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To my wonderful parents.

 



To Bill, Mary, Paul, Gary,
 and the many others whose
 decades of hard work paved the way.




INTRODUCTION

The Final Piece of the Puzzle: New Revelations and Overview

NOVEMBER 22, 1963, 12:29 PM DALLAS, TEXAS: Films show a sunny blue sky on a crisp November day, the sidewalks mobbed with cheering throngs hailing their President and First Lady as they near Dealey Plaza. At that moment—more than a year after the Cuban Missile Crisis—Cuba was far from the minds of those in the crowd. The same was true for the rest of the American public. Yet John F. Kennedy had a secret plan for Cuba in the fall of 1963—nearing a critical juncture on November 22—that would play a key role in his death, and be a major reason so much would be covered up for so long. The hardcover edition of Ultimate Sacrifice revealed this plan for the first time, transforming the history of the Kennedy years and providing crucial new information that cast JFK’s assassination in a whole new light. This new, revised edition of Ultimate Sacrifice can now provide the final piece of the JFK puzzle, the rest of the story that America and the world have waited over forty years to hear.

Eighteen years ago, Thom Hartmann and I began writing a book about the battles of President Kennedy and his brother, Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, against the Mafia and Fidel Castro. In 2005, using new information from almost two dozen people who worked with John and Robert Kennedy—backed up by thousands of files at the National Archives—we exposed for the first time JFK’s top-secret plan to overthrow Castro and invade Cuba on December 1, 1963. “The Plan for a Coup in Cuba” (as it was titled in a memo for the Joint Chiefs of Staff) would include a “palace coup” to eliminate Castro, allowing a new Cuban “Provisional Government” to step into the power vacuum. The coup would be supported by a “full-scale invasion” of Cuba by the US military, if necessary. 1


However, even as JFK’s secret plan was nearing its final stage, he had two  emissaries making last-ditch attempts to avoid a potentially bloody coup and invasion by trying to jump-start secret negotiations with Fidel Castro. One long-secret November 1963 memo about those negotiations states that “there was a rift between Castro and the (Che) Guevara ... Almeida group on the question of Cuba’s future course.”2 Che Guevara is still widely known today, perhaps even more than in 1963. But most people in the United States have never heard of Che’s ally against Castro, Juan Almeida, even though in 1963 he wielded more power inside Cuba than Che himself. In some ways, Almeida was the third most powerful official in Cuba in 1963, after Fidel and his brother Paul—and even today, in 2006, the CIA lists Juan Almeida as the third-highest official in the current Cuban government.3


In this new edition, we can now reveal for the first time that Almeida wasn’t just allied with Che against Castro in November of 1963: Almeida was also allied with President Kennedy. In 1963, Juan Almeida was the powerful Commander of the Cuban Army, one of the most famous heroes of the Revolution—and he was going to lead JFK’s “palace coup” against Fidel.4  Commander Almeida had been in direct contact with John and Robert Kennedy’s top Cuban exile aide since May of 1963, and both men would be part of Cuba’s new, post-coup Provisional Government. By the morning of November 22, 1963, Almeida had even received a large cash payment authorized by the Kennedys, and the CIA had placed his family under US protection in a foreign country.

The “Plan for a Coup in Cuba” was fully authorized by JFK and personally run by Robert Kennedy. Only about a dozen people in the US government knew the full scope of the plan, all of whom worked for the military or the CIA, or reported directly to Robert. The Kennedys’ plan was prepared primarily by the US military, with the CIA playing a major supporting role. Input was also obtained from key officials in a few other agencies, but most of those who worked on the plan knew only about carefully compartmentalized aspects, believing it to be a theoretical exercise in case a Cuban official volunteered to depose Fidel.

The CIA’s code name for their part of the coup plan has never surfaced in any book, article, or government report. Officially declassified in 1999, AMWORLD is the cryptonym the CIA used for the plan in their top-secret, internal documents. Like the rest of the Kennedy coup plan, AMWORLD was withheld from Congress—including at least five Congressional investigations —for decades. Congress was fully informed about AMWORLD only on March 14, 2006, when Rep. Christopher Shays’s National Security subcommittee  accepted for the record a six-page report from us detailing AMWORLD and JFK’s coup plan.

Not only is JFK’s coup plan/AMWORLD different from any previously disclosed US operation to eliminate Castro, it was far more advanced. As head of the Cuban Army, Commander Almeida controlled thousands of troops and was far more powerful than any other Cuban official the CIA had managed to enlist. The CIA had only recruited a disgruntled mid-level official named Rolando Cubela (codenamed AMLASH), while the CIA’s AMTRUNK program tried without much success to recruit from the ranks of the Cuban military Those plans were still in their early stages and having little success—unlike the Kennedy’s coup plan, which was beginning the ten-day countdown to its December 1, 1963 coup on the day JFK died.

 



The Kennedys coup plan/AMWORLD was undoubtedly one of the most secret covert operations in United States history. In its secrecy, however, lay tragedy. Even though the Kennedys’ coup plan never came to fruition, three powerful Mafia dons—Carlos Marcello, Santo Trafficante, and Johnny Rosselli—learned of AMWORLD though their work for the CIA in other anti-Castro plots. The Mafia bosses realized that high government officials would go to any lengths to avoid revealing it to the public. With that knowledge, the three mob bosses were able to assassinate JFK in a way that forced the truth to be buried for over forty years.

They did so by infiltrating key parts of AMWORLD, even though the Kennedys had barred the Mafia from any involvement in the coup plan or in post-coup Cuba (where the Mafia would not be allowed to reopen their casinos). The Mafia chiefs linked aspects of JFK’s death to AMWORLD, while planting evidence to make it appear as if Castro had been behind the assassination. They knew this would prevent a full investigation of JFK’s murder—in order to protect the coup plan—and might even prompt a US invasion of Cuba. But their main goal was the death of JFK, so they had to act before December 1, 1963 in order to use the extreme secrecy surrounding the coup to shield their actions.

Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli undertook this extraordinary act of vengeance in order to halt the Kennedy administration’s unrelenting prosecution of them and their allies. The Kennedy Justice Department had vigorously pursued Marcello, even subjecting him to a brief, nightmarish deportation. Once he returned, Marcello hated the Kennedy brothers with a deep and vengeful passion. The two other Mafia bosses suffered similar pursuit, and  eventually Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli decided their only way to avoid prison or deportation was to kill JFK. Our investigation has produced clear evidence that the crime bosses arranged the assassination so that any thorough investigation would expose the Kennedys’ coup plan. They were confident that any such exposure could push America to the brink of war with Cuba and the Soviet Union, meaning that they could assassinate JFK with relative impunity.

Each of the three Mafia chiefs later confessed their roles in JFK’s death to close associates, as did several of their men who had infiltrated the Kennedys’ coup plan. The Mob bosses did not carry out the murder of JFK themselves, but used trusted associates and unwitting proxies. The most widely known are Jack Ruby and Lee Harvey Oswald, who were both in contact with associates of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli in the months before the assassination. Reports in government files show that Oswald and Ruby knew about parts of the Kennedys’ plan and even discussed it with others.

Robert Kennedy eventually told several close associates that Carlos Marcello was behind JFK’s death—but he couldn’t reveal what he knew to the public or to the Warren Commission without exposing the coup plan and his ally high in the Cuban government, Commander Almeida. As this book shows, RFK and other key government officials worried that exposure of the plan could trigger another nuclear confrontation with the Soviets, just one year after the Cuban Missile Crisis.

While Robert Kennedy and other key US officials struggled to protect Almeida, Che Guevara was placed under house arrest by Castro for attempting to stage a coup. A CIA memo says that Che was arrested on November 30, 1963—the day before the coup was originally scheduled to start. As for Almeida, a December 3, 1963 CIA memo talks about the “despair expressed by Major Juan Almeida,” no doubt because of the death of his ally JFK, the arrest of his old comrade Che, and worries the new US President might launch a retaliatory attack against Cuba even without a coup.5


However, unlike Che—eventually forced into exile from Cuba, leading to his death—Almeida evaded suspicion for decades and continued his high role in the Cuban government. In 1978, Almeida even met with UN Ambassador Andrew Young in New York.6 Young’s superior in the Carter Administration at the time was Secretary of State Cyrus Vance, who had played a major role in JFK’s “Plan for a Coup in Cuba.” As of July 2006, the CIA’s Web site still lists “Juan Almeida” as the number 3 official in Cuba (after Fidel and Raul), with the official title Vice-Minister of State.7 Castro likes to promote Commander  Almeida to Latin America and Africa as the leading figure of the “Afro-Cuban” movement, and features him prominently at official ceremonies.

JFK’s top secret coup plan—and Almeida’s role in it—was responsible for much of the secrecy surrounding JFK’s assassination in the ensuing decades. However, withholding information about JFK’s coup plan from the Warren Commission and Congress also allowed various agencies to hide their own intelligence failures which had allowed JFK to be assassinated. This includes the likely involvement in the assassination of at least two CIA employees and the definite involvement of three acknowledged CIA assets. Two of the CIA men later confessed to associates, and all five have documented ties to Mafia bosses Santo Trafficante and Johnny Rosselli—whom the CIA also admits were CIA assets.

None of the seven governmental committees that investigated aspects of JFK’s assassination, including the Warren Commission, were officially told about the Kennedy’s coup plan.8 However, over the decades, each successive committee came increasingly close to discovering both the plan and the associates of Marcello who assassinated JFK. We were able to piece together the underlying story by building on the work of those committees, former government investigators, and revelations in four million documents that were declassified in the 1990s. Key to our efforts were new and often exclusive interviews with many Kennedy insiders who worked on the coup plan or dealt with its consequences, some of whom revealed aspects of JFK’s assassination and the coup plan for the first time. They include Secretary of State Dean Rusk, Press Secretary Pierre Salinger, and the Kennedys’ top Cuban-exile aide, Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams. Their inside information allows us to tell the story, even though a report about the JFK Assassinations Records Review Board confirms that “well over a million CIA records” related to JFK’s murder have not yet been released.9 NBC News’ Tom Brokaw confirmed on his September 29, 1998 broadcast that “millions” of pages remain secret and won’t be released until the year 2017.10


Despite all that secrecy, in November 2005 the National Archives—presumably in conjunction with the CIA—decided that Almeida’s identity as a US asset in JFK’s coup plan would no longer be withheld from the public. We assumed the US government would only make his identity public after his death or in 2017 (when the rest of the JFK files are supposed to be released). So, we had taken great pains—and many additional months—to write the original version of Ultimate Sacrifice so the story could be told without revealing Almeida’s identity as the leader of JFK’s planned coup. It’s ironic that  the National Archive’s letter to us with their final decision regarding Almeida’s identity was dated November 21, 2005—just three days after the first edition of this book went on sale. As documented in Chapter 61, we want to make it abundantly clear that it was the US government’s decision—not ours—to make available to the public Almeida’s identity as JFK’s ally. Their decision left us no choice but to tell the full, accurate story, so that it didn’t come out piecemeal or in a way that was subject to misinterpretation or distortion.

However, as we detail in Chapter 61, Castro has known about Commander Almeida’s role in JFK’s coup plan since approximately 1990. Although the CIA apparently attempted an outreach to Almeida in the mid-to-late 1990s, the CIA learned in 2001 that Castro knew about Almeida’s work to overthrow him. The CIA’s knowledge that Almeida could no longer stage a coup for them is probably one reason the US government confirmed in writing (twice) in November 2005 they would no longer protect Almeida’s identity as JFK’s coup leader.

So, in finally revealing Almeida’s part of the story, we are not exposing anything Castro doesn’t already know, or that the CIA wants to protect. Almeida’s family is safe, because they never returned to live in Cuba, after a Kennedy aide and the CIA helped them leave in the fall of 1963, prior to the scheduled coup. Though Almeida is still one of the highest officials in Communist Cuba, today his two sons are successful capitalist businessmen in Madrid and Cancun.11


Detailing Almeida’s role in the Kennedy’s coup plan can also remove one barrier that has prevented any change in the relationship between the US and Cuba since 1963. One reason the US hasn’t normalized relations with Cuba—as it has with other former enemies like Vietnam and China—is that Cabinet officials in several administrations have felt that Castro was behind JFK’s assassination. Among those are Alexander Haig and Joseph Califano, whose roles as aides to Cyrus Vance in 1963 are detailed in Chapter 5. However, because of all the secrecy surrounding the coup plan, those officials never realized that the evidence pointing to Castro had originated with associates of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli.

How one of the highest Cuban officials like Commander Almeida came to work with the Kennedys is a major part of the new material in this edition. Other new material shows even more clearly how the three Mafia bosses infiltrated JFK’s top secret coup plan, and used parts of it to assassinate JFK in a way that forced key officials—including Robert Kennedy—to cover up crucial information to protect Almeida and other US assets.
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By necessity, Ultimate Sacrifice examines this complex story from several angles. Part One documents every aspect of the Kennedys’ coup plan and how it developed, beginning with the Cuban Missile Crisis. Though it is widely believed that JFK agreed not to invade Cuba in order to end the Cuban Missile Crisis in the fall of 1962, Secretary of State Rusk told us that the “no-invasion” pledge was conditional upon Castro’s agreement to onsite UN inspections for nuclear weapons of mass destruction (a term that JFK first used). Historians at the National Security Archive confirmed that because Castro refused such inspections, JFK and his advisors didn’t consider the pledge against invasion binding.12 Consequently, in the spring of 1963, John and Robert Kennedy started laying the groundwork for a coup against Fidel Castro that would eventually be set for December 1, 1963.

Robert Kennedy put the invasion under the control of the US military because of the CIA’s handling of 1961’s Bay of Pigs disaster. The “Plan for a Coup in Cuba,” as written by JFK’s Secretary of the Army Cyrus Vance with the help of the State Department and the CIA, called for the coup leader to “neutralize” Cuban leader “Fidel Castro and ... [his brother] Raul” in a “palace coup.” Then, the coup leader would “declare martial law” and “proclaim a Provisional Government” that would include previously “selected Cuban exile leaders” who would enter from their bases in Latin America.13 Then, at the invitation of the new government, after “publicly announcing US intent to support the Provisional Government, the US would initiate overt logistical and air support to the insurgents” including destroying “those air defenses which might endanger the air movement of US troops into the area.” After the “initial air attacks” would come “the rapid, incremental introduction of balanced forces, to include full-scale invasion” if necessary. The first US military forces into Cuba would be a multiracial group of “US military-trained free Cubans,” all veterans of the Bay of Pigs.14 Upon presidential authorization, the US would “recognize [the] Provisional Government ... warn [the] Soviets not to intervene” and “assist the Provisional Government in preparing for ... free elections.”15


This “palace coup” would be led by Commander Juan Almeida, the leader of the Cuban Army and one of the most powerful men in Cuba after Fidel and his brother, Raul Castro.16 As the plan was described to us by the Kennedys’ closest Cuban exile aide—Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams—Almeida would cause Castro’s death, but without taking the credit or blame  for doing so. During the coup, Almeida would ask for help from US forces to help maintain order and prevent a Soviet takeover. Almeida’s high position would allow him to know the exact placement of the thousands of Russians still in Cuba. After the coup, Almeida would be part of the new Provisional Government in Cuba, along with a select group of Cuban exiles—approved by the Kennedys—who ranged from conservative to progressive.17


Kennedy exile aide “Harry” Ruiz-Williams told us in 1992 that Commander Almeida was the Kennedys’ coup leader. That was prior to the release of any of the files about AMWORLD, the “Plan for a Coup in Cuba,” or files naming Almeida. Also in 1992, we independently confirmed Almeida’s identity with an exile leader who worked on the coup plan and knew Almeida, as well as with a later Defense source who had excellent CIA contacts.  18 As hundreds of pages of files about the coup plan began to be declassified in the mid-to-late 1990s, a few slipped through that actually mentioned Almeida. These include a November 14, 1963 memo to the CIA Director which talks about the “operation including Juan Almeida” being designed to “overthrow” Castro on behalf of JFK. The memo also discusses another part of the operation that involved Ruiz-Williams.19 A CIA dispatch shortly after that describes a plan for “an internal uprising” in Cuba involving “certain Cuban military figures who are conspiring against Fidel Castro. Among the key figures in the plot are Juan Almeida.” The dispatch links the plot to one of Robert Kennedy’s other Cuban exile leaders.20


What was Che Guevara’s role, if any, in the coup plan and the new Provisional Government? Almeida had saved Che’s life in the very first battle Che fought, the type of feat that eventually made Almeida a hero of the Revolution and “Chief of Fidel’s army,” according to a CIA memo. By the fall of 1963, Commander Almeida wielded far more power than Che, who was by then a struggling economic bureaucrat on the outs with both Castro and the Russians. Almeida, on the other hand controlled hundreds of officers and thousands of troops, many of whom were personally loyal to Almeida. In addition, unlike the Argentinean Che, Almeida was a native Cuban. He was also the highest ranking black official in Cuba, an important consideration in a country where some estimate that 70 percent of the population is of African descent.

As briefly mentioned earlier, a long-secret cable sent to the CIA Director said that on November 30, 1963, “Che Guevara was alleged to be under house arrest for plotting to overthrow Castro,” according to “a Western diplomat.”21 Recently declassified documents, and other research we will  present, cast Che’s growing disenchantment with Fidel Castro in a new light. While far less has been written by historians and journalists about Almeida, many of the well-documented problems Che had with Castro, the Russians, and Cuba’s old-line Communist party no doubt mirror similar problems faced by Almeida. Was Che a willing participant in the “Plan for a Coup in Cuba,” a passive observer waiting to see who came out on top, or someone set up to take the blame if Castro found out about the coup plan? Information we present later will allow you to form your own opinion. But the important point is that Castro apparently thought Che was the leader of the coup, both in late November 1963 and just over a year later. That’s when Che was placed under house arrest again—and eventually exiled to his death—after Che had secret meetings with three people close to the Kennedys, around the time one of the Kennedys’ exile leaders for the coup plan/AMWORLD was captured in Cuba.

The overall “Plan for a coup in Cuba”/AMWORLD was under the personal control of Attorney General Robert Kennedy, who did not use a codename for it, according to two of his aides we interviewed. It would not be accurate to always refer to the overall plan as AMWORLD, since that term technically applies only to the CIA’s supporting role in it and the term was not used outside the CIA. So, to avoid hundreds of uses in the book of “the Plan for a Coup in Cuba” or “coup plan/AMWORLD”—or other potentially confusing variations, especially when other coup plans are discussed—we will begin referring to the Kennedys’ actual coup plan with Almeida in 1963 as “C-Day.” We stress that C-Day is a name of our own creation, simply for the sake of brevity and accuracy when discussing the Cuban coup plan to topple Castro. Its evocation of D-Day is intentional, since the Kennedys’ plan included the possibility of a full-scale US military invasion. Just days after commander Almeida agreed to lead a coup against Castro for JFK, Joint Chiefs Chairman General Maxwell Taylor wrote a May 29, 1963 memo requesting “an examination of the pros and cons of an invasion of Cuba” including “a proposed date for D-day”

 



The Kennedys did not see C-Day as an assassination operation, but rather as an effort to help Cubans overthrow a Cuban dictator. A June 1963 CIA memo from one of Robert Kennedy’s Cuban subcommittees of the National Security Council explains the Kennedy policy as “Cubans inside Cuba and outside Cuba, working” together to free their own country.22 Nor  was C-Day an attempt to install another US-backed dictator in Cuba, like the corrupt Batista regime that had been overthrown by Castro and many others on January 1, 1959. The Kennedys’ goal in 1963 was a free and democratic Cuba.

