly-reconstituted Cuban Task Force, now named the Special Affairs Staff or SAS (Task Force W having been disbanded). FitzGerald and Allen Dulles had been old friends and neighbors in Manhattan, and Des was in fact coaxed into the Agency by Dulles. Dulles’ biographer, Peter Grose, notes that FitzGerald “was ready to drop everything to accept Allen’s call to Washington.”149 Like Allen Dulles, FitzGerald became an important ally of the Kennedys in the Cuba Project.

“The Kennedys and Des were old friends,” recalls one CIA officer brought in by FitzGerald to assist in this phase of the assassination program.150 They were so close that, though it was not true, many at CIA believed John Fitzgerald Kennedy and Des FitzGerald were related.151

The familiarity of their relationship was underscored by Bill Harvey, who later testified that FitzGerald addressed the younger Kennedy as “Bobby,” not “Mr. Attorney General.” This does not mean to indicate that FitzGerald was as close to Bobby as he was to JFK. Quite the contrary. FitzGerald’s daughter Frances recently recalled that Des thought Bobby was a “young punk.” Barbara Lawrence, FitzGerald’s stepdaughter, recently stated, “[Des] was scared of Bobby’s power. He felt threatened by him. He felt Bobby was there just because he was the President’s brother. He thought he was an amateur.”152 The feeling was mutual. Years later, Bobby recalled, “Des FitzGerald came up with some ideas. At least we got some projects going. But then every time he got a project ready, nobody wants to have a go. Got scared of it.”153

Soon after taking his new post, FitzGerald was asked by a colleague if he was having “any fun.” FitzGerald responded, “All I know is that I have to hate Castro.”154

Like Harvey, FitzGerald’s tenure was met by skepticism by those under him in the operation. But FitzGerald knew something they didn’t know. They were going to get Castro. “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” he told one of the doubters.155

There is some evidence that the Kennedys had gone back to looking for “James Bond” type gadgets, even now that their “James Bond,” Bill Harvey, had been taken off the project. “I started to get suspicious when I realized that every time Des came in with these weird ideas—exploding seashells, poisoned wet-suits, etc.—it was on a Monday following a weekend off, probably with the Kennedy brothers. I’m sure that’s where the ideas originated,” recalls FitzGerald’s assistant Halpern.156 When Halpern questioned the wisdom of the seashell ploy, FitzGerald shot back, “The President wants this.”157

FitzGerald’s bizarre assassination plans never came close to fruition, but an assassin with a more conventional approach, Rolando Cubela Secades (aka AM/LASH), would be activated by FitzGerald in the fall of 1963.

[image: coman.jpg]

Unbeknownst to John Kennedy, Castro was not only warned in advance of these plots—official and otherwise—but all those that were to follow. The Church Committee of 1975 stated that it found at least eight CIA plots to assassinate Castro from 1960 to 1965. In 1975, Castro gave Senator George McGovern, who was then visiting Cuba, materials that described 24 incidents, stressing that the 24 were not all-inclusive. In most cases, the plot participants were thrown into Cuban prison, where they divulged the details of their CIA contacts.158 In November 1993, Castro stated, somewhat ambiguously, that there had been 30 plots and 300 attempts, including those based on “a mask that produces a fungus” and a wide variety of other instruments distributed by the United States.159 The figures differ, but the implications are clear: Castro knew a good deal about the plots, and would have been simple-minded not to take them very seriously. There is now evidence that Castro’s knowledge of those attempts, and the Kennedys’ desire to keep them secret, played a key role in the official whitewash of John Kennedy’s death, if not in the murder itself.

Historian Thomas G. Paterson concluded that Kennedy’s actions regarding Cuba “thus helped create major crises, including the October 1962 missile crisis. Kennedy inherited the Cuban problem—and made it worse.”160 Put another way, although John F. Kennedy is historically praised for peacefully resolving the 1962 Missile Crisis, it might be argued that through his continued antagonizing of Fidel Castro, he pushed the dictator into the Soviet’s nuclear corner in the first place. Though the missiles were in place only from July through October of 1962, the evidence is compelling that the Kennedy administration tried to murder Castro from January 1961 until the president’s last day in office on November 22, 1963. Castro knew about it. And both Robert Kennedy and Lyndon Johnson knew that Castro was so informed. After the 1963 Dallas assassination, that shared knowledge became the foundation upon which future policy would be fashioned. Although the survivors immediately grasped the possibility that Castro had caused Kennedy’s death, it was understood that, for the good of all concerned, the matter should not be pursued.

Former Kennedy aide (later a senator) Harris Wofford observed, “As the President turned more and more to his brother, and together John and Robert Kennedy committed themselves to counter-insurgency, covert action, and increased military effort as a way to counteract the Cuban defeat. . . I wondered what whirlwind they would reap.”161

That whirlwind, in fact, would include a decades-long coverup of the Kennedys’ provocative foreign policies. It also included among its debris a young, emotionally vacant Castro admirer who sought a place in history. His name was Lee Harvey Oswald.
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