As several Kennedy associates told us, the only man who knew everything about C-Day was Robert Kennedy, the plan’s guiding force.23 Secretary of the Army Cyrus Vance was one of the few military leaders who knew the full scope of C-Day while the plan was active. The others were generals the Kennedys especially trusted, such as Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Maxwell Taylor and General Joseph Carroll, head of the Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA). High CIA officials involved in C-Day included CIA Director John McCone, Deputy Director for Plans Richard Helms, Desmond FitzGerald, and key field operatives like David Morales and David Atlee Phillips. Most high US officials didn’t know about C-Day prior to JFK’s assassination. There is no evidence that Lyndon Johnson was officially informed about Almeida and the actual C-Day plan prior to JFK’s death, and the same is true for Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. Dean Rusk told us he did not learn about the actual C-Day plan until soon after JFK’s death.24 There is no evidence that Edward Kennedy was told about the plan. Documents and sources indicate that FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover had no active role in C-Day, although he may have learned a great deal about it from field reports. The Secret Service was even less informed about C-Day, which no doubt hindered their actions when serious threats seemingly related to Cuba surfaced against JFK in the weeks before C-Day.

However, officials ranging from Dean Rusk to hawkish Air Force Chief of Staff General Curtis LeMay were needed for the planning of C-Day, so the Kennedys used a shrewd technique that let those officials participate in planning for C-Day while keeping them in the dark about Almeida. Rusk, LeMay, and others were simply told that all the planning was needed “just in case” they found someone willing to stage a coup in Cuba. Officials like Rusk and LeMay were generally aware of other CIA efforts against Castro in the fall of 1963, such as the CIA’s AMTRUNK operation, which looked for disaffected Cuban military officers. Some US officials also knew about a CIA asset named Rolando Cubela, a disgruntled mid-level Cuban official who the CIA code-named AMLASH. However, unlike AMWORLD—the CIA’s portion of C-Day—neither of those operations reached high in the Cuban government or was close to producing results in the fall of 1963. The Kennedys’ “just in case” technique allowed extensive planning to be done for all facets of the  military invasion and the post-coup Provisional Government without revealing C-Day or Commander Almeida’s identity to most of those doing the planning. If the C-Day coup had actually occurred, officials like Rusk not privy to the full plan would nonetheless have been fully prepared for its aftermath, with plans they had already approved and helped create.25


As we detail in Chapter 57, Robert Kennedy planned to hold an important meeting about Cuba with Rusk, McNamara, and other high officials around November 25 or 26, 1963, after JFK’s trip to Dallas. Assuming there was no last-minute breakthrough in the secret negotiations with Castro, it’s likely that officials like Rusk and McNamara would have been told at that meeting that a very high Cuban official was ready to overthrow Castro—and since all the plans were ready, the coup had been set for December 1, 1963. That would limit to just a few days the amount of time high profile officials like Rusk and McNamara—who often met with the press—could be put in an awkward situation or forced to lie to reporters or subordinates.

Even currently retired officials who may have known about the real C-Day plan—or who learned of it after JFK’s death, like Rusk—would likely never have admitted that to a journalist, for reasons of National Security. Rusk and other Kennedy associates who told us about C-Day or Commander Almeida did so in the early 1990s, when Almeida had temporarily vanished from the scene in Cuba and was assumed to be dead. (Even then, we had to agree to protect Almeida’s identity.) Once Almeida reappeared in the mid-1990s, National Security constraints would have prevented former officials from talking about him or the C-Day plan. It’s possible there are retired officials and officers alive today—who knew or learned about Almeida and C-Day-who will not realize until the publication of this book that the US government is no longer protecting Almeida’s identity and that numerous files about C-Day have been declassified.

While such tightly compartmentalized secrecy kept C-Day from becoming widely known within the government and protected C-Day from public exposure, it also contributed to JFK’s death. In 1963, the public would have been shocked to learn that two months before JFK was shot in Dallas, US officials under the direction of Robert Kennedy began making contingency plans to deal with the “assassination of American officials.”26 In the event of an assassination (expected to happen only outside the US), these contingency plans would have mandated certain security measures—and, as this book documents, such principles would be responsible for much of the secrecy surrounding the JFK assassination.

Robert Kennedy and the others making the contingency plans were concerned only about possible retaliation by Castro for C-Day. They failed to consider the threat from others the Attorney General had targeted, especially Mafia bosses Carlos Marcello, Santo Trafficante, and Johnny Rosselli. The Kennedys and their key aides had gone to great lengths to keep the Mafia out of C-Day. The CIA’s earlier efforts with the Mafia to assassinate Castro—which began in 1959 under Vice President Richard Nixon—had complicated the Kennedys’ intense prosecution of the Mafia. Without telling the Kennedys, the CIA was continuing to work with the Mafia on plots against Castro in the fall of 1963, which helped associates of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli infiltrate the plans for C-Day.

 



In Part Two, we will show how—and why—mob bosses Carlos Marcello, Santo Trafficante, and Johnny Rosselli worked together to penetrate the Kennedys’ C-Day plan and assassinate JFK. In 1963, Carlos Marcello was America’s most ruthless and secretive Mafia boss, completely free of FBI wiretaps. From his New Orleans headquarters, he ruled a territory that included Louisiana, Mississippi, and parts of Texas and Alabama.27 Marcello’s Mafia family was the oldest in North America, able to stage major “hits” without needing the approval of the national Mafia organization, and his associates had a long history of targeting government officials who got in their way.28 The Kennedys had pursued Marcello since 1959, even before JFK was elected president. Recently declassified FBI documents confirm that just a few years before his own death, Carlos Marcello confessed on three occasions to informants that he had JFK killed.29


Tampa godfather Santo Trafficante was Marcello’s closest Mafia ally. Trafficante’s territory included much of Florida, as well as parts of Alabama, and his organization provided a major conduit for the French Connection heroin trade, whose primary routes included New York City, Texas, New Orleans, Georgia’s Fort Benning, Montreal, Chicago, and Mexico City. The Internet magazine Salon noted that Trafficante “had been driven out of the lucrative Havana casino business by Castro and” that he “had been recruited in the CIA” plots with the Mafia to kill Castro months before JFK became president.  30 Like Marcello, Trafficante later confessed his involvement in JFK’s assassination.31


Johnny Rosselli, according to his biographers, also claimed to know what had really happened in Dallas, and he had worked with both Trafficante and  Marcello. Rosselli was the Chicago Mafia’s point man in Hollywood and Las Vegas, and his close friends included Frank Sinatra and Marilyn Monroe. Internal CIA reports admit that they recruited Rosselli and Trafficante for their own plots to assassinate Castro prior to JFK’s election in 1960. Unknown to the Kennedys, Rosselli was continuing in that role in the fall of 1963, working with David Morales, the Operations Chief for the Miami CIA station. Morales later confessed his role in JFK’s assassination to a close associate, as did CIA asset John Martino, who also worked with Rosselli in 1963.32


Jack Ruby met with Rosselli just weeks before JFK’s assassination, had met much earlier with Santo Trafficante, and had numerous ties to Carlos Marcello, according to government investigators.33 Ultimate Sacrifice reveals new information from Pierre Salinger—a member of the Kennedys’ first organized crime investigation team—that just weeks before Jack Ruby shot Oswald, Ruby received a large payoff in Chicago from someone working for a close ally of Marcello and Trafficante.34 Ruby also made surprising comments that wound in up the Warren Commission’s files but not in their report. Just weeks after Ruby’s arrest for shooting Oswald in 1963, an FBI document quotes Ruby as talking about “an invasion of Cuba” that “was being sponsored by the United States Government.”35



Ultimate Sacrifice shows how Carlos Marcello, Santo Trafficante, and Johnny Rosselli were able to keep their roles in JFK’s death from being exposed because they had infiltrated C-Day. Long-secret government files confirm that ten men who worked for the mob bosses had learned about C-Day. Five of those ten actually worked on C-Day, giving the Mafia chieftains a pipeline directly into C-Day and the plans for keeping it secret. Less than a dozen trusted associates of the mob bosses were knowingly involved in the hit on JFK.

Though Mafia hits against officials are rare, the Mafia families of Carlos Marcello, Santo Trafficante, and Johnny Rosselli had killed officials who threatened their survival. Nine years earlier, Santo Trafficante’s organization had helped to assassinate the newly elected Attorney General of Alabama, because he was preparing to shut down Trafficante’s operations in notoriously corrupt Phenix City.36 In 1957, associates of Marcello and Rosselli assassinated the president of Guatemala, a murder that was quickly blamed on a seemingly lone Communist patsy who, like Lee Harvey Oswald, was then killed before he could stand trial. Just nine months before JFK’s murder in November 1963, Rosselli’s Chicago Mafia family had successfully assassinated a Chicago city official, using an associate of Jack Ruby.37


The House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) found in 1979 that Marcello and Trafficante had had the means and the motive to assassinate JFK. Before the HSCA could question Rosselli, he “was kidnapped, murdered, dismembered, and sunk” in the ocean in an oil drum that later surfaced.38 But the CIA didn’t tell the HSCA about C-Day, so the HSCA couldn’t uncover exactly how Marcello and Trafficante did it or Rosselli’s role in working with them. Newly declassified files, many withheld from the HSCA, show that Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli penetrated C-Day and used parts of it as cover to assassinate JFK.

By using the secrecy surrounding C-Day, the mob bosses could target JFK not only in Dallas, but also in two earlier attempts, one of which is revealed in this book for the first time. They first attempted to kill JFK in Chicago on November 2, 1963, and then in Tampa on November 18, before succeeding in Dallas on November 22. Since Chicago was home to Rosselli’s Mafia family, Tampa was Trafficante’s headquarters, and Dallas was in Marcello’s territory, the risk was shared between the three bosses. While the Chicago attempt—thwarted when JFK canceled his motorcade at the last minute—was briefly noted by Congressional investigators in the 1970s, the attempt to assassinate JFK during his long Tampa motorcade has never been disclosed in any book or government report. It was withheld from the Warren Commission and all later Congressional investigations, even though the Tampa plot was uncovered by authorities and revealed to JFK before he began his motorcade—which he continued, despite the danger.

With C-Day set to begin the following week, JFK planned to give one of the most important speeches of his presidency in Miami, just hours after his trip to Tampa. This speech included several lines written just for Almeida and his allies in Cuba, promising him JFK’s personal support. A CIA memo confirms the wording was designed to “stimulate anti-Castro action on the part of dissident elements in the Cuban armed forces.”39 Canceling the Tampa motorcade simply wasn’t an option for John or Robert, even though the motorcade would reportedly be the longest of JFK’s presidency, slowly making its way past teeming crowds and many unsecured buildings. Our interviews with officials from Florida law enforcement and the Secret Service, supported by newspaper files and declassified CIA and FBI documents, reveal that the Tampa attempt to kill JFK shares a dozen striking parallels to what happened in Dallas four days later. They include a young male suspect who was a former defector with links to both the Fair Play for Cuba Committee and Russia, just like Lee Harvey Oswald. As in Dallas, JFK’s Tampa  motorcade also included a hard left turn below a tall red-brick building with many unguarded windows—a key site that officials feared might be used by snipers to target JFK.

John and Robert Kennedy kept the Tampa assassination attempt secret at the time, and Robert Kennedy kept it secret until his death in 1968. The Secret Service, FBI, CIA, and other agencies have similarly maintained silence about it, as well as keeping secret other information about the assassination that might have exposed the Kennedys’ C-Day coup plan. In November 1994, the authors first informed the JFK Assassination Records Review Board about the Tampa assassination attempt. The Review Board had been created by Congress in 1992 and appointed by President Clinton soon after, to release all the JFK records. But just weeks after we told the Board about the Tampa attempt, the Secret Service destroyed records covering that time period. That does not implicate the Secret Service or the FBI or the CIA (as an organization) in JFK’s assassination. As the book shows, officials were forced into such cover-ups because the Mafia bosses had tied the potentially destabilizing C-Day plan to their attempts to assassinate JFK in Chicago, Tampa, and finally Dallas.

Within hours of JFK’s assassination, Robert Kennedy suspected that someone linked to Marcello and Trafficante, and to C-Day, was involved in his brother’s death. The afternoon of JFK’s death, Robert Kennedy revealed his suspicion to Pulitzer Prize-winning reporter Haynes Johnson, who was meeting with C-Day exile leader Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams.40 Haynes Johnson was writing a book at the time with a C-Day exile leader named Manuel Artime. Haynes wrote that Robert Kennedy told him over the phone that “One of your guys did it”—killed JFK. As our book extensively documents, CIA files withheld from Congress show that Artime “was used by the Mafia” and that “rumors of Mafia support of” Artime “had long pervaded the AMWORLD organization.” Even without those files, Congressional investigators turned up information that Artime had “guilty knowledge” of JFK’s assassination, confirming Robert Kennedy’s original suspicion.41


Evan Thomas, author of a biography of Robert Kennedy and a Newsweek  editor, said “Robert Kennedy had a fear that he had somehow gotten his own brother killed” and that his “attempts to prosecute the mob and to kill Castro had backfired in some terrible way.”42 It has been publicly known only since 1992 that Robert Kennedy told a few close advisers that New Orleans mob boss Marcello was behind JFK’s assassination, as we confirmed with Kennedy aide Richard Goodwin. Salon received additional confirmation of Mafia  involvement from Robert Kennedy’s former press secretary, Frank Mankiewicz, who conducted a secret investigation of JFK’s death for Robert.43


Goodwin and Mankiewicz are just two of over a dozen associates of Robert Kennedy who either heard his belief in a conspiracy in his brother’s death or who believe in a conspiracy themselves. Among them are Justice Department prosecutors Ronald Goldfarb, Robert Blakey, and Walter Sheridan, as well as Robert’s first biographer, Jack Newfield. Others include JFK’s CIA Director John McCone, the President’s personal physician at his autopsy Admiral George Burkley, and JFK aides Dave Powers, Kenneth O’Donnell, and Arthur Schlesinger, Jr.44 This book adds to that list Pierre Salinger and Robert’s top Cuban exile aide “Harry” Ruiz-Williams, plus another Kennedy aide who worked on C-Day. Most of those associates of Robert Kennedy point to a conspiracy involving Carlos Marcello or his close allies.

In suspecting that C-Day was such a powerful weapon, history has proven the Mafia bosses correct. JFK’s death threw the whole US government into turmoil, but the intelligence agencies were especially frantic: Their numerous and extensive anti-Castro plots were so secret that they needed to be kept not only from the Congress and the public, but also from the Warren Commission.

Although many Warren Commission findings were discredited by later government investigators, Evan Thomas recently told ABC News that the commission achieved its real purpose. He said that after JFK’s assassination, “the most important thing the United States government wanted to do was reassure the public that there was not some plot, not some Russian attack, not some Cuban attack.” As a result, Thomas concluded, “the number one goal throughout the upper levels of the government was to calm that fear, and bring a sense of reassurance that this really was the work of a lone gunman.”45


President Lyndon Johnson and the Warren Commission were also under tremendous time pressure: With Johnson facing an election in less than a year, the Commission had to assemble a staff, review and take testimony, and then issue their final report just ten months after JFK’s death. “There was a cover-up,” Evan Thomas confirmed to ABC News, explaining that in the Warren Commission’s “haste to reassure everybody, they created an environment that was sure to come around and bite them.” He emphasized that Earl Warren, Lyndon B. Johnson, J. Edgar Hoover, and others were not covering up a plot to kill JFK, as some have speculated. Instead, they covered up “for their own internal bureaucratic reasons—because Hoover wanted to keep his job, and  because Bobby Kennedy didn’t want to be embarrassed, or the CIA didn’t want to have the public know they were trying to kill somebody,” like Fidel Castro.46


It was not until 2004 that Joseph Califano, assistant to Secretary of the Army Cyrus Vance in 1963, briefly hinted at the sensitive operation that Robert Kennedy had managed and had withheld from the Warren Commission. Califano wrote: “No one on the Warren Commission ... talked to me or (so far as I know) anyone else involved in the covert attacks on Castro.... The Commission was not informed of any of the efforts of Desmond FitzGerald, the CIA, and Robert Kennedy to eliminate Castro and stage a coup” in the fall of 1963.47


Since Robert Kennedy knew more about C-Day than anyone else, his death in 1968 helped to ensure that C-Day stayed secret from all later government investigations into the assassination. The anti-Castro operations of the 1960s that were hidden from the Warren Commission only started to be uncovered by the investigations spawned by Watergate in the 1970s: the Senate Watergate Committee (which took secret testimony from Johnny Rosselli), the Rockefeller Commission, the Pike Committee, and the Church Committee.48 More details about those CIA plots were uncovered by the House Select Committee on Assassinations in the late 1970s, though many of their discoveries weren’t declassified until the late 1990s by the Assassination Records Review Board (ARRB). C-Day, far more sensitive and secret than any of those anti-Castro plots, was never officially disclosed to any of those seven government committees.

The military nature of C-Day also helps to explain why it has escaped the efforts of historians and Congressional investigators for forty years. The C-Day coup plan approved by Joint Chiefs Chairman General Maxwell Taylor was understandably classified TOP SECRET when it was created in 1963. But twenty-six years later, the Joint Chiefs reviewed the coup plan documents and decided that they should still remain TOP SECRET.49 The documents might have remained officially secret for additional decades, or forever, if not for the JFK Assassination Records Review Board, created by Congress in the wake of the furor surrounding the film JFK. After efforts by the authors and others, the Review Board finally located and declassified some of the C-Day files just a few years ago. However, someone who worked with the Review Board confirmed to a highly respected Congressional watchdog group, OMB Watch, that “well over one million CIA records” related to JFK’s assassination have not yet been released.50 The C-Day documents that have been released show just the tip of the iceberg, and are often filled with the names  of CIA assets and operations whose files have never been released, even to Congressional investigators.

 



Part Three of Ultimate Sacrifice shows how parts of C-Day were linked to JFK’s assassination and how C-Day continues to impact American lives. It provides a new perspective on LBJ’s operations against Cuba, and how they impacted the war in Vietnam. Ultimate Sacrifice casts Watergate in a whole new light since it involved a dozen people linked to various aspects of C-Day.

On a more personal level, Ultimate Sacrifice also solves the tragedy of Abraham Bolden, the first black Presidential Secret Service agent, who was framed by the Mafia and sent to prison when he tried to tell the Warren Commission about the Chicago and Tampa assassination attempts against JFK. His career and life ruined, Bolden has spent the last forty years seeking a pardon.51 Now, new information from the CIA and other sources shows that the man behind Bolden’s framing was an associate of Rosselli and Trafficante, a Mafioso linked to JFK’s assassination who had penetrated C-Day.

 



JFK made the ultimate sacrifice in his quest to bring democracy to Cuba using C-Day. Instead of staying safely in the White House, he put his own life on the line, first in Tampa and finally in Dallas. It has long been known that JFK talked about his own assassination the morning before he was shot. He commented to an aide about how easy it would be for someone to shoot him from a building with a high-powered rifle. Just hours earlier, JFK had demonstrated to his wife Jackie how easily someone could have shot him with a pistol.52 We now know the reason for JFK’s comments, since he knew that assailants from Chicago and Tampa were still at large, and that he himself was getting ready to stage a coup against Castro the following week.

John Kennedy once said: “A man does what he must—in spite of personal consequences, in spite of obstacles and dangers.” He didn’t just mouth the slogan that Americans should be willing to “pay any price” and “bear any burden”—he paid the highest price, making the ultimate sacrifice a leader can make for his country. JFK had always been obsessed with courage, from PT-109 to Profiles in Courage to his steely resolve during the Cuban Missile Crisis.53 So it’s not surprising that he died as he had lived, demonstrating the courage that had obsessed him all his life, and making the ultimate sacrifice for his country.
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Until 1988, we had no more interest in the JFK assassination than the average person—but the twenty-fifth anniversary of the JFK assassination spawned numerous books and articles, many of which focused on evidence that a conspiracy was involved in JFK’s death. The only question seemed to be: Which conspiracy? Conspirators included anti-Castro forces, elements of the CIA, and the Mafia. We started to look more closely at what had already been published about the assassination. We felt that a book focused solely on Robert Kennedy’s battles against the Mafia and against Castro in 1963 might also yield some interesting perspectives on the JFK assassination. We expected the research would require reading a dozen books, looking at a few hundred documents, and trying to interview some Kennedy associates—something that might take a year at most. That was eighteen years, dozens of sources, hundreds of books, and hundreds of thousands of documents ago.

We started by looking at the work of the six government commissions and committees (the Review Board had not yet been created), focusing on areas that previous writers hadn’t been able to fully explore. When we compiled all that data into a massive database, we realized that their findings weren’t mutually exclusive at all—in fact, when their data was grouped together, it filled in gaps and told a coherent story. Putting all their data together didn’t make the conspiracy bigger, as one might have expected. It actually made it smaller, since it became clear—for example—that one conspirator could be a Cuban exile, a CIA asset, and also work for the Mafia. However, we were stymied because so much information was still classified, much of it involving anti-Castro operations and associates of godfathers such as Carlos Marcello. We needed to find someone who knew the information and would talk, or some type of document the government couldn’t classify top secret—a newspaper, for instance.

Our first break came the day we discovered an article in the Washington Post dated October 17, 1989 about the tragic death of Pepe San Roman, the Cuban exile who had led the Kennedys’ ill-fated Bay of Pigs invasion. One sentence caught our attention: It said that in 1963, Pepe’s brother had been “sent by Robert Kennedy to Central American countries to seek aid for a second invasion” of Cuba.54 We were puzzled. A “second invasion” of Cuba in 1963? Surely it must be wrong. None of the history books or government committees had ever mentioned a US invasion of Cuba planned for 1963. But a check of newspaper files from the summer and fall of 1963 uncovered a few  articles confirming that there had been activity by Kennedy-backed Cuban exiles in Central America at that time.

In January 1990, we arranged to interview JFK’s Secretary of State, Dean Rusk. When asked about the “second invasion” of Cuba in 1963, Rusk confirmed that indeed there were such plans. They weren’t the same as the CIA-Mafia plots, which he only learned about later. Nor were they the CIA’s assassination plot with a mid-level Cuban official named Rolando Cubela. Rusk described the “second invasion” as a “coup” and said that it wasn’t going to be just some Cuban exiles in boats like the Bay of Pigs, but would involve the US military. Rusk indicated that the “second invasion” plans were active at the time JFK died in November 1963 and that the plan was personally controlled by Robert Kennedy, but that he, Rusk, hadn’t learned about it until just after JFK’s death.

We theorized that there might be some connection between the secrecy surrounding JFK’s assassination and the second invasion of Cuba. We asked ourselves why Robert Kennedy would cover up crucial information about his own brother’s murder—especially if he thought Marcello was behind it. What could be more important than exposing his brother’s killers? Well, during the Cold War, one thing that would be more important than the death of a president would be the deaths of millions of Americans in a nuclear exchange with the Soviets. Revealing the invasion plan after JFK’s death, just a year after the tense nuclear standoff of the Cuban Missile Crisis, could have easily sparked a dangerous confrontation with the Soviets. That fear could explain why so much about JFK’s assassination had been covered up for so long. At the time, this was a very novel hypothesis, but we agreed that it made sense in light of what we had uncovered so far.

Slowly, over the next few years, we found scattered pieces of evidence. For example, at the National Security Archive in Washington, we found a partially censored memo from one of Robert Kennedy’s secretive subcommittees of the National Security Council that discussed “Contingency Plans” in case Fidel Castro retaliated against the US by attempting the “assassination of American officials.” The memo was written just ten days before JFK’s assassination, and talked about “the likelihood of a step-up in Castro-incited subversion and violence” in response to some US action.55 The document had only been declassified a year after the HSCA had finished its work, and had never been seen by any of the government commissions that had investigated the assassination.

While interviewing Dave Powers, head of the John F. Kennedy Presidential Library in Boston and a close aide to JFK, we were shocked when he  vividly described seeing the shots from the “grassy knoll.” Powers said he and fellow JFK aide Kenneth O‘Donnell clearly saw the shots, since they were in the limo right behind JFK. Powers said they felt they were “riding into an ambush”—explaining for the first time why the driver of JFK’s limo slowed after the first shot. Powers also described how he was pressured to change his story for the Warren Commission.56 We quickly found confirmation of Power’s account of the shots in the autobiography of former House Speaker Tip O’Neill (and later, from the testimony of two Secret Service agents in the motorcade with Powers and O’Donnell).57


Months after talking with Powers, we made another startling discovery: a planned attempt to kill JFK during his Tampa motorcade on November 18, 1963. It was mentioned in only two small Florida newspaper articles, each in just one edition of the newspaper and then only after JFK had been killed in Dallas. Nothing appeared at the time of the Tampa threat, even though authorities had uncovered the plot prior to JFK’s motorcade. It was clear that someone had suppressed the story at the time, and even after JFK’s death. The first small story appeared on November 23, and included quotes from the Tampa Police Chief and Secret Service files. But by the following day, all of the sources had quit talking and no more articles about the Tampa attempt would appear for the next forty years.

We decided to pursue Cuban exile and Bay of Pigs veteran Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams, who had been interviewed by former FBI agent William Turner in 1973. Williams had told Turner that he had been working on the plan with high CIA officials in Washington—something rare for Cuban exiles—on November 22, 1963. The timing was right, since Rusk had told us that the coup/invasion plan was active when JFK died. A former Kennedy aide confirmed that Williams worked with Robert Kennedy and the CIA in 1963. We eventually found Harry Williams, and in a most unlikely place: the snowy mountains of Colorado, about as far from the tropical climate of his native Cuba as one could imagine. Thoughtful and highly intelligent, he quickly grasped that we had done our homework and already knew many of the pieces of the puzzle—just not how they all fit together. Then in the twilight of his life, he wanted to see the truth come out, as long as the spotlight was kept away from him.a


By the end of our second interview on that first trip, Harry had given us a detailed overview of the Kennedys’ secret plan to overthrow Castro on   December 1, 1963 and how it was connected to JFK’s assassination. We finally understood how associates of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli had learned of the plan and used parts of it against JFK—forcing Bobby Kennedy and key government officials into a much larger cover-up, to protect national security. After getting the overview of C-Day from Harry—and more details from the Kennedy associates he led us to—we were able to make sense of previously released documents that had baffled investigators for decades. In 1993 we gave a short presentation of our discoveries at a historical conference in Dallas that included top historians, journalists, and former government investigators. Some of those experts were able not only to get additional documents released by the Review Board, but also to provide us with unpublished information that they had previously uncovered. In 1994, a brief summary of our findings was featured on the History Channel and in  Vanity Fair. In November 1994, we gave the Review Board written testimony about our discovery of the Tampa assassination attempt and the Kennedys’ C-Day “Plan for a Coup in Cuba in the Fall of 1963” (the quote is from our actual submission). Three years later, in 1997, the Review Board located and released a trove of documents confirming what Harry had told us about C-Day, including the first declassified documents from fall 1963 entitled ”Plan for a Coup in Cuba.” It was only in 1998—after the Review Board had finished its work and submitted its final report to the president and Congress—that we learned that the Secret Service had destroyed records covering the Tampa attempt, just weeks after we first revealed it to the Review Board.

It has taken us eighteen years to document the full story, bringing together all these files and obscure articles in one place—and that was only because we were able to build on decades of work by dedicated historians, journalists, and government investigators. We also had the help of almost two dozen people who had worked with John or Robert Kennedy, who told us what files to look for and gave us the framework for C-Day. Now we can tell the full story in great detail, quoting directly from hundreds of government documents from the National Archives. These files, many quoted for the first time, verify everything Kennedy insiders had told us long before most of those files were released. The files support what we said publicly over ten years ago, to the Review Board, to the History Channel, and in Vanity Fair. Some of the very records that prove C-Day’s existence also show connections between C-Day and JFK’s assassination, and how C-Day was penetrated by the associates of Mafia bosses Carlos Marcello, Santo Trafficante, and Johnny Rosselli.

The secrecy surrounding the Kennedys’ fall 1963 coup plan—and the  Mafia’s penetration of it—created most of the continuing controversies about the JFK assassination. Was Lee Harvey Oswald an innocent patsy, an active participant in the conspiracy to kill JFK, or a participant in a US intelligence operation that went awry? As we lay out the evidence about C-Day, and how the Mafia used it to kill JFK, it will answer those and other questions which have long baffled historians, investigators, and the public. These include why a supposed teenage Communist like Oswald would join an organization like the Civil Air Patrol—and then not only join the US Marines, but attempt to enlist before he was even old enough. Once in the Marines, Oswald demonstrated a seeming love of all things Russian, so much so that his fellow soldiers called him “Oswaldovitch.” But why did his commanding officers never discipline him for his professed admiration for our Cold War enemy? And when Oswald returned to America after his unusual “defection” to Russia, why did US authorities allow Oswald to get a job at a firm that helped to prepare maps from U-2 spy plane photos—and at the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis?

All the secrecy that shrouded C-Day in 1963, and in the decades since, has had a tremendous impact on American life and politics. While much of the ensuing cover-up of C-Day and its links to JFK’s assassination had a legitimate basis in national security, we also document which agencies covered up critical intelligence failures that allowed JFK’s assassination to happen. Since C-Day was never exposed, and its lessons never learned, its legacy has continued to harm US foreign relations and intelligence operations, continuing to cost American lives.






PART ONE





CHAPTER • ONE

The Cuban Missile Crisis Leads to C-Day

ALTHOUGH THE CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS is largely remembered as a stunning success for the United States, the little-known reality is that it left President John F. Kennedy and his brother Bobby with a sense of unfinished business and the need for a permanent solution to the problem of Cuba. In fact, the Missile Crisis was never fully resolved, because of Fidel Castro’s refusal to allow UN inspections for nuclear weapons, to ensure that all the Soviet missiles had been removed. However, decades of misinformation about JFK’s supposed pledge not to invade Cuba to end the Crisis is so pervasive that it is important to finally put it to rest. This chapter not only documents that JFK made no such pledge, but shows how the failure to fully resolve the crisis led to the creation of the C-Day coup plan the following year.

JFK’s Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, explained to us in 1990 that JFK never agreed not to invade Cuba, beccause Castro refused to allow UN weapons inspectors into Cuba in the fall of 1962.1 Those inspections had been part of JFK’s deal with Russia’s Nikita Khrushchev to end the tense nuclear standoff of the Cuban Missile Crisis. At the time, we were surprised to hear this from Rusk, because almost every history book or news report about the Cuban Missile Crisis cited JFK’s so-called no-invasion pledge as a key reason for ending the Crisis. However, we quickly found confirmation of what Rusk had told us.

A transcript of President Kennedy’s November 20, 1962 prime-time TV news conference provided the first confirmation. That night, JFK declared that he would “give assurances against an invasion of Cuba” only when “adequate arrangements for [UN] verification had been established.” JFK emphasized that “the Cuban Government has not yet permitted the United Nations to verify whether all offensive weapons have been removed” and that  “serious problems remain.”2 (While researching JFK’s comments, we also found that he had been the first president to use the term weapons of mass destruction, as well as the concept of “UN inspections” for them, and he used both phrases during the Missile Crisis.3)

A year after we talked to Dean Rusk, presidential historian Michael Beschloss discussed the supposed “no-invasion pledge” in his 1991 book,  The Crisis Years. Making use of the new documents about the Missile Crisis that were being declassified, Beschloss was one of the first major historians to question the existence of the pledge. He said JFK “may have deliberately avoided such an unambiguous commitment,” and that JFK “watered down the pledge” by adding conditions that “had the effect of neutralizing” it. Beschloss concluded that JFK did not “rule out further American efforts to topple the Castro regime, including invasion.”4


More documents about the Missile Crisis and the so-called no-invasion pledge continued to be declassified, and by 1992 it was clear that the pledge had never gone into effect, as Rusk had said. The National Security Archive, located at George Washington University and the world’s largest nongovernmental library of declassified documents, was a major force in getting the new files released.5 The Archive published the documents in a massive volume called The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962 that included an analysis by historians Laurence Chang and Peter Kornbluh.6


Chang and Kornbluh confirm that “for almost thirty years after the Cuban Missile Crisis, the myth persisted that Kennedy had struck a secret deal with Khrushchev binding the US to a commitment not to invade Cuba. But the recent declassification of the remaining correspondence between Kennedy and Khrushchev, and of internal State Department memoranda, reveals that no such deal was ever made.” They explain that “President Kennedy’s pledge not to invade Cuba ... was conditioned on the implementation of adequate inspection and verification procedures.” They quote JFK’s letter to Khrushchev on October 27, 1962, in which JFK said that “upon the establishment of adequate arrangements through the United Nations to ensure ... these commitments ... [the US would] give assurances against an invasion of Cuba.” But as Chang and Kornbluh document, “Cuba did not allow on-site inspection” to verify that all the Russian missiles had been removed, so the pledge never took effect.7


The National Security Archive historians present many pages of declassified documents confirming what Dean Rusk told us in 1990. The documents are especially interesting in light of the recent events in Iraq: The actions of  George W Bush, Saddam Hussein, and UN Secretary General Kofi Anan in the fall of 2002 regarding weapons of mass destruction parallel very closely the actions—and even the words—of JFK, Fidel Castro, and UN Secretary General U Thant in the fall of 1962.

The documents show that Dean Rusk was one of the US officials who encouraged JFK not to make a firm no-invasion pledge in 1962, in order to allow the US more flexibility in getting rid of Castro. As the book states, “Internal State Department memoranda declassified in April 1992 reveal that US officials who saw the Missile Crisis as a great opportunity to overthrow Castro lobbied hard against any pledge that would inhibit future US policy toward Cuba.” A strategy paper from Rusk’s State Department dated November 7, 1962 called for “maximal US strategy ... directed at the elimination ... of the Castro regime,” even as the Missile Crisis was winding down. Chang and Kornbluh say that Rusk’s position was that “the latitude to overthrow Castro ... was more important than a concrete resolution to the most dangerous international crisis of the twentieth century.” During the crisis, Rusk wrote to JFK adviser John McCloy—appointed to the Warren Commission a year later—saying “Our interest lies in ... avoiding the kind of commitment that unduly ties our hands in dealing with the Castro regime while it lasts.”8


As the days passed in November 1962, neither JFK nor Khrushchev wanted to return to the tense standoff of October, but neither man was able to find a solution to the problem. JFK complained in a letter to Khrushchev on November 15, 1962 that “There has been no United Nations verification that other missiles were not left behind and, in fact, there have been many reports of their being concealed in caves and elsewhere, and we have no way of satisfying those who are concerned about these reports.”9


At his November 20, 1962 prime-time press conference, JFK was asked: “Is it your position, sir, that you will issue a formal no-invasion pledge only after satisfactory arrangements have been made for [UN] verification?”10  After JFK made it clear that that was indeed the case, he was asked by a reporter “If we [the US] wanted to invade Cuba ... could we do so without the approval of the United Nations?” JFK essentially said yes, replying that the US “has the means as a sovereign power to defend itself ... in a way consistent with our treaty obligations, including the United Nations Charter.” JFK said that while he hoped “to always move in concert with our allies,” he reserved the right to act “on our own if that situation was necessary to protect our survival or integrity or other vital interests.”11


But Khrushchev was unable to get Fidel Castro to allow the UN inspections. A leading Cuban journalist at the time, Carlos Franqui, said that Castro “could never accept the idea of an inspection of any kind by any agency ... because that would have finished him off” by making him look weak.12 So, on November 21, 1962, JFK notified Khrushchev that the Missile Crisis was over—but with the issues of UN inspections and a no-invasion pledge still unresolved. JFK wrote Khrushchev that “I am now instructing our negotiators [at the UN] in New York to move ahead promptly with proposals for a solution of the remaining elements in the Cuban problem,” meaning the UN inspections in Cuba. JFK said: “I regret that you have been unable to persuade Mr. Castro to accept a suitable form of [UN] inspection or verification in Cuba ... but, as I said yesterday, there need be no fear of any invasion of Cuba while matters take their present favorable course.” As  The Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962 notes, “in the end there was no formal resolution of the Missile Crisis.”13


Since there never were any UN inspections in Cuba, JFK and his cabinet made it clear, both in their private meetings and to a Congressional committee, that there wasn’t a no-invasion pledge.14 As Dean Rusk told us, without the UN inspections, the Cuban Missile Crisis never really ended. JFK and members of his administration felt that they had to do something to make sure all the missiles were gone and wouldn’t be reintroduced, since their UN efforts had proven fruitless. By the spring of 1963, JFK and his key advisers were looking at new ways to topple Castro. However, Rusk agreed that the American public—and possibly the Soviets—had assumed that there was such a pledge, which made the Kennedys’ efforts in 1963 all the more risky. That’s why they needed a legitimate—or seemingly legitimate—“coup,” not just an assassination or a full-out US invasion while Castro was still in power. They didn’t want to risk a nuclear confrontation with the Soviets, so any US military action against Cuba would have to take place under very special circumstances. It would have to appear to be a peacekeeping mission, in response to a “palace coup” against Castro, to quote a recently declassified memo.15 As Dean Rusk explained to us, Castro’s refusal to allow the UN inspections led directly to what became the Kennedys’ C-Day plan for a coup.

The problem of Cuba remained a growing thorn in the side of JFK into the spring and summer of 1963. The New York Times reported on May 10, 1963 that a Senate subcommittee said that at least 17,000 Soviet troops remained in Cuba, including 5,000 combat troops. Worse, the report said that concealed  missile sites were “quite possible,” a charge that JFK couldn’t completely refute without the UN inspections that Castro wouldn’t allow. Hawkish subcommittee chairman John Stennis was demanding that JFK take “positive” steps to make getting the Communists out of Cuba his highest priority.16


A few weeks later, the Times reported that CIA Director John McCone had testified to Congress that “only onsite [UN] inspection can completely confirm” the “end of the [Cuban] missile threat.”17 A June 14, 1963 secret National Intelligence Estimate said that while it was “unlikely that the USSR” would “reintroduce strategic [nuclear] missiles into Cuba ... we cannot, however, rule out such an attempt.” Moreover, the US might not be able to find the missiles if they were reintroduced, since the report said it would be “possible” for the Soviets “to adopt improved measures of concealment and deception ... to avoid providing many of the indicators that US intelligence would be relying on” to detect any new missiles.18 We could not always depend on U-2 spy planes to do the job, since they were now sometimes being approached by Soviet MiG jets. This forced the U-2s to abort, since procedures “call for aborts when Cuban aircraft [come] within 40 miles of U-2 and at altitude in excess of 40,000 feet.”19 Finally U-2s were useless if new Soviet missiles were put in caves or underground sites.

However, JFK had already been planning to take some type of action to prevent the reintroduction of Soviet missiles into Cuba and to resolve the problems with Castro once and for all. White House memos declassified just a few years ago show that in late April 1963, the Kennedy administration was beginning a major push to eliminate Castro, setting the stage for C-Day. The April 23, 1963 notes from a National Security Council subcommittee on Cuba say that Defense “Secretary McNamara ... made clear his belief that the elimination of the Castro regime was a requirement.” McNamara suggested a program that would create “such a situation of dissidence within Cuba as to allow the US to use force in support of anti-Castro forces without leading to retaliation by the USSR on the West.” Then “the Attorney General proposed ... a list of measures we would take following ... the death of Castro” and “a program with the objective of overthrowing Castro in eighteen months.” JFK adviser Ted Sorenson listed one of the “objectives raised at the meeting” as being to “develop a program to get rid of Castro.” Another objective was to provide “support for dissident elements in Cuba.”20  This was the second meeting of the “Standing Group of the National Security Council,” a subcommittee recently formed to focus solely on Cuba.21 It was just one of several such groups, all under the control of Bobby Kennedy.

The notes from a different Cuba subcommittee two days later develop the plans further. These April 25, 1963 notes say that CIA Director McCone talked about creating “a feasible climate for a successful attempt to fragment the Castro organization.” The CIA’s point man on Cuba, Desmond FitzGerald, said at the meeting that “we will have to be able to assure” high Cuban officials who might be willing to overthrow Castro for the US “that the US will be sympathetic to possible successors” to Castro “even though such people maybe have been former Castro supporters.” FitzGerald also discussed “support to selected Cuban exile groups ... as being one of the key points of the possible new program.”22


The third of the seven government committees that investigated aspects of the JFK assassination was the Rockefeller Commission, which found that “McCone once stated one ultimate objective of our policy toward Cuba should be to ‘encourage dissident elements in the military ... to bring about the eventual liquidation of the Castro/Communist encourage and the elimination of the Soviet presence from Cuba’” [emphasis in original].23


In directing the Cuban subcommittees in these actions to topple Castro, Bobby Kennedy was not acting on his own. Investigative journalist Gus Russo, who has numerous CIA sources, documented that “although Robert Kennedy assumed the task of dealing with the nuts and bolts of policy implementation, this by no means implies that the younger brother was operating without JFK’s implicit agreement. When Robert Kennedy issued his April 23, 1963 directive seeking studies aimed at overthrowing Castro in 1964, he was merely echoing the President’s own words.”24


A “Memorandum for the President” from that time period foreshadows many of the key elements of the C-Day coup plan. Though addressed to President Kennedy, the memo also had a section where the Defense Department, the CIA, and Bobby Kennedy’s Justice Department could all check their “concurrences” with the policy. This 1963 memo—finally declassified in 1997, due to our efforts and those of other researchers—makes it clear that the administration’s “ultimate objective with respect to Cuba remains the overthrow of the Castro/Communist regime and its replacement by one compatible with the objectives of the US.” The memo foreshadowed C-Day, saying “We should seek to create conditions conducive to incipient rebellion to which we could then respond” [emphasis in original].25


The memo makes it clear that after a “rebellion,” the US should “respond with open military support ... and Special Forces, up to the full range of military forces.” This would come in response “to a request for assistance from  any anti-Castro ... group ... in Cuba which demonstrates an ability to survive, [and] which seriously threatens the present [Castro] regime.” The memo notes that “US military forces employed against Cuba should be accompanied by US military-trained free Cubans.”26 Cuban exiles trained by the US military would soon be a key part of C-Day.

These April 1963 meetings were not the first time the Kennedys had targeted Castro with a broad plan of covert action. The previous year, President Kennedy and the National Security Council had approved “OPERATION MONGOOSE,” a large program involving the US military and other agencies including the CIA. Bobby Kennedy was actively involved, though he did not dominate it to the extent he would dominate C-Day the following year. For decades, OPERATION MONGOOSE has been described as primarily a relentless and escalating campaign of sabotage and small Cuban exile raids that would somehow cause the overthrow of Castro. Only in recent years have newly released documents and accounts shown that MONGOOSE also included plans for an invasion of Cuba in the fall of 1962. The military was heavily involved with MONGOOSE, and suggested a variety of often outrageous plans to justify the military invasion, such as blaming the sinking of a ship or the crash of an airliner—or a US space capsule—on the Cubans, or staging a phony attack on Guantanamo. In recent years, historians have begun to focus on the Soviet and Cuban response to MONGOOSE, and whether it actually helped to trigger the Cuban Missile Crisis. MONGOOSE was quietly terminated by early 1963 after a demonstrable lack of results.

The April 1963 meetings and memos were in response to a lack of progress in efforts against Castro that had followed in the wake of MONGOOSE. Some of those programs were known to the Kennedys and their Cuban subcommittees. One was AMTRUNK, a CIA program conceived three months earlier by New York Times journalist Tad Szulc, a close friend of JFK. It was an attempt to find disgruntled military officials in Cuba who might be willing to recruit higher military officials in a plot to overthrow Castro. Detailed in a later chapter, AMTRUNK was making little progress. In addition, the CIA had been supporting dozens of Cuban exile groups for years, but most were ineffective, and the Kennedys were starting to scale back their support and shut down the groups’ raids on Cuba.

The CIA had two major operations against Cuba that were being hidden from the Kennedys in April 1963. One was CIA backing for the violent Cuban exile group Alpha 66, which even attacked Soviet ships in Cuban waters, a dangerous act during the Cold War. Even as JFK denounced Alpha 66 and  tried to clamp down on its leadership, he didn’t realize that the CIA was actually directing the group’s activities. The other major operation was the CIA’s ongoing plots with Mafia boss Johnny Rosselli to assassinate Castro. The CIA-Mafia plots began in 1959, had been ramped up in the summer of 1960 prior to JFK’s election, and continued even after the CIA had assured Bobby Kennedy in May 1962 that they had been stopped. These plots were still active in the spring of 1963, with two well-documented attempts. The CIA-Mafia plots with Rosselli were part of the CIA’s ZRRIFLE “Executive Action” program, which employed a European assassin recruiter codenamed QJWIN, whose real name is still classified by the CIA. This program was first uncovered by the Senate Church Committee in the mid-1970s.

CIA Director John McCone, a recent JFK appointee, was kept in the dark about the unsanctioned CIA operations as much as JFK. CIA officials who were aware of them, the highest of whom appears to have been Deputy Director for Plans Richard Helms, had far different ideas on overthrowing Castro by 1963 than did the Kennedys. Historian Arthur Schlesinger, Jr., a JFK aide at the time, wrote that “the CIA wished to organize Castro’s overthrow from outside Cuba, as against the White House, the Attorney General’s office and State who wished to support an anti-Castro movement inside Cuba. The CIA’s idea was to fight a war; the others hoped to promote a revolution.” Although our sources and documents indicate that Schlesinger did not know about C-Day he worked closely enough with the Kennedys to accurately describe their feelings about Cuba.27  The Kennedys wanted a change in Cuba to be part of a political solution, whether by a genuine coup or (by the fall of 1963) a negotiated agreement with Castro, whereas Helms and his CIA subordinates acted as if assassination of Castro by any means at any time was justified.

Since none of the CIA’s sanctioned or unsanctioned actions were having much effect by April 1963, the Kennedys were very receptive just a few weeks later when the head of the Cuban Army—Commander Almeida, one of the highest officials in Cuba after Fidel and Raul Castro—contacted a Kennedy ally. Almeida offered to stage a coup against Fidel, if the Kennedys would back him.28 The offer fit perfectly with what the Kennedys were already looking for—a way to “get rid of Castro” by supporting “dissident elements in the military” in Cuba, which would “allow the US to use force ... without leading to retaliation by the USSR.”






CHAPTER • TWO

Harry Williams and Commander Almeida

IN THE SPRING OF 1963, the Kennedys faced political pressure to take action to overthrow Castro from both hawks in Congress and potential rivals in the 1964 election. But JFK and Bobby had their own reasons to take an extraordinary risk to do something about Cuba. Pulitzer Prize—winning journalist Haynes Johnson wrote of a conversation years after JFK’s death, in which “[Bobby] Kennedy, then a Senator, became so emotional about what had happened to the men his brother had sent ashore at the Bay of Pigs that he cried when speaking of the personal commitment he felt toward them.”1  A former Kennedy aide told us in 1992 that “JFK and Bobby acted in unison [in relation to Cuba]. But Bobby felt the plight of the [Bay of Pigs] Brigade more clearly.”2


While JFK admired courage in general and saw the Bay of Pigs as a blot on his record as president, for Bobby Kennedy the matter of the Cuban exiles was more personal. Newsweek editor Evan Thomas wrote that “bitter CIA men” called Bobby’s “Cuban friends ... his ‘pet Cubans,”’ because “to the despair of their CIA handlers, [Bobby] Kennedy formed a private bond with” Cuban exiles like Harry “Williams and [Roberto] San Roman.” Haynes Johnson told Evan Thomas that “Bobby trusted Harry. He loved it that Harry was full of shrapnel from the Bay of Pigs.”3 San Roman told the Washington Post that he “believes the Kennedys had a sense of guilt” over the failure of the Bay of Pigs “and wanted to help” in 1963.4 Harry Williams (Enrique Ruiz-Williams)b was   an especially charismatic figure, and he played a crucial role in the development of C-Day.

In 1964, Bobby talked about Harry Williams for an Oral History now at the John E Kennedy Presidential Library. Bobby said that “Williams ... was a very bright fellow” who was “very brave and had very good judgment.” Bobby hinted at C-Day when he said that in 1963 Harry “wanted to go to the Dominican Republic and do something [about Cuba] from there” and admitted that he and Harry had “talked about” these plans.5 As documented later, the Dominican Republic was to be the base for one of the Kennedys’ five C-Day Cuban exile leaders. Though Harry was a very private man who shunned the limelight, many government files cited in Part One confirm Harry’s role in C-Day and how close he was to Bobby. For example, a formerly secret August 1963 State Department memo says “the Attorney General had been talking to Enrique Ruiz [Harry] Williams, and as a result” a Cuban exile doctor would meet with a State Department official.6


Haynes Johnson coauthored a book with leaders of the Bay of Pigs, documenting that Harry had proved his heroism under fire during that ill-fated invasion and after. Haynes Johnson’s description of Williams—“Harry was bluff, candid, blunt, and Catholic to the core”—sounds very much like Bobby himself, another reason the Attorney General would place his trust in Harry.7 Former FBI agent William Turner wrote that “Harry Williams was a Kennedy kind of man, tough and liberal and ferociously anticommunist. He is burly, round-faced, and handsome; he combines the geniality of a Lions Club toastmaster with a tough-minded singleness of purpose.”8 Turner described the affable Harry as having “charisma,” and the Kennedy associates we interviewed described Harry being a man of great integrity.9


Haynes Johnson, who described Harry as “willing to die at any moment,” said that Harry told him “I was a hundred percent for the elimination of Castro. My plan was the physical elimination of Castro. My own feeling is that Kennedy was ready to eliminate Castro.”10 A Kennedy aide confirmed to William Turner that in 1963, “the CIA was ‘running a kind of program’ against Castro” and that “Harry Williams would drop by whenever he was in Washington to meet with CIA agents.”11 A Kennedy associate told Evan Thomas that Williams was “reliable ... which is more than you could say about most of the other Cubans.” Consequently, Thomas wrote, “increasingly through 1963, RFK relied on [Harry] Williams, organizing and motivating the others to keep the pressure on Castro.”12 Haynes Johnson wrote in the Washington Post that of all “the  Cuban leaders of the Bay of Pigs invasion,” Harry “was the closest such person to the [JFK] administration.”13


Harry’s life prior to 1963 shows how he became so closely involved with the Kennedys and the fight against Castro. Harry told William Turner that his father was “very highly involved” in a much earlier fight to topple a Cuban dictator, “the revolution against Machado” in the early 1930s. After that, Harry’s father was “one of the leaders” of the new Cuban government for a time, serving as the “Minister for Public Works.”14 Bobby Kennedy says in his Oral History that Harry himself “was the head engineer and general manager of the biggest mining company in Cuba.”15 Harry was educated at the Colorado School of Mines, which left him with an affinity for the American people and a good command of English.16 Very friendly and easy-going, Harry speaks English with a discernible accent.

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, Harry was becoming a family man and successful in business. One restaurant he frequented in Havana was El Floridita, a favorite haunt of Ernest Hemingway that was hailed by Esquire  magazine as one of the world’s best bars (reportedly where the daiquiri was invented).17 He told us that one of the young men who would “take care of your car, your parking, while you were inside” El Floridita was Juan Almeida. Harry described him as kind of “a delinquent,” but very upfront about it. Harry laughed as he said the young Almeida would say “you better let me take care of your car, because if not, I steal everything you got, everything in the car.” But Harry admired the forthright, hardworking young man (six years Harry’s junior), saying “we get used to each other, and I like him.”18


Almeida in some ways typified the large disparity between the poor, and the secure life of middle- and upper-class Cubans like Harry. While some official Cuban accounts say Almeida attended a university, other official accounts say he was a bricklayer, and others only an apprentice bricklayer. Harry said that when he knew him, Almeida had trouble reading and writing. In any event, one gets the impression from all accounts that as a young man Almeida was struggling to get by, like so many Cubans. In 1952, Cuban General Batista overthrew the elected—but corrupt—President Carlos Prio. But under Batista, corruption and the problems of the poor only grew, as did the influence of the Mafia in Cuba.

Almeida began working with rebel leader Fidel Castro, until both were captured after a failed attack on the 26th of July, 1953 (the date later became the name of their rebel movement). Released under an amnesty on May 15, 1955, they fled to Mexico, where they met a doctor from Argentina named  Che Guevara. Ex-President Prio—who had also fled Cuba and was involved in gunrunning in Texas with an associate of Jack Ruby—helped to finance a small ship the rebels could use to return to Cuba. After failing to secure a used PT boat (the kind commanded by JFK in World War II), they settled for a 60-foot yacht, the Granma. As Harry said, Almeida “was one of the commanders in the Granma invasion [led] by Fidel.”

But the tiny invasion on December 2, 1956 was a disaster, and most of Fidel’s men were captured or killed. During that first battle, Juan Almeida saved the life of Che Guevara, who was experiencing his first taste of combat. According to historian Paul J. Dosal, “a burst of gunfire dropped” Che “to the ground. One bullet struck a box of ammunition in Guevara’s shirt pocket and the ricochet grazed his neck ... in the heat of battle, with blood spilling over his uniform, Che was convinced that he ... had suffered mortal wounds.”19  Che himself wrote that “I lost all hope.”20 Dosal writes that “Guevara thought about killing himself, knowing that Batista’s soldiers would torture and execute any rebel they captured.” But “Almeida ... rushed over to Che. ‘Leave me, they’ve killed me,’ Che pleaded. Almeida refused to abandon Che and, with help from Ramiro Valdés, carried him off the field, heading toward a thicket that would provide them with some highly demanded cover. Soon after ... low-flying planes strafed the rebel positions again.” If not for Almeida, Che would probably have been killed by the planes, or—as Che later admitted—he would have killed himself. Instead, “with smoke and flames rising from the cane fields behind them, Almeida led Che and three other men into some wooded ground, having survived a dreadful, thirty-minute baptism of fire.”21


Fidel Castro and official Cuban accounts like to claim that only Fidel and 12 disciples—including Almeida, Che, and Raul Castro—made it into the rugged Sierra Maestra mountains to continue the struggle. Historians say that as many as 22 survived, but all agree the core group in the mountains included Fidel, Almeida, Che, and Raul. A few months later, in 1957, journalist Herbert Matthews of the New York Times began covering Fidel’s group. It’s interesting to note that initially, Almeida was the only other rebel leader in Fidel’s group who wanted press coverage for himself—even then, he wasn’t afraid to be in the spotlight. Fidel, Almeida, and Che called themselves the “26th of July” movement, and their group soon was soon allying itself with other small groups of rebel fighters.

By 1958, Harry Williams—like many others in Cuba—was fed up with the repressive dictatorship of Batista. So, like his father, Harry began working  to overthrow the dictator. With his family and business commitments, Harry didn’t join the rebels, but found ways to aid the group of his old friend, Almeida. According to Harry, Almeida “was very bright ... and he did a lot of things in the {Revolution} that made him outstanding.”22 Different parts of the rebel Army were put under the control of Almeida, Che, Raul, and a rebel named Cienfuegos. Almeida and Che distinguished themselves as leaders who could attract and motivate and growing number of troops, and produce stunning victories.

Harry told FBI veteran William Turner that he “was in contact with the group of Che Guevara” and because of his mining work, Harry was able to give them “food, dynamite, trucks, tractors, a lot of things.” Harry also “gave money to ... Eloy Menoyo,” the leader of a group allied with Almeida and Castro. Menoyo, a future C-Day exile leader, “was in charge of that area before Che Guevara came in.”23


However, Harry said that “because I helped them” He became “a little hot” with Batista’s authorities and had to leave “Cuba early in December 1958.”24  Harry was able to return to Cuba after Castro, Almeida, and the others took over in January 1959. For a few months, Castro, his leaders, the heads of other revolutionary groups, and ex-President Prio were able to get along. Almeida was initially given authority over much of Havana, then made head of the Cuban Air Force, then Commander of the Cuban Army, and finally Vice Minister for all the Cuban Armed Forces.

Harry initially had good relations with the new Cuban government, including his old friend Almeida, and Che. Harry said that “Che Guevara was more of a ... thinker” than Fidel or Raul, and that he “got along with Che a lot of” the time.25 However, Harry soon became disillusioned with the violence and repression of Castro. After briefly running across the 1959 CIA-Mafia plots to kill Castro (detailed in Part Two), Harry left Cuba once more and came to the US, returning only when he landed with the invasion at the Bay of Pigs.

Harry was almost forty, far older than the mostly young recruits in the CIA-trained Bay of Pigs invasion force. While Harry was not one of the top commanders, his maturity and bravery quickly made him one of the most admired members of the brigade.26 According to Haynes Johnson, Harry Williams “of the Heavy Gun Battalion” was “taking men and mortars to reinforce” besieged exiles. But “in the darkness” Harry’s “truck driver ... struck a bomb crater ... the truck turned completely over and the men and weapons were thrown out.” Nonetheless, Harry was able to rally his men and mortars to fire on an important road that Castro’s forces would have to take.  At one point Harry “got up in a tree” to survey the battlefield.27 In one small convoy of Castro’s forces, he noticed a convertible among the military trucks and jeeps. Harry told us he said “Can you imagine (someone) going to war in a convertible?” He couldn’t see who was in the convertible, but figured it must be someone very important. Harry told his men “let’s hit the convertible ... so we make the calculation and go bang, bang, bang, bang, and I saw that bomb ... explode, and from this that convertible turned” over.28


Cuban exile historian Nestor T. Carbonell wrote that at the Bay of Pigs, Harry “fought bravely” and was “blown into the air by an enemy shell ... and hit by more than seventy pieces of shrapnel. Both of his feet were smashed and he had a hole near his heart and a large one in his neck.”29 The man standing next to Harry soon died of his wounds, and Harry was near death when Castro’s army brought him to a makeshift field hospital. What happened next became the stuff of legend among Cuban exiles, but was the kind of daring act that JFK and Bobby probably found irresistible: As Haynes Johnson wrote in The Bay of Pigs, Harry and the other wounded men in a makeshift field hospital “were suddenly confronted by the person of Fidel Castro.” The badly wounded “Williams ... recognized him at once. He groped under his thin mattress and tried to reach a .45 pistol he had concealed there earlier in the afternoon.”30 As Harry told us, he managed enough strength to point the weapon at Castro and—at almost point-blank range—pull the trigger.31


But there was only a click—the gun was empty. Earlier, Harry’s compatriots had been worried that Harry might be in such pain from his wounds and so depressed over the failure of the invasion and their capture that he might use the gun on himself. So they removed the bullets from his pistol while Harry was unconscious.32 Castro’s men quickly set upon Harry, but Fidel ordered them not to harm the gravely injured man. Haynes Johnson wrote that Castro asked Harry: “‘What are you trying to do, kill me?’ and Williams replied, ‘That’s what I came here for. We’ve been trying to do that for three days.’ Castro was not angry” According to Haynes Johnson, “Castro gave orders” to take Harry and the other wounded men to a nearby city and “put them in the hospital.”33


Harry and the other wounded men, about twenty in all, were taken to a hospital—a prison hospital. There, he had another important visitor: his old acquaintance, Commander Almeida. As Harry told us, “when I was in prison, in the hospital, he came to see me.” Harry explained that Almeida “used to call me William” and he told me, “‘William, you took that convertible out  from under my feet!”’ Harry realized it was Almeida who had “come in a convertible” to face the invaders at the Bay of Pigs. So, Harry told him “‘what the hell were you doing by taking a convertible when we were in a war? It was dumb to take a convertible to a fight.”’ Harry was relieved when Almeida “laughed” and said “he liked me” even though they had been on opposite sides during the battle.34


Almeida had enough clout to meet with Harry alone, and they talked for a while. Harry tried to talk Almeida into doing something against Castro, but in the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs, the time wasn’t right. It’s ironic that just a couple of months earlier, Almeida had been ready to break with Castro and leave Cuba, according to CIA files withheld from Congress and the Warren Commission. A CIA memo from February 20, 1961—just two months before the Bay of Pigs—says that “Commander Juan Almeida, who is Chief of Fidel’s army, actually is very much disgusted with the communistic situation, and is about to defect. This Almeida told to Manolo Ray, who is head of an anti-Castro movement inside Cuba.”35 Ray was a moderate exile leader who was supposed to return to Cuba and help lead the new, post-Bay of Pigs government. He never got that chance, but two years later he would be one of the first exile leaders sought for C-Day by the Kennedys and Harry Williams.

Only five weeks before the Bay of Pigs, another CIA memo said that “on 7 Mar(ch 19)61, the wife of the Chief of a Latin American diplomatic mission in Havana arrived in Miami and advised me that Major Juan Almeida, Chief of Staff of the Cuban Army, has been approaching certain Latin Ambassadors in Havana to determine whether he would be accepted” for political asylum.36  But Almeida didn’t defect before the Bay of Pigs, apparently because the CIA didn’t feel the need to utilize Almeida then. The CIA felt they had things under control, since in addition to the Bay of Pigs invasion plan approved by the Kennedys, the CIA had their own operations like the the CIA-Mafia plots to kill Castro and a way to provoke US forces at Guantanamo to enter the fight (all covered in Chapter 34). However, the supposedly covert US invasion plan was an open secret, and Castro made extensive preparations to thwart it. Prior to the invasion, Castro had thousands of people rounded up—anyone even remotely suspected of being a US agent—which devastated the US intelligence network in Cuba. The defense of Cuba was put in the hands of Almeida, Raul, and Castro, each responsible for his own area. Almeida happened to be in charge of the area that included the Bay of Pigs, making it all the more tragic the CIA had not tried to cultivate him as an asset.

After the invasion began, Castro quickly took charge of the area himself,  and made sure that he got most of the credit for what he proclaimed was a major victory over the US. The Bay of Pigs left Castro—who had gradually been pushing out many of those who helped in the Revolution—in an even stronger position. Harry said that things were never the same for Almeida after the Bay of Pigs. He was still in charge of the Army, as well as a leading figure in the government and to Cuba’s large black population, but Almeida felt that Castro was gradually eroding his authority. Almeida felt the time was not right to plot against Castro in the immediate aftermath of the Bay of Pigs, especially since JFK’s Cuba policy and operations were in shambles after the debacle.37 So, Harry and Almeida ended their meeting in the prison hospital as friends, but not yet allies.

Attempts by the Kennedys to arrange a “tractors for peace” deal to ransom all the Bay of Pigs prisoners were scuttled by Richard Nixon and his hawkish allies in Congress. For a year, the prisoners languished in harsh conditions, until Castro released sixty of the most seriously wounded men, among them Harry Williams. They were told to pressure JFK to cut a deal to ransom the rest of the prisoners by the end of the year.38 If not, the wounded men were told they had to return, and their Cuban captors implied that one remaining prisoner would be shot for every wounded man who didn’t return.39 Evan Thomas confirms that “wounded while fighting valiantly at the Bay of Pigs, [Harry] Williams was released by Castro in mid-April 1962 to negotiate a ransom for the other prisoners.”

Exile historian Carbonell wrote: “One of the most moving scenes I have ever witnessed was the arrival in Miami on April 14, 1962, of the sixty scarred warriors of the Bay of Pigs ... one by one they came ... this man with a leg off, and that one with an arm gone, the other with a patch over an injured eye.” And “the leader of the wounded prisoners was Enrique ‘Harry’ Ruiz-Williams.”  40 Historian Richard D. Mahoney, whose father was part of JFK’s administration, wrote: “Throughout the summer [of 1962], amid Republican flak for attempting a trade with the enemy” Bobby “Kennedy worked ... with [Harry] Williams ... to get the talks with Castro going again.”41 Carbonell says that in an effort to free the remaining prisoners, “Robert Kennedy ... was in touch with Harry Ruiz-Williams almost on a daily basis. ”42


Bobby and Harry grew close over that time, and they were making progress until the Cuban Missile Crisis. For a time, it looked like the US was going to attack Cuba to take out the missiles, and it was felt that Castro would surely retaliate against the Bay of Pigs prisoners. According to Carbonell, “the Attorney General, who was in frequent contact with Harry Ruiz-Williams on the fate of the Bay of Pigs prisoners, asked him to remain on  standby and told him, ‘If we invade, I would like you ... to join our 82nd Airborne Division to rescue the prisoners.”’43 It would be a suicide mission, since the prisoners had been told that the prison was laced with explosives, to be detonated if the Americans ever attempted a rescue attempt. Harry was still recovering from his wounds, but he agreed to the mission—no doubt increasing his stature in the eyes of the Kennedys even more.44


After the Missile Crisis ended with Khrushchev’s agreement to allow UN weapons inspectors into Cuba, Castro was furious, and a deal to free the Bay of Pigs prisoners seemed less likely than ever. Harry made preparations to return to prison in Cuba, as he’d promised, but Bobby Kennedy was shocked at the thought of his friend returning to Castro’s prison. Haynes Johnson wrote in his Bay of Pigs that as the end of 1962 approached, Bobby moved heaven and earth to put a deal together, with Harry’s constant encouragement.45


They were successful, and after the return of the 1,113 prisoners on Christmas Eve, “JFK invited the” Bay of Pigs “brigade chiefs to his villa in Palm Beach,” wrote Carbonell. “There, flanked by ... Jacqueline Kennedy and her sister, Princess Lee Radziwill,” JFK “greeted Manuel Artime” and the others, including “Harry Ruiz-Williams. It was a friendly and informal meeting without presidential assistants, save the Press Secretary, Pierre Salinger, who was present part of the time. Harry served as translator.” JFK apologized to the men and “explained to them why he did not provide” air support to the brigade: “the Soviet government had threatened to attack West Berlin if the United States” had openly “backed the invasion.” There was also a big ceremony for all the freed prisoners and their families at the Orange Bowl, where JFK made an impromptu pledge to return the Brigade’s flag to them “in a free Havana.”46 In the coming year, both JFK and Harry would risk their lives to do that.

In 1963, the Kennedys needed someone they could trust like Harry, to help them deal with the often-fractious Cuban exile leaders. The New York Times noted on May 23, 1963 that Cuban “exile political leaders jockeying for position against [the] day of Castro’s overthrow complicates anti-Castro efforts.” The same issue also noted that in a news conference, President “Kennedy ... denies any US aid is now going to exile groups.”47 To maintain that public facade, JFK had to use someone outside his administration to handle what Haynes Johnson called the Kennedys’ “complex relationship with the Cubans.” Haynes Johnson explained that “there was genuine feeling and affection” toward the Cuban exiles on the part of Bobby. However, Bobby “Kennedy wanted to control the Cubans ... he wanted to make them personally loyal to him. He didn’t want them out there talking about betrayal”  at the Bay of Pigs.48 Already subject to criticism over Cuba from the Republicans, Democratic hawks, and his potential rivals in the 1964 elections, JFK made sure key Bay of Pigs leaders weren’t part of that chorus by including them in C-Day.

Many of the Cuban exile leaders sought power, publicity, and money, but historian Evan Thomas wrote that “RFK ... preferred more self-effacing types, quiet warriors ... particularly a Bay of Pigs veteran named [Harry] Ruiz-Williams.” Evan Thomas says that “to the despair of ... the CIA, [Bobby] Kennedy formed a private bond with Williams” and that Harry was even “embraced by [Bobby] Kennedy’s own family”49 Harry was invited for visits to Bobby’s Hickory Hill estate in Virginia, and when Harry traveled to New York City to see Bobby, he stayed at Bobby’s lavish Manhattan townhouse. One CIA document confirms that “RFK ... had gone [to] New York to interview” Harry50 (Bobby’s New York townhouse was the location of one of three confrontations Harry would have with the Mafia in 1963, as they attempted to penetrate the C-Day plan. The fact that Harry survived those confrontations—one of which involved a shootout in a restaurant—probably only served to increase the Kennedys’ regard for Harry and their willingness to trust with him with a risky and dangerous plan like C-Day.)

At times, it must have seemed to the CIA that when it came to Cuba, Harry had more influence over Bobby than the CIA. Evan Thomas cites an incident when “a CIA official tried to explain to RFK that” one of his Cuban subcommittees “had decided not to use Guantanamo as a base for covert actions. ‘We’ll see about that,’ Kennedy snapped” in reply.51 Bobby must have done so, since Guantanamo would be Harry’s destination on November 22, 1963, as the final countdown to C-Day began. Harry told us that he had “a lot of respect for” Bobby, who was “a tremendous, exceptional guy. He was good. And at that time [1963] it is my interpretation that he was running the CIA.” Harry felt “that was one of the things the CIA didn’t like” about him, because Harry “could sit down with Bobby and tell him what the hell I thought and ... I think he trusted me.”52


Harry’s CIA file has never been declassified, but it must be voluminous, because CIA files for even minor Cuban exile leaders that have been released are often quite large. In Harry’s case, even CIA records about his noncovert activities, such as his well-documented work in the release of the Bay of Pigs prisoners, haven’t been declassified, apparently because that work gradually blended into his covert work with the Kennedys. However, some CIA documents about Harry have slipped through and been declassified because  copies were contained in the files of other exiles. These files provide clues as to why most CIA documents about Harry remain classified.

First, some of the declassified files about Harry are from the CIA’s official files about C-Day, code-named AMWORLD. A handful of AMWORLD documents was first declassified in 1992, when President George H. W Bush was trying to forestall more drastic JFK assassination declassification efforts by Congress, and a few dozen more were released in the late 1990s. Second, most of the files for other Cuban exiles were declassified because they were originally given to Congressional investigations, but those investigations were never told about C-Day. We assume that most of the CIA documents about Harry and C-Day are among the “well over a million CIA records” relating to JFK’s assassination that a former official who worked with the JFK Assassination Records Review Board says have not yet been released.53


Among those that have been declassified, a CIA document from July 24, 1963, sent to the “Chief, Contact Division” from the “Chief, New York Field Office,” gives Harry’s Miami address and phone number. The document is an interview with an exile who had developed plans for an unmanned bomber to use against Cuba. The exile had been referred to Harry, and had given the plans to him. That was typical of one of Harry’s roles in the summer and fall of 1963, being what he called a “bridge of communication” between exiles and “the Kennedy administration.”54 For most exiles, that involved Harry being friendly and making the exiles feel appreciated, while avoiding any promises of support. Only a few exiles saw the other side of Harry’s work, the covert operation we call C-Day, and we’ll quote extensively from several CIA documents about Harry and C-Day in upcoming chapters.

A former Kennedy C-Day aide told us that “I don’t know any American who really cared about Cuba” by the fall of 1963.55 There were occasional news stories in 1963—sparked by hawks in Congress and a few far-right tycoons—about rumors of Soviet missiles still in Cuba, but they didn’t gain any traction with the general public. Aside from the large newspapers in New York City and Miami, most articles were small ones about minor attacks on Cuba or its shipping by Cuban exiles, and stories about the Kennedys cracking down on most exile groups.

However, there were a few news stories—by reporters with sources close to C-Day—that hinted at big things to come. But those were rare, and were quickly cut off by the Kennedys or the CIA. In the summer and fall of 1963, Cuba was far from most peoples’ minds. The handful of news stories quoted here generally didn’t make a ripple among the American public. However,  one of several newspaper articles at a crucial time started a chain of events that led directly to C-Day.

On May 10, 1963, the Associated Press released the following story:
A new all-out drive to unify Cuban refugees into a single, powerful organization to topple the Fidel Castro regime was disclosed today by exile sources. The plan calls for formation of a junta in exile to mount a three-pronged thrust consisting of sabotage, infiltration, and ultimate invasion. The exile sources said the plan had been discussed with Cuban leaders by US Central Intelligence agents. Seeking to put together the junta was Enrique Ruiz Williams, a Bay of Pigs invasion veteran and friend of US Attorney General Robert E Kennedy. Cuban leaders said intensive sabotage and guerrilla activities inside Cuba might start in a month to spark a possible uprising. Hundreds of exiles, reported itching for action and resentful of US-imposed curbs against the anti-Castro raids, will be recruited to infiltrate Cuba, the sources said.56






Though the article appeared in several newspapers across the country, it created little stir at the time. This was one of three articles around the same time that named Harry as Bobby’s new coordinator for Cuban exiles, but Harry knew the importance of keeping a low profile when it came to covert Cuban operations. He told us he “didn’t want publicity” and that’s one reason he “never took any (US government) position” or payment for his actions.57  Harry confronted the author of the other two articles to put a stop to them.

Harry told the reporter he didn’t like to be called “Bobby’s boy” and he tried to play down his close relationship to the Kennedys. “I know him [Bobby] and he knows me and we’ve worked together in the liberation of the [Bay of Pigs] brigade, but now I’m trying to help the brigade become useful.” When the reporter protested that all her sources confirmed that Harry did “whatever Bobby says,” Harry said that was “wrong.” Technically, it was, since Harry saw his relationship with Bobby as one of equals and not taking orders. In fact, Harry was not afraid to confront Bobby or disagree with him, which is one reason Bobby respected Harry. Harry told the reporter Bobby “knows what I’m doing because you guys publish everything in the paper. You see me in the airport and you publish in the paper that Harry Williams is going to the CIA or the Pentagon or whatever.”58
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Harry’s meeting with the reporter worked, because the articles about him stopped—but one had already come to the attention of Commander Almeida, in Cuba. Harry learned that in May 1963, when someone who had just left Cuba came to Harry and “told me there is a person who wants to talk with you ... and I believe he wants to help.” Harry said he didn’t understand what kind of help was being offered, but the man gave him “a telephone number” in Cuba and said “the telephone will either be unanswered or it will be him.” Harry said that “from the United States” it was still a “direct call” to Cuba “at that time.”

So, Harry said “I called” the number in Cuba, and “that is how I talked with” Commander Almeida. They hadn’t spoken in two years, since shortly after the Bay of Pigs. Almeida’s discontent—documented by the CIA just prior to the Bay of Pigs—had grown even more. Between Castro’s ever-escalating autocratic rule, and having to deal with the Soviets, Almeida had clearly had enough. Commander Almeida said “it has gone on too long, why don’t we try to stop it, for the good of everybody?”59


“I agree,” Harry said, explaining to Almeida that “I am involved in these actions against Fidel and I’d like to discuss them with you.” Harry told Almeida that he wanted to “go to Cuba to talk to you.” It was still possible for the CIA to slip people into—and out of—Cuba by speedboats in the night, and sometimes even through the US Navy base at Guantanamo. But Almeida told Harry “you better not come.”

When Almeida told him not to come to Cuba, Harry says “then I knew that he was being honest.” If Almeida were being dishonest, he could have had Harry secretly come to Cuba—and then have Harry arrested. Given the recent newspaper articles linking Harry to Bobby Kennedy, that would been a huge propaganda victory for Cuba and would have shattered the anti-Castro plans the articles had hinted at. For those reasons, Harry indicated that if Almeida had told him to come to Cuba, he’s not sure “if he would have gone or not.”

Instead, Almeida “said ‘let’s talk’” further about how he could help overthrow Castro. Almeida wanted “to know the conditions” under which the Kennedys would support a coup against Castro. He said that everything had to be “very clear,” since it was an extremely dangerous business and there could be no misunderstandings. For Harry, that meant he would need to discuss Almeida’s proposal in detail with Bobby Kennedy. So, Harry “said ‘OK, when is a good time for me to call you?’” They arranged a day and time, one that would give Harry enough time to consult with Bobby, and for Bobby to talk with JFK.60


Harry had a lot to consider, both before and during his meetings with Bobby. In some ways, Almeida’s offer was exactly what Harry and the Kennedys had been looking for. Harry said his “philosophy in” overthrowing Castro was “that I didn’t want to do it with amateurs. I wanted to deal with professionals.” Harry said “there were a lot of guys that say ‘I offer my life (to free Cuba), I don’t care if I die’”—but “most of those guys, when the hour of truth came, they were weak.” But in Almeida, Harry had someone who had faced death in battles large and small, and had killed when he felt he had to.

Just as important, Almeida was “one of the guys that was closer to Fidel Castro” than almost anyone else, aside from Raul. Harry says he knew the person in charge of killing Castro “had to be close to him.” That was important not only to have access to Castro and his closely guarded schedule and security plans, but also because only someone close to Castro could divert blame for the assassination and rally the Cuban people behind him.

On the other hand, dealing with Commander Almeida was a huge risk. Talking to him by phone from the US seems like a dangerous way to plan a coup, and Harry says there was always the chance “they were (just) trying to get information” from him. But Harry felt that “when you are in the (deadly serious) game” of trying to eliminate a dictator and bring freedom to your homeland, “you have to use everything that is offered to you. And then make a decision” whether or not to go forward.

Even with the huge risk, there were many positive aspects to dealing with Commander Almeida. He was still high in the Cuban government and worked closely with Fidel and Raul, so he had the access needed to “neutralize” them. Almeida still commanded not just thousands of troops, but the personal loyalty of key officers, who could be counted on to follow his orders. In addition, he was still widely admired among those remaining in Cuba, so his proclamations and announcements wouldn’t be questioned. Under Castro’s repressive regime, Harry told us that Almeida controlled state police functions in Havana and the surrounding area—which could be very helpful in dealing with the aftermath of Castro’s elimination and diverting the blame for it. It also meant Almeida was in a position to know which phone lines were safe for communication with the US.61


Harry explained to us Commander Almeida’s motivation for offering to lead a coup at that particular time. Almeida had been a hero of the Revolution that toppled Batista in 1959. But by 1963, Almeida felt that Castro had betrayed the Revolution and was becoming nothing more than a dictator. To make matters worse, he felt that his own high position in the government  had been weakening ever since the Bay of Pigs. Many other revolutionary heroes had been marginalized, exiled, or killed, and he feared the same thing would happen to him.62 As Cuba historian Daniel James said, “Fidel has earned himself a reputation for perfidy in his dealings with his earliest and closest associates,” and he cites several examples of those allies whom Castro had killed, imprisoned, or exiled.63 Castro had emerged from the Bay of Pigs with even more power and prestige for defeating the US, leaving Almeida and the other Cuban leaders in his shadow. Even though Almeida was one of the most powerful men in Cuba next to Castro, he realized that it was only a matter of time until he met the same fate as his former comrades. Finally, Harry said that another key motivation for Almeida was that he didn’t like the Soviet presence in Cuba, and he worried that Soviet influence would only grow64 To Almeida, C-Day was actually a continuation of the real Revolution.  65 If it meant cooperating with the Americans, he saw that as better than having to obey the Soviets.

While US historians have written little about Almeida, it’s well documented from historical records and news reports that a number of Cuban leaders, including Che Guevara, deeply resented the growing Russian influence in Cuba.66 News reports of tension between Che and the Soviets were common by the spring of 1963—so much so that just weeks before the May Associated Press article naming Harry appeared, a reporter for Look magazine felt compelled to tell Che about “rumors ... that he [Che] had been downgraded in power and was leaving the country for a year’s ‘vacation.’”67  An earlier issue of Look featured Che’s boast that Cuba would “resist to the last drop of blood any Soviet attempt to establish a Communist satellite in Cuba.”68 Both comments may have foreshadowed events to come, like that cable to the CIA Director saying that on November 30, 1963, “Che Guevara was alleged to be under house arrest for plotting to overthrow Castro” and Che’s later exile from Cuba.69


It’s ironic that Cuban revolutionaries like Almeida and Che would share a concern over the Soviets with the Kennedy administration. But Castro had not been the only Cuban leader to feel betrayed by the Soviets over the Cuban Missile Crisis. Though Castro had been mollified somewhat by the Soviets since then, Almeida and Che had not. Moreover, a former Kennedy administration official told us that “it was well-known that the Soviet-Cuba relationship was at a low ebb during late 1963. The Russians were ... pressuring Cuba to shape up economically, so they wouldn’t have to provide so much support.”70


When Harry met with Bobby Kennedy in Washington to discuss Commander  Almeida’s offer to stage a coup, it was a chance for the Kennedys to not only “eliminate” Castro but also get rid of the Soviet presence in Cuba. Harry explained that he felt “Almeida was a man of action,” who could get the job done. Clearly, Almeida thought the same thing about Harry, after seeing the article linking his old friend to the President’s brother.

Because Almeida represented exactly what Bobby and his brother had been looking for—a way to achieve the goals discussed in the memos quoted earlier—Bobby reacted positively to Almeida’s overture. Harry and Bobby continued their discussion when Bobby went to New York, but Bobby now had some very specific ideas for Harry to pass along to Almeida. Whether these ideas came from Bobby or JFK is hard to say, though as we document in the following chapters, it’s clear JFK had signed on to the plan.

Since this was the height of the Cold War and only six months after the Cuban Missile Crisis, Harry wanted Bobby to give him clear instructions about what he could promise Almeida. Bobby said to “offer him money” not only as an added incentive, but also as a type of insurance for his family, in case Almeida should be killed in the coup or have to flee into exile. Harry asked “How much money are we talking about?” But Bobby—who wanted the plan to be Cubans helping Cubans—didn’t want to name a figure, saying that coming up with a figure “is your problem,” so “you negotiate that.” Bobby indicated he would provide whatever money was needed. Since Bobby was not only the Attorney General and brother of the President, but also the son of one of America’s richest men, Harry was confident money wouldn’t be a problem for the operation.

In addition, Bobby told Harry to “offer to get” Almeida’s “family out” of Cuba before the attempted coup. Harry said “I don’t know if he has family or not,” but Bobby said in the next phone call to “ask him if he has a family. If he has a family, tell him” we’ll get them out, and take care of them until after the coup—and make sure they’re provided for if something goes wrong. In Chapter 6, we’ll detail what happened regarding the money and Almeida’s family. It’s a sign of how much pressure the Kennedys felt over Cuba that they would make such offers to the Commander of the Cuban Army, even using an intermediary like Harry.

Some may question why the Kennedys would cooperate with a powerful member of a Communist government like Almeida, but declassified files provide the answer. A formerly TOP SECRET memo to JFK’s assistant for National Security Affairs from May 10, 1963 shows how dissatisfaction with the Soviet bloc could help “effect the removal of the Castro regime.” In talking about “a  revolt within the structure of the existing regime,” it says it’s “most likely” to “draw its inspiration and support from nationalistic elements who had become disenchanted by the abject dependence of the regime on the [Soviet] Communist Bloc.” The memo also notes that factors in such a “revolt” would be a “deepening of the economic crisis” and, of course, “the death of Castro.”71


A formerly secret National Intelligence Estimate from June 14, 1963 notes that any new Cuban “leadership ... would have to be revolutionary and reformist to appeal to a majority of Cubans.”72 Even with the presence of progressive Cuban exiles in a new Provisional Government, the Kennedys knew it would still take a “revolutionary hero” to win over the “majority of Cubans.” Almeida’s stature, combined with his access to Castro, offered the Kennedys an opportunity so rare that they were willing to risk their administration’s political legacy on it, and the C-Day plan was born.

At the same time, Almeida needed the Kennedys just as badly. A formerly TOP SECRET May 13, 1963 memo from the CIA was titled “Developments in Cuba and Possible US Actions in the Event of Castro’s Death.” It said “upon Castro’s death, his brother Raul or some other figure in the regime would, with Soviet backing and help, take over control.” However, it said, there is a “chance that such a struggle would” develop into a “conflict ... with the Moscow-oriented Communists lined up on one side and those who are essentially Cuban nationalists on the other.” It then noted that “anti-Moscow Cuban nationalists would require extensive US help in order to win, and probably US military intervention.”73 Based on everything Harry told us about Almeida, and other information we’ll present later, it’s clear that he considered himself an “anti-Moscow Cuban nationalist” and not a “Moscow-oriented Communist.” Regarding Almeida’s political beliefs at the time, Harry said he was “sure he was not a Communist.” This is confirmed by the CIA memo cited earlier which said “Almeida ... is very much disgusted with the communistic situation” in Cuba. Whatever earlier public statements he might have made, by the late spring of 1963 Almeida harbored only ill feelings toward the Soviets and a growing frustrating with Castro.74


The May 10 memo says that “a palace coup ... might start with the assassination of Castro and a plea to the US to fend off intervention by Soviet forces,” which is very close to the actual C-Day plan that developed.75 It discusses a “palace coup by the members of the 26th of July Movement” and indicates they might be receptive to staging a coup if they were worried about “Communist accession to complete control of the [Cuban] regime at the expense of the remaining members of the 26th of July Movement.”76  Harry confirmed that Almeida had been “outstanding with the 26th of July Movement.”77


The 26th of July Movement was the original revolutionary organization of Fidel, Raul Castro, Almeida, and Che Guevara. It was separate from the Cuban Communist Party, and relations between the two were often difficult, especially for Che, who “treated the Communist leaders personally with some scorn,” according to historian Hugh Thomas.78 Look magazine said in April 1963 that “when old-line Communists grabbed for power in the revolutionary apparatus, maverick ‘Che’ was a chief target and sheltered many victims of the ‘purge.’”79 Given Almeida’s ill feelings towards the Communists —as relayed to Harry and the CIA—he no doubt felt similarly. It should be noted, however, that Che was a confirmed Socialist, while Almeida seemed motivated by practical concerns more than ideology. But for Almeida, and perhaps Che and some other Cuban officials, there seemed little point to have worked so hard to overthrow the dictator Batista, only to have to obey the whims of a new dictator like Castro or those in the Kremlin.

These analyses, along with the April 25, 1963 notes quoted earlier and the Kennedys’ later secret negotiations with Castro, show that JFK was willing to accept a socialist regime in Cuba as long as it met certain criteria, which included being free of Soviet influence and not exporting revolution to the rest of Latin America.80 As long as those criteria were met, the Kennedys were willing to deal with Fidel Castro or any other top Cuban official.

By June 1963, Almeida was working with Harry and the Kennedys on the C-Day plan.81 At the same time, the Kennedys were pursuing a peaceful solution to the problem of Cuba, one that was foreshadowed in the same May 1963 issue of the New York Times that carried the AP article mentioning Harry. The Times noted that in an interview with pioneering TV journalist Lisa Howard, “Castro lauds US ban on raids as a step toward peace,” referring to the recent crackdown on Cuban exile raids by JFK.82 The Kennedys were trying to walk a fine line—publicly appearing to suppress Cuban exile raids, while privately getting ready to support a few exile groups in a plan to topple Castro. Lisa Howard’s interview with Castro soon led to another Kennedy initiative: She would be the catalyst for secret, back-channel negotiations between the Kennedys and Castro. With the Kennedys having so many seemingly contradictory irons in the fire, in retrospect it seems almost inevitable that tragedy would result. However, at the time, the Kennedys were simply trying different solutions to the very difficult problem of Cuba.





CHAPTER • THREE

The C-Day “Plan for a Coup in Cuba”

ONCE ALMEIDA HAD secretly agreed to be the coup leader for the overthrow of Cuba, the Kennedys and Harry quickly refocused their plans. Instead of trying to unite all the Cuban exile groups, they now focused on using just a small, trusted handful in the C-Day plan, which included elements the administration had already been secretly discussing. The C-Day plan started to develop when Almeida contacted Harry in mid-May 1963, and evolved over the summer and fall of 1963. However, it’s important to look concisely at what the plan was supposed to achieve and entail, since the final reality was tragically different from what was originally planned. In essence, declassified files and sources confirm that C-Day called for a coup against Cuba, on a date eventually fixed as December 1, 1963. Almeida would “eliminate” Fidel Castro (and probably his brother Raul) on that date, but their deaths would be blamed on someone else. If the coup leader were to put the blame on someone with ties to Russia, that would help to neutralize the Soviets still in Cuba. Just before the coup, Harry Williams would secretly go into Cuba from the US base at Guantanamo, and would meet face to face with the coup leader. After Castro’s death, Harry would be quickly joined by several Cuban exile leaders previously selected by Harry and approved by the Kennedys. The exiles would have been operating from bases outside the continental US. Ranging from conservative to liberal, the exile leaders, Harry, Almeida, and his allies would immediately form and announce a new Provisional Government.

The new Cuban Provisional Government would call for US military intervention, to help calm the situation and deter the Soviets. If all went well, that would initially involve a few hundred specially trained Cuban exile US military troops. If there were a few trouble spots, it could also involve US Special  Forces—the Green Berets—but it could also rise to the level of a “full-scale invasion” by US forces if necessary. The Provisional Government would rule Cuba until free and democratic elections could be held.

There were two supporting operations for C-Day, and they shared some of the same personnel. The Cuba Contingency Plans were developed to protect the secrecy of C-Day and give JFK time to plan a response if it appeared that Castro had found out about C-Day and retaliated by—for example—assassinating a US official. The other supporting operation was getting US intelligence assets into Cuba prior to C-Day. This was primarily a CIA operation, though Naval Intelligence was also involved. With no US embassy in Cuba to provide cover, the US assets had to either be slipped in at night by boat, or have carefully constructed cover stories so they could travel to Havana openly via Mexico City.

C-Day was primarily a military operation, supported by the CIA but directed by Bobby Kennedy with the full approval of JFK. However, the public wasn’t supposed to know that, even if C-Day was a success, which accounts for so much of the secrecy that surrounded the plan then and for decades to follow. The goal was “plausible deniability” for the US government and for President Kennedy in particular. If the plan failed, JFK couldn’t afford to take the blame, as he had for the Bay of Pigs. The complex way in which C-Day was delegated and planned not only kept it from becoming an open secret, like the disastrous Bay of Pigs; it also protected the reputation of JFK. Ironically, even though C-Day failed, and parts of it were used by the Mafia in JFK’s assassination, the Kennedys’ secrecy plans worked so effectively that C-Day remained secret for decades.

Though the C-Day plans clearly called for the elimination of Fidel Castro, the Kennedys saw it as a coup, not an assassination. This may seem like semantics or rationalization, but it’s important for several reasons. First, evidence indicates that the distinction was significant to JFK and Bobby and shaped how C-Day developed. Second, the concept of a coup was very different from the Castro assassination schemes with the Mafia that the CIA had been pursuing since 1959. Finally, the Kennedys’ distinction between a coup and an assassination caused controversy and division among historians and journalists that has indirectly helped to keep C-Day secret.

Forty years after JFK’s death, debate continues as to whether John and Bobby Kennedy knew about or directed assassination plots against Castro. The controversy began in the 1970s after the first press revelations of US assassination attempts against Castro. Former LBJ aide Bill Moyers and  former JFK aide Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. feuded publicly in the press over the issue.1 As late as 2001, the Nation magazine was still treating the issue cautiously, and the controversy generated by statements on either side of the issue has no doubt caused many historians and journalists to handle the issue with extreme caution or avoid it altogether. Part of the problem was always the use of the term assassination, since the Kennedys didn’t view C-Day as an assassination plan.

From our earliest interviews, Dean Rusk, Harry Williams, and other Kennedy associates made it clear that John and Bobby Kennedy not only knew about the effort to “eliminate” Castro with C-Day, but were actively directing it. However, the Kennedys saw C-Day not as assassination, but as Cubans outside Cuba working with Cubans inside Cuba to overthrow Castro’s brutal dictatorship. Bobby’s own words confirm this. He addresses the issue in his Oral History, soon after praising Harry Williams. The interviewer —David Martin, who had just stepped down from a two-year stint as US Ambassador to the Dominican Republic—then asks Bobby if he had ever attempted any “direct assassination attempts on Castro.” Although Bobby has just finished confirming his work with Harry Williams to the interviewer, Bobby replies “no” to the interviewer’s question.2 This shows Bobby’s mindset, as well as careful wording—notice that the question included the term “direct assassination attempts.” To Bobby, his work with Harry on C-Day wasn’t a “direct assassination attempt.” Bobby had encountered numerous problems with the CIA’s efforts with the Mafia to assassinate Castro starting in 1959, when Bobby’s attempt to question a gangster was blocked by the CIA, which was using the gangster to try to kill Castro.3 To Bobby, that was a “direct assassination attempt”—hiring a hit man to shoot someone. Bobby and JFK saw C-Day far differently, according to those who worked with the Kennedy brothers.

Some officials in the CIA didn’t see any difference between a coup and an assassination plot. Richard Helms, the CIA’s Deputy Director for Plans in 1963—and CIA Director under Nixon during Watergate—later testified to the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) about the Kennedys and plans for a Cuban coup in 1963. In 1977, Helms was convicted of misleading Congress regarding Nixon’s plan for a coup in Chile (which utilized several C-Day veterans). Helms received a slap-on-the-wrist fine, which his CIA colleagues promptly paid for him.4 But when Helms was subpoenaed soon after that by the HSCA, he must have been aware that another conviction for misleading Congress would bring calls for harsher penalties. Though  it received almost no attention in the press at the time, his testimony about the actions of the Kennedys and the CIA during 1963 is surprisingly forthcoming.

Under oath, Helms told the Committee that “All I am trying to say is the US Government had a policy for many months of trying to mount a coup against Fidel Castro” in 1963. Helms said that “these operations against Cuba were known to the Attorney General of the United States ... the President of the United States ... all kinds of people high up in the government.” Helms stressed that “those operations went on nonstop during 1963.” Pressed as to whether the operation he was talking about was a coup or an assassination, Helms replied: “When one government is trying to upset another government and the operation is successful, people get killed. I don’t know whether they are assassinated or whether they are killed in a coup.” But Helms emphasized that the coup he was talking about wasn’t some small rogue CIA attempt to kill Castro, telling the committee “if you go through the records of those years, you will find the whole US government was behind this one.”5 Unfortunately, the HSCA was unable to obtain most of the relevant records from the military and intelligence agencies, and their limited budget and life-span made a long search impossible.

Helms was known as “the man who kept the secrets” (the title of his biography by Thomas Powers), but the few comments he made about the Kennedys’ 1963 Cuba operations are consistent with what our Kennedy C-Day sources told us and what declassified documents confirm. Regarding the Kennedys’ plans for getting rid of Castro in 1963, Helms told Kennedy biographer Richard Reeves that “Robert Kennedy ran with it, ran those operations, and I dealt with him almost every day”6 But it wasn’t Bobby alone—shortly before his death, Helms said on Jim Lehrer’s Newshour on PBS that JFK had “organized his entire administration to get rid of Castro.”7 Helms told noted presidential historian Michael Beschloss in 1988 that “There are two things you have to understand: Kennedy wanted to get rid of Castro, and the Agency [CIA] was not about to undertake anything like that on its own.”8  That’s consistent with what Helms had told another Congressional committee in the 1970s, when he said “If President Kennedy had not been the motivating force,” then the 1963 Cuban effort “wouldn’t have taken on the size and character it did.”9 Helms even said on the Discovery Channel in 1997 that “There isn’t any doubt as to who was running that effort. It was Bobby Kennedy on behalf of his brother. It wasn’t anybody else! ”10 Regarding the pressure Helms felt from Bobby Kennedy over Cuba in 1963, Helms told  Evan Thomas “I was also getting my ass beat. You should have enjoyed the experience of Bobby Kennedy rampant on your back.”11


While all of Helms’s statements are accurate, he left out a great deal, including the CIA-Mafia plots to assassinate Castro that began in 1959 and continued through the fall of 1963, other CIA attempts to kill Castro in 1963 that didn’t have the backing of the Kennedys, and the attempts that the CIA continued after JFK’s death. Helms also failed to mention the CIA’s intelligence failures in 1963 that allowed mob bosses Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli to infiltrate C-Day and use parts of it against JFK. Helms showed remarkable candor when he told historian Beschloss that “A lot of people probably lied about what had happened in the effort to get rid of Castro.”12


Helms was a career CIA man who had risen through the ranks, unlike John McCone, CIA Director in 1963. McCone, who had formerly headed the Atomic Energy Commission, was a political appointee with little intelligence experience. While he may seem an odd choice for CIA Director, JFK felt burned by the previous CIA head, Allen Dulles, over the Bay of Pigs. Dulles had been a career intelligence officer, and JFK may have hoped that someone like McCone would be more loyal to him than to the CIA. While that may have been true, Helms and other CIA officials didn’t tell McCone about some operations—such as the CIA-Mafia plots—until they were pressed. Even then, Helms usually didn’t give the CIA director the whole story13


While Helms knew and dealt with the CIA case officers involved with C-Day, McCone’s role in the operation was much smaller, although McCone did receive several of the key C-Day CIA documents that have since been declassified.

Another document confirms that CIA Director McCone was acting on the orders of JFK in regard to his actions on C-Day. A Department of the Army document from September 26, 1963—kept secret for thirty-four years—says that the “CIA would, as appropriate and with Presidential approval, deal with the potential leaders of a coup in Cuba.”14 We will soon detail two specific instances where the CIA did “deal with” the C-Day coup leader in Cuba. However, for C-Day, the CIA had only a supporting role, to the US military.

 



From C-Day’s inception in May 1963, the US military officially had the lead role in the operation, having been assigned responsibility for covert invasions after the CIA’s mismanagement of the Bay of Pigs fiasco. Documents from that month show that Joint Chiefs Chairman General Maxwell Taylor  was focused on trying to “foment a revolt within Cuba which would call for US military intervention.”15 Taylor was the kind of Kennedy intimate who could be trusted with all the information about C-Day, unlike some members of the Joint Chiefs who were holdovers from the Bay of Pigs days. These included men like Air Force General Curtis LeMay—famous later for his “bomb ‘em back to the Stone Age” remark about the North Vietnamese—who had ties to far-right Congressmen highly critical of JFK. Many of the nation’s military leaders had been pressing for an invasion of Cuba since the Bay of Pigs failure. But, as historian Richard Reeves noted, JFK “distrusted the military, at least its commanders.” JFK “felt ... the Joint Chiefs of Staff ... had misled him, even betrayed him, in the weeks leading up to the Bay of Pigs.” However, by the spring of 1963, JFK finally had a Chairman of the Joint Chiefs he could trust, Maxwell Taylor. Reeves wrote that Taylor “was the only active or former senior officer with regular access to the Oval Office.”16


That the US military got what it wanted when the opportunity for C-Day presented itself is clear in a military document that was first drafted on May 1, 1963, just before C-Day became an option. The document was then revised on May 13, right after the Cuban official first contacted Harry about staging a coup. This document was classified TOP SECRET, and the Joint Chiefs had taken action to keep it secret as recently as October 18, 1989, until its release by the JFK Assassination Records Review Board in 1997. It is a report to the Joint Chiefs of Staff that basically debates the pros and cons of two different approaches to overthrowing Castro. One approach is to “foment a revolt in Cuba,” while the other would be to “engineer provocative incidents ostensibly perpetrated by the Castro regime” to provide “a pretext for overt US military intervention in Cuba.”

The “provocative incidents” that the US could “engineer” had been the subject of extensive military planning the previous year. Codenamed OPERATION NORTHWOODS, these plans were also declassified in 1997, and they received a brief burst of attention in the news media because they were so shocking. Several C-Day documents were released at the same time, but the news media and even historians overlooked them because the NORTHWOODS documents were so bizarre. As ABC News reported, the NORTHWOODS documents show that in 1962, the US Joint Chiefs drafted plans “to kill innocent people and commit acts of terrorism in US cities to create public support for a war against Cuba.” Specifically,
the plans reportedly included the possible assassination of Cuban émigrés, sinking boats of Cuban refugees on the high seas, hijacking  planes, blowing up a US ship, and even orchestrating violent terrorism in US cities. The plans were developed as ways to trick the American public and the international community into supporting a war to oust Cuba’s then new leader, Communist Fidel Castro. America’s top military brass even contemplated causing US military casualties, writing: “We could blow up a US ship in Guantanamo Bay and blame Cuba,” and, “casualty lists in US newspapers would cause a helpful wave of national indignation.”17






Why would the Joint Chiefs have suggested such things in 1962? Because they had actually tried to use one of the ideas in 1961 to force JFK to commit US forces at the Bay of Pigs. ABC News reported that one of the Joint Chiefs’ ideas from 1962 “was to pay someone in the Castro government to attack US forces at the Guantanamo naval base.” That’s close to what the US military and CIA had actually done just before the Bay of Pigs, without JFK’s knowledge. FBI veteran William Turner discovered that the CIA intended “to mount a fake attack on Guantanamo that would make Castro look like the aggressor and justify direct American [military] intervention.” However, the Cuban exiles who were supposed to stage the fake attack on Guantanamo refused.18 Turner’s discovery was confirmed by a former CIA employee.19 Because JFK never learned about this deception planned during the Bay of Pigs, the Joint Chiefs felt safe in proposing similar provocations to JFK and his Secretary of Defense a year later. However, both men declined to pursue the bizarre schemes and JFK replaced the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs with his own man, Maxwell Taylor, a few months later.20


The May 1963 Joint Chiefs document provides extensive detail about plans for C-Day in its earliest stages. General Taylor’s request for information about engineering a pretext for invasion may only have been a cover for his real goal, which was “using US military intervention” to support a “revolt within Cuba.” At this early stage, the military role for C-Day was projected to be far smaller than the size it would grow to by the fall of 1963. The May estimates suggest that supporting a coup would require 1,123 officers and enlisted men, plus five civilians, a “SEAL team,” a “Special Forces ... headquarters and two companies,” two “submarines,” “Air Commandos” including “twenty aircraft,” and “CIA forces.”21


The Joint Chiefs felt that US military support for a revolt was needed because “any uprising without US overt [military] support is likely to be short-lived because of the improved Cuban/Soviet military capabilities presently in  Cuba and Castro’s increasingly efficient internal security operations.” While the military had their own plans for “inciting a revolt in Cuba, followed by overt, large-scale US military operations,” they figured it would take “15-18 months.” That meant that the earliest the military thought they could get a revolt together was August 1964, possibly as late as November—which would be during the presidential elections. It’s not hard to see why General Maxwell Taylor quickly got behind C-Day, because it promised dramatic results in just six months.22


The Joint Chiefs’ recommendation in May 1963 was that “The US should ... at a propitious time, launch appropriate military action to remove the Castro Communist government.” Such “military action in Cuba” should be “in accordance with ... plans ... directed by the President.” They felt that “one governmental organization [should] be given the primary responsibility for developing a national plan.” Though they believed that “the Joint Chiefs of Staff should participate in the development of this national plan,” they were aware of the political realities, so they said “the views of the Joint Chiefs of Staff should be forwarded to” one of the Cuba subcommittees headed by Bobby Kennedy.23


The high degree of secrecy and sensitivity about this early C-Day planning is evident from its distribution. While part of it was to be forwarded to Secretary of the Army Cyrus Vance because he was the “Executive Agent of the Department of Defense for Policy toward Cuba,” the document was so secret that it was not to be “forwarded to US officers assigned to NATO activities” or “to the Chairman, US Delegation, United Nations Military Staff Committee.” It was distributed only to eighteen generals and admirals and one colonel. Among those getting the memo was General Joseph Carroll, the head of the DIA, who would be heavily involved with C-Day.24


The US military did see roles for other agencies, saying that “supporting operations by CIA, State, and USIA [the US Information Agency] will be required.” One of those “supporting operations” was “the introduction by CIA as soon as practicable of assets into Cuba for the development of intelligence ... and the development of a suitable cover plan.”25  This attempt to get “assets into Cuba” by the CIA would accelerate into the fall, and would include at least three men linked to JFK’s assassination.

At this early stage, the Joint Chiefs were proposing procedures that would be radically shortened in the months to come. For example, they suggested that a new provisional “Cuban Government would be required to exist for at least 18 days” before the US sent in the troops. However, having a high-profile  figure like Almeida in position to take over immediately after Castro was eliminated meant that time could be greatly shortened. By November 1963, the plan would talk of having people in place to make a decision within “twenty-four hours.”26


Despite this extensive planning, C-Day remained secret for so long because knowledge of it was carefully limited and compartmentalized. Other than Generals Taylor and Carroll, it’s unclear how much the other Joint Chiefs knew about the actual C-Day plan. Most, like General LeMay, were probably only told that the planning was necessary “just in case” the conditions for a coup developed, and that attempts were under way to find someone to stage a coup. Second, the US military doesn’t like to reveal its covert failures: For almost five decades, the military covered up the true cause of death of 749 Americans in one secret operation in World War II, the one-night practice run for D-Day called OPERATION TIGER.

The Joint Chiefs made several recommendations about using Cuban exiles in their plans, and they got some of what they wanted. While they said the creation of a Cuban exile “Expeditionary Force” was “a risk which cannot be justified and should not be undertaken,” they suggested that “Cubans could ... be formed into small teams for use in UW [unconventional warfare] activities.” They “estimated that from two to four hundred carefully selected Cubans could be used in this role” and that “the CIA” could have a “supporting role to select and train the individuals.”27


JFK and Bobby felt that the Cuban exiles deserved a more prominent role. More important, the Kennedys were aware of how much better it would look to the world if the first US troops into Cuba were a multiracial Cuban exile group. Consequently, several hundred Cuban exiles were selected and sent to Fort Benning, Georgia, where they were trained to be the first US force into Cuba after the C-Day coup.28 Other exiles were sent for training to Fort Stewart, South Carolina, and two other bases.29


 



While the military handled the exile troops, the CIA was responsible for dealing with the exile groups that the Kennedys and Harry were choosing for C-Day. Bobby Kennedy told Harry that “you will direct the elements, direct the operation.” But Harry was well aware of past problems between Cuban exiles and their often heavy-handed and patronizing CIA masters. So Harry bluntly told Bobby that he would only agree “if I don’t deal with the CIA [bureaucracy]. I deal with you and you tell me which one of the CIA [men]  comes to me and he works for me. I don’t work for him. I’m going to call the shots if you want me to do it.” Harry said Bobby agreed, and that was “the way that lasted until November [22, 1963] when President Kennedy was assassinated.”30


Two CIA memos confirm that in June 1963, guidelines spawned by members of one of Bobby’s Cuban committees “were approved” for the Cuban exile groups that would become part of the C-Day planning. The exile groups were supposed to appear “autonomous,” although, as Bobby himself would explain to them shortly, they only had the appearance of being autonomous and really answered to him. To receive major funding from the US, “all operations had to be mounted outside the territory of the United States,” were “to be executed exclusively by Cuban Nationals dedicated to the idea that the overthrow of” Castro was necessary, and “must be accomplished by Cubans inside and outside Cuba working in concert.” This guideline mirrors closely the rationale that several Kennedy associates told us about C-Day: The Kennedys viewed C-Day as the US aiding “Cubans helping other Cubans,” not as an assassination plan.31 The June 1963 guidelines also say that “an experienced [CIA] liaison officer would be assigned to each group to provide general advice, funds and material support.”32 The June 1963 CIA memo says that “if ever charged with complicity, the US Government would publicly deny any participation in the groups’ activities.”33


A second, much longer CIA memo about the guidelines was finally declassified in 1997. This formerly SECRET, EYES ONLY memo was prepared by the CIA for one of Bobby Kennedy’s Cuba subcommittee meetings on June 8, 1963. It bluntly says that “the ultimate objective” for the plan “would be to encourage dissident elements in the military ... of the [Cuban] regime to bring about the eventual liquidation of ... Castro” as well as “the elimination of the Soviet presence from Cuba.”34 The memo makes it clear that the exile guidelines and the “liquidation of ... Castro” by a powerful dissident in the Cuban government are all part of the same plan. The memo stresses that all parts of its “covert program for Cuba” are “closely inter-related” and that “the total cumulative impact of the courses of action” are “dependent upon the simultaneous coordinated execution of the individual courses of action.” In other words, it’s not a list of separate plans, but a list of different parts of one coordinated plan. It says the guidelines for “autonomous anti-Castro Cuban groups” are meant “to supplement and assist” the other parts of the plan, including the “exploitation and stimulation of disaffection in the Cuban military ”35


Other parts of the plan to bring about the “liquidation of ... Castro” include a focus on “covert collection of intelligence.” This involves “increasing the volume and quality of intelligence needed ... particularly for defections and penetrations.” It notes that “assets trained and controlled by CIA will be used.”36 Later chapters show how some of those CIA assets were unknowingly manipulated by the Mafia in their plot to assassinate JFK.

Not everyone involved in the meeting knew about the C-Day plan, so the memo also talks about things like “propaganda actions” and “economic denial.” But it makes it clear that the US is “undertaking an intensive ... effort to ... establish channels of communication with disaffected ... elements in the power centers of the regime, particularly in the armed forces hierarchy. The objective is to promote the fragmentation of the regime and ... lead to an internal coup which would dislodge Castro ... and force the withdrawal of the Soviet military presence.” It hints that “several promising operations are already underway. ”37 Since the CIA was just getting ready to reestablish contact with disgruntled mid-level Cuban official Rolando Cubela, and their AMTRUNK operation hadn’t produced results of any significance, it’s clear from our sources that the only “promising” operation at that point was the coup by Almeida and Harry, C-Day38


The June 8, 1963 memo repeats the same exile guidelines from the previous memo, but adds more detail.39 Regarding the US government’s plan to “deny publicly any participation in” the acts of the chosen exile groups, the memo says that will be done “no matter ... how accurate may be the reports of US complicity.”40 The memo also notes that while “an experienced CIA officer would be assigned to work with” each “group in a liaison capacity,” the CIA officer would “be expected to influence but not control the conduct of operations.”41 This confirms what we were told by Harry Williams, that he didn’t work for the CIA officers assigned to him; instead, they were there to assist him.42


In the 1970s, the Senate Church Committee would note that after “the June 1963 decision” of Bobby’s subcommittee, the “files of the intelligence agencies ... document a series of meetings among major leaders of the anti-Castro movement.” They also found that “some of these leaders claimed the support of the United States Government.” For example, they cite an October 18, 1963 FBI report of such meetings.43


On June 22, 1963, “Bobby met with Harry Williams” and some of the other trusted Cuban exile leaders, according to two CIA memos uncovered by author Gus Russo. That was two days after JFK had personally approved the  operations described in the exile guideline memos. Bobby Kennedy told them not to “get the idea you will be working independently” because “all [your] forces, though outside the country, will be coordinated.” In other words, their supposedly “autonomous” operations were not autonomous at all. Bobby also wanted them to quit phoning him directly so much “because of the frequency of rumors linking him with certain operations against Cuba.”44 Bobby’s Justice Department phone logs confirm the high volume of calls that he was talking about. They document twenty-five calls by Harry Williams to Bobby’s office in 1963, most in the first half of the year before Harry switched to a less direct approach. That total doesn’t count the calls Bobby made to Harry, or the calls Harry made to Bobby’s home, or Harry’s many meetings with Bobby (and Harry’s occasional meetings with JFK).45 Historian Richard Mahoney, whose father was part of the Kennedy administration, wrote that Harry Williams “spoke to Bobby at least once a week.”46 But to help preserve the secrecy of the Kennedys’ support for C-Day, Harry started making greater use of Bobby’s secretary to arrange meetings. Harry himself was often the conduit for other C-Day exile leaders to communicate with Bobby.47


The CIA’s point man on Cuba, Desmond FitzGerald, flew “into a towering rage upon learning that Kennedy had been meeting privately with Cuban exiles,” according to FitzGerald’s daughter. She said that her father was enraged that “Bobby Kennedy was entertaining Cuban exiles at his house at Hickory Hill [Virginia] and calling them at their apartments at the Ebbitt Hotel.” Evan Thomas wrote that Desmond FitzGerald viewed Bobby’s Cuban exile leaders with “disgust and contempt.” FitzGerald was from a wealthy “Eastern establishment family,” his first wife’s family had founded Radcliffe and Groton, and FitzGerald had been a Wall Street lawyer who lived on Park Avenue before joining the CIA. Thomas notes that FitzGerald’s “elitism, by modern standards, was offensive.”48


Harry Williams gave us his impression of the CIA’s Desmond FitzGerald. He said that Bobby “introduced me to him in those days” and that FitzGerald “was very high up in the CIA.” In terms of C-Day, Harry said that FitzGerald “was the representative of Bobby ... he was really handling the scene” for the CIA. Harry told us that “I don’t know [exactly] how much, [but] he knew a lot” about C-Day. For the CIA, Bobby “Kennedy had him in charge of this. Bobby was really handling the thing [C-Day], but” FitzGerald “was just next to Bobby” Several historians, including Evan Thomas and Gus Russo, have confirmed FitzGerald’s work on Cuban operations with Bobby in 1963.49


Desmond FitzGerald wasn’t the only career CIA official who couldn’t stand the idea of Bobby dealing directly with Cuban exiles like Harry Williams and the other exile leaders; another was Ted Shackley, chief of the massive Miami CIA Station in the early 1960s. The Miami CIA Station, codenamed JMWAVE, was the largest CIA base outside of Washington, larger than any CIA station in any foreign country. According to a Congressional report, at that time the Miami Station had “1,571 acres,” ran “54 front corporations,” and had “a staff of more than 300 Americans, mostly case officers.” And “each case officer employed from 4 to 10 Cuban [exile] ‘principal agents’ who in turn, would each be responsible for between 10 and 30 regular agents.”50 Ted Shackley was responsible for that huge—and largely ineffective—effort. Shackley’s deputy told Nation writer David Corn that Shackley “hated the idea that the Cubans had gotten to the Kennedys and convinced them that they could operate on their own.”51


The hatred of Shackley and the “disgust and contempt” FitzGerald felt toward Bobby’s exiles were probably mirrored by some other high CIA officials, and would impact both C-Day’s planning and the tragic fallout from its failure. It’s probably one reason that in June 1963, the CIA’s Richard Helms began reviving and renewing his own Castro assassination plots, such as the ZRRIFLE “Executive Action” program with the CIA-Mafia plots and European assassin recruiter QJWIN, and renewing contact with mid-level Cuban official Rolando Cubela. These were programs controlled by the CIA, not Bobby Kennedy or Harry Williams or the US military, and Helms didn’t even fully inform CIA Director McCone about them. After JFK’s death, the CIA covered up huge amounts of information about the assassination, ostensibly to protect C-Day. Officials like FitzGerald and Helms may have rationalized that C-Day had somehow “blown-back” against JFK, but that was Bobby’s program, not theirs, and thus dealing with that blowback was his responsibility. However, as we document in later chapters, the CIA’s own Castro assassination plots and intelligence failures primarily allowed three Mafia bosses to infiltrate C-Day and use parts of it against JFK.

In June 1963, Harry Williams and the Kennedys targeted five Cuban exile leaders and some of their groups for recruitment into C-Day. If Harry was Bobby Kennedy’s right arm for C-Day, then Harry saw these five as being the fingers of his right hand. Harry demonstrated how the C-Day plan was supposed to work when he opened his hand, and said to imagine Cuba in the palm of his hand. His five fingers represented the other exile leaders and groups, based at various places around the Caribbean and Central America,  except for the exile troops at Ft. Benning, Georgia. On C-Day, with Harry already in Cuba, Almeida would have Fidel killed. A signal would be given, and Harry’s exile leaders would rush into Cuba—which Harry demonstrated by closing his five fingers into a fist. Five fingers, operating in perfect coordination, to help Harry and Almeida set up the new Provisional Government. That’s how it was supposed to work—although, as later chapters on each of the leaders and groups detail, trying to put that into effect was often a struggle. The five targeted were Manuel Artime (and his exile group, the MRR), Manolo Ray (and his group JURE), Eloy Menoyo (and his SNFE), Tony Varona (whose Cuban Revolutionary Council was almost moribund, so he was targeted primarily as an individual), and the Cuban exile officers training at Fort Benning (whose leadership was a traditional military command structure). Within several months, CIA memos would start to describe those disparate groups as working on a major plot to overthrow Castro. As mentioned in the Introduction, one CIA memo said that Manolo Ray’s “JURE was currently sponsoring a plan to assassinate Fidel Castro and other high-ranking Cuban government officials as part of an operation designed to incite an internal rebellion in Cuba.” The same memo says “This plan involves an internal uprising with the support of certain Cuban military figures ... among the key figures in the plot are Juan Almeida.”52


Harry saw himself as a coordinator and liaison with Bobby, and he didn’t have (or want) an exile organization of his own; that was one way he stayed above the politics and bickering that plagued most of the exile groups. That way, he could simply focus on persuading the “five fingers” to join the C-Day plan, using his own charisma and money authorized by the Kennedys. Bobby Kennedy ensured that the Fort Benning officers would be part of C-Day, and the first of the others to sign on to C-Day was Manuel Artime, in June 1963, with Tony Varona following in July. While the military was reponsible for the Fort Benning troops, the CIA was responsible for handling the exile groups and providing them with a wide range of support.






CHAPTER • FOUR

AMWORLD: The CIA’s Portion of C-Day

ON “JUNE 28, 1963,” THE CIA officially christened their portion of C-Day “AMWORLD” in a secret memo sent to a select group of CIA officials.1 This initial AMWORLD MEMO was only declassifed in 1999, and was never seen by the Warren Commission or any of the Congressional investigating committees, none of whom were ever told about C-Day. This document appears here for the first time; it has never been cited in any previous book or article. It was only declassified in January 1999 because of the efforts of the JFK Assassination Records Review Board, who had first been alerted to the existence of C-Day by the authors in their 1994 written testimony to the Board. After being contacted by the Executive Director of the Review Board in late 1997, Lamar Waldron specifically called his attention to the AMWORLD portion of the coup plan. He even provided him with copies of the few AMWORLD documents the CIA had released before the Board was formed. The Board approved the declassification of additional AMWORLD files starting in September 1998. Even after documents are declassified, it can sometimes take months or years for them to show up in the National Archives, and this document was one of several AMWORLD documents discovered there in 2004.2 This initial AMWORLD memo confirms many things the authors had stated in their written testimony to the Review Board, on the History Channel, and to Vanity Fair years before this document was released.

Even in June 1963, C-Day and AMWORLD were the subject of intense secrecy by the CIA, even more than regular CIA operations. Also, AMWORLD documents are filled with CIA code words, which we will translate in our quotes for greater clarity. Some of the code words themselves—for instance, PBRUMEN, which meant Cuba—were still being kept secret by the CIA as late as 1995, which was yet another reason most historians had trouble making sense of the  few C-Day documents that slipped through and were declassified. Other code words we’ll translate in the AMWORLD document quotes are: AMBIDDY (Manuel Artime), KUBARK (CIA), JMWAVE (Miami CIA station), ODYOKE (US government, in this case the Kennedy administration), AMYUM (Artime’s exile group, the MRR), and PBPRIME (the US).

The first AMWORLD document was a SECRET, EYES ONLY five-page memo prepared on June 28, 1963. It was sent by J. C. King, “Chief [of the CIA’s] Western Hemisphere Division,” to the “Chiefs of Certain [CIA] Stations.” King, who effectively ranked just below Richard Helms and just above Desmond FitzGerald, used his official code-name on the document, “Oliver G. Galbond.” The memo is titled “AMWORLD—Background of Program, Operational Support Requirements and Procedural Rules.” It begins: “This will serve to alert you to the inception of AMWORLD, a new CIA program targeted against Cuba. Some manifestations of activity resulting from this program may come to your notice before long.” Echoing the exile guidelines cited earlier, the memo says:
activities involved in this program are to be based outside the US and ... any manifestations of CIA participation in the planning and execution of the program will be kept to a minimum. The CIA will ... confine itself to supporting Artime’s effort financially and logistically, and to giving general advice where appropriate. The Kennedy Administration, it should be emphasized, is willing to accept the risks involved in utilizing autonomous Cuban exile groups and individuals who are not necessarily responsive to CIA guidance and to face up to the consequences which are unavoidable in lowering professional standards adhered to by autonomous groups (as compared with fully controlled and disciplined agent assets) is bound to entail.





As documented in later chapters, the CIA is being somewhat disingenuous here, since Artime had actually been working for the CIA since the fall of 1959, when he attempted his first CIA-backed coup against Castro. It’s not as if Artime was being forced on the CIA by the Kennedys, and Artime would remain very close to CIA officers from this era until his death. But what was different about AMWORLD was that Artime—and the others—were now taking orders not from the CIA, but from Bobby Kennedy3


The memo says that supporting groups like Artime’s “is the price the Kennedy Administration is willing to pay to enable it to deny publicly any  participation in the activities of autonomous groups, no matter how loud or even how accurate reports of US complicity may turn out to be.” Such reports would occasionally surface in the press, to the great concern of Bobby Kennedy and others.4 By November 1963, however, the Kennedys and the CIA would be so adept at controlling press reports that they would be able to keep two assassination attempts against JFK out of the press, in Chicago and Tampa.

The AMWORLD memo lays out some details of the operation, saying that “Artime will be in touch with a senior CIA officer, operating under a fully documented alias, who is to serve as his advisor and hopefully as his sole direct link with the Kennedy Administration.” The “hopefully” suggests that the CIA probably knew this would not be the case, since Artime would be able to get to Bobby through Harry Williams and, increasingly, by going to Bobby directly. However, Artime’s CIA officer “and his staff will be based at the Miami CIA Station, and that office will be known by the code-name LORK.” It will have a “separate communications net linking the Miami CIA Station/AMWORLD operations center with Artime’s headquarters in Nicaragua.” Miami CIA Chief of Operations David Morales would have assisted with the AMWORLD office there, at the same time that Morales was working closely with mob boss Johnny Rosselli on the CIA-Mafia plots to kill Castro.

The memo said that “meetings between the CIA officer (and assistants) and Artime will take place outside the US, in frequently shifting locations in order to obviate setting any pattern of contact arousing the interest of hostile, e.g., Cuban [intelligence] services.” CIA Station chiefs “will ... be given early warning of any planned meetings, their location and of the aliases being used by Artime and the CIA officer in charge of the project.” CIA officer David Atlee Phillips shows up in later AMWORLD files as one of the CIA officers arranging meetings with Artime in Mexico City, using exactly the same procedure outlined in the first AMWORLD document.5 Phillips worked closely with David Morales, and both men play key roles in the story of C-Day. It’s important to notice a distinction here between Harry Williams and Artime. While Harry would travel to other countries to visit various C-Day bases, such as Artime’s, most of Harry’s meetings with his CIA support officers took place in America.

CIA Station Chiefs receiving the memo are cautioned to generally “keep aloof” from involvement in Artime’s activities. It says that if their “host government” queries them “about Artime’s activities ... nothing should be said or hinted at which could in any manner be construed as implying Kennedy  Administration official condonement let alone sponsorship of his activities. You should, on the other hand, feel free to convey in a subtle manner that the Kennedy Administration sympathizes with Artime’s aspirations to see Cuba liberated from a foreign yoke and that his reputation as a leader of an important segment ... dedicated to toppling the [Castro] regime continues to be very high.” The CIA Station Chiefs were being asked to walk a fine line.

AMWORLD’S sensitive nature, even within the CIA, is indicated by the directives to CIA Station Chiefs in case one of their local “sources” picks up any “information on Artime” or AMWORLD. The memo stresses that such information should not be forwarded “to [CIA] Headquarters as an intelligence report,” as was usually the case; instead, they’re told to “send all material on Artime or AMWORLD as an operations report, using this channel” [emphasis in original]. Reports were to be “addressed to Headquarters, info LORK (the AMWORLD base at the CIA Miami Station) and classified RYBAT SECRET TYPIC YOBITE AMWORLD.” (Those additional code words have proven useful in identifying some older CIA AMWORLD documents where the term “AMWORLD” had been censored.) In addition, the memo talks about other ways to keep AMWORLD secret, like “briefing personnel assigned to your Station about the AMWORLD project” only on a “strict Need-to-Know” basis.

The first AMWORLD memo was sent to CIA Station Chiefs in Mexico City, Guatemala City, Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and, of course, Miami, among others. As primarily a “heads up” memo, it didn’t detail sensitive operational aspects of AMWORLD and C-Day, or name Almeida. The operation was listed under Desmond FitzGerald’s Special Affairs Staff (SAS), and research by Dr. John Newman and Washington Post editor Jefferson Morley proves that CIA officers at some CIA stations—including Mexico City—had lines of communication to FitzGerald and Richard Helms that even the local CIA Station Chief didn’t have access to. This would lead to much confusion and secrecy in the fall of 1963, when the number three man in Mexico City, David Atlee Phillips, was privy to information about Lee Harvey Oswald’s visit there that even the Mexico City Station Chief didn’t know about. This reflects the levels of knowledge various CIA officials had about AMWORLD and C-Day. The Mexico City CIA Chief would know generally about AMWORLD, and the Kennedy and CIA support for Artime, from this memo. But only someone like David Atlee Phillips would know sensitive operation details about AMWORLD, and how it fit into the C-Day coup plan.

One of the CIA officers who signed the first AMWORLD document, John Whitten (code name SCELSO), initially headed the CIA’s secret internal  investigation into JFK’s assassination. According to Jefferson Morley, Whitten was removed from that duty by Richard Helms when he asked Helms for “files on Oswald’s Cuba-related activities.” Whitten later testified to the House Select Committee on Assassinations that he had been “appalled” to learn later that Helms had been organizing other assassination attempts against Castro at the time of JFK’s death, and hadn’t informed Whitten.6 While Whitten knew about C-Day and Artime, he didn’t know about Helms’s other plots—or that CIA files confirm that Artime and Varona had been part of the CIA-Mafia plots to kill Castro. The mob bosses who the CIA admits worked with Artime and Varona in these plots—Johnny Rosselli and Santo Trafficante—were among the mobsters blamed for JFK’s assassination by the House Select Committee and other investigators.

We do not believe the CIA as an organization killed JFK, or that it was the work of a large clique inside the CIA. However, at least two full-time CIA employees were involved, as well as several CIA assets, all of whom were associates of Trafficante or Rosselli (who were also CIA assets). The highest CIA official definitely involved was Miami CIA Operations Chief David Morales (close personally and professionally to Rosselli), who confessed to a friend before his death. The CIA assets involved range from Artime and Varona to John Martino, who also confessed before he died. The CIA’s decades-long organizational cover-up was designed to hide the intelligence failures that allowed such men to work with the CIA in 1963 and to protect the CIA’s reputation, often under the guise of protecting those involved in C-Day like Almeida.

 



In addition to Washington-based officials like Richard Helms and Desmond FitzGerald, several other CIA officers and agents have been linked to C-Day by various documents and sources. There was a reason these particular people were chosen for an operation like C-Day: Many had worked together on similar operations before, operations that involved coups and assassinations. Several got their start working together in the CIA’s 1954 Guatemala coup, which recent documents reveal also had an extensive assassination component. Their experiences there and in later CIA coup operations helped to shape their actions in regard to C-Day. Some of the CIA men worked with Harry Williams, some with Manuel Artime and other C-Day exile leaders, while others provided general support for the CIA’s AMWORLD portion of C-Day.

As the Miami CIA’s Chief of Operations, David Morales would have been  responsible for the AMWORLD office there, code-named LORK in the CIA’s initial memo about their part of C-Day. Morales was a veteran of the CIA’s 1959 plots to assassinate Castro, as were CIA agent David Atlee Phillips and future C-Day exile leaders Manuel Artime and Tony Varona. Information about Morales was withheld from the Warren Commission and the next four government commissions to investigate aspects of JFK’s assassination. The House Select Committee on Assassinations finally came across his name, but Morales died of a heart attack shortly after being told he would have to testify. Even then, the CIA withheld information from the Committee about Morales’s key role in anti-Castro operations in 1963. It was only in 1990 that the Archivist for Miami-Dade County got former Miami CIA Chief Ted Shackley to admit that “Dave Morales ... was my Chief of Operations” in 1963.7


The reason for the CIA’s reticence with regard to Morales can be found in a recent comment by Shackley’s deputy, who said that David Morales “would do anything, even work with the Mafia.”8 In fact, at the same time AMWORLD had a base at the Miami CIA Station, Morales was also helping to run the CIA-Mafia plots with mob kingpin Johnny Rosselli, a frequent visitor to Miami. The CIA-Mafia plots were one of the key ways the Mafia penetrated C-Day, and they are covered extensively in later chapters.

Partly because David Atlee Phillips had a high profile after leaving the CIA in the mid-1970s, and partly because so much information about Morales was—and is still—withheld by the CIA, for years it was assumed that Morales had been subordinate to Phillips in 1963, merely an operative for him. It’s now clear that Morales, Chief of Operations at the CIA’s largest station outside of Washington, was at least equal—if not superior—to David Phillips, the number-three man at the smaller Mexico City station. Nonetheless, they worked closely together in 1963.

To CIA officials like Richard Helms, Morales was the perfect choice for CIA coups and assassinations because “within the CIA, Morales was considered a dangerous but effective agent, a trained assassin who honed his skills in the bloody repression of the Tupemaro guerillas in Montevideo, Uruguay.”9 Prior to that, Morales had begun his work with David Atlee Phillips and other future C-Day figures in 1954, when the CIA staged a coup against the democratically elected president of Guatemala.10 David Morales was one of seven people involved in the 1954 Guatemala coup who would later be linked to C-Day, by documents or participants. Many of these seven people, and the techniques first used in Guatemala in 1954, would keep resurfacing not just in C-Day, but also in the CIA-Mafia plots to kill Castro,  the Bay of Pigs, and the C-Day-inspired plot against Chile that Nixon was pursuing at the time of Watergate.

The official CIA secrecy that still surrounds the 1954 Guatemala coup, after more than fifty years, helps to explain why only a few hundred pages of CIA C-Day and AMWORLD documents have been declassified out of the tens or hundreds of thousands that should still exist. Most history books consider the 1954 CIA Guatemala coup a bloodless affair, in which the propaganda of Phillips and E. Howard Hunt caused the elected president to flee. CIA documents finally declassified in 1997, because of a lawsuit filed in 1979, reveal that extensive assassination plans were also part of the coup. However, the National Security Archive, the same group that pursued the Cuban Missile Crisis documents, notes that the CIA only “declassified some 1400 pages of over 100,000 estimated to be in its secret archives.”11 And almost all of the names of CIA agents—like Morales, Phillips, and Hunt—have been censored from those documents that have been released, as were the names of dozens of CIA assassination targets, making it hard to tell how many might have been killed.

David Atlee Phillips shows up in AMWORLD files as one of the CIA officers arranging meetings with Artime, using exactly the same procedure outlined in the first AMWORLD document.12 Phillips had several roles for the CIA in the summer and fall of 1963, in addition to helping with C-Day Phillips was based in Mexico City, but also worked in Miami and Washington, DC. He used at least three CIA code names in 1963: Michael C. Choaden (the name he used in AMWORLD), Lawrence E Barker (a name he’d used for several years prior to C-Day), and Maurice Bishop (according to Congressional investigator Gaeton Fonzi).

Phillips’s different CIA roles in 1963 all had an impact on C-Day and its tragic aftermath. In addition to his experience with coups and assassinations, Phillips was also a propaganda and media expert. He ran operations against the small pro-Castro group called the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. According to the testimony of E. Howard Hunt—a longtime friend of Phillips and Manuel Artime—Phillips also ran a non—C—Day exile group called the DRE for the CIA. The DRE is remembered today only because Lee Harvey Oswald had a highly publicized confrontation with it three months before JFK’s assassination, which resulted in Oswald getting even more radio, TV, and newspaper publicity in the days that followed. Congressional investigator Fonzi concluded that shortly after Oswald’s publicity bonanza, there was a meeting in public between Phillips, Oswald, and exile Antonio Veciana  (the partner of C-Day exile leader Eloy Menoyo). Phillips’s role in that—and in Oswald’s unusual trip to Mexico City a few weeks later—and how they relate to C-Day is explained in later chapters, along with new information from Veciana.

Phillips was no doubt assigned to work on C-Day because of his previous experience with coups and assassinations. In addition to his work on the Bay of Pigs, in his own autobiography Phillips boasts about organizing the CIA’s first coup attempt against Fidel Castro in 1959, around the time Phillips first met Che Guevara. Phillips also claims to have caused the CIA to open their first file on Che right after the 1954 Guatemala coup. Over twenty years later, Phillips and other C-Day veterans like Morales and Helms would try to stage a coup in Chile for Richard Nixon, resulting in tragedies like those depicted in the acclaimed film Missing.

James McCord, E. Howard Hunt, and Hunt’s assistant Bernard Barker have all been linked to C-Day cWilliam Turner wrote that in 1963, “the CIA agents finally assigned to [Harry] Williams on a permanent basis were Howard Hunt and James McCord, the future Watergaters. Williams had dozens of meetings and countless telephone discussions with Hunt and McCord. The meetings were usually in Washington or New York, away from the rumors of Miami.”13 At the time, James McCord was a “Senior Security Officer” for the CIA’s Security Office.14 Harry told Turner that McCord “was a professional man” and implied they had a good “business”-like relationship.15 A CIA document confirms that James McCord had once worked with Phillips on a CIA operation targeting the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, a small organization Oswald later joined.16


Gus Russo, an investigative journalist with numerous CIA sources, confirms that “E. Howard Hunt” was one of Harry’s “CIA case officers,” and Russo adds another name as well, also connected to Watergate, “Bernard ‘Macho’ Barker.”17 Barker was Cuban, and he had helped Manuel Artime flee the island after a failed CIA-backed assassination and coup attempt against Castro in the fall of 1959. Barker became a CIA agent and was very close to Hunt in the 1960s, when they worked together on Cuban operations, and later, when Barker worked for Hunt as one of the Watergate burglars. Barker told Bill Moyers in a TV interview that “I would have followed Howard Hunt   to hell and back.“18 In another TV interview, Barker gave a surprisingly accurate description of the status of the Kennedys’ efforts to topple Castro in 1963. Barker said on TV that “at the time” of “the Kennedy assassination ... President Kennedy’s government had reached its ‘peak’ in its efforts to overthrow Castro. The Kennedys had given the green light and had gone ahead on camps in Nicaragua and Costa Rica. There was tremendous activity involved in those days.” Barker said that ”anyone who belonged to the intelligence community of the Cuban ... liberation forces at that time could tell you the death of Kennedy was the destruction of the cause of liberation of Cuba at that time.”

A memo dated November 14, 1963, from one of Bernard Barker’s declassified CIA files, talks about an “operation including Juan Almeida” that was to “overthrow” Castro for President Kennedy. As we detail in Chapter 6, it also talks about another part of the “operation” that involved Harry Williams. However, the memo is still partially censored, Though a recently released version includes Barker’s long-secret CIA code-name MCLATTER-1.19


Former CIA agent Bernard Barker once described Hunt’s feelings about Castro in words very similar to those Haynes Johnson ascribed to Harry. A book edited by former Senate Investigator Bernard Fensterwald says that “Barker recalled, in an NBC interview in April, 1974, that ‘Mr. Hunt personally always had the theory that the physical elimination of Fidel Castro was the proper way for the liberation of Cuba.’”20 Even though Hunt was far more conservative than Harry Williams, they shared the common goal of eliminating Castro. Harry, however, told Turner that Hunt “never opened up to me.... I never trusted him and he never trusted me.”21


CIA documents and testimony all confirm that Bernard Barker, E. Howard Hunt, and James McCord were all working for the CIA in 1963. Barker’s CIA file shows that he was working primarily on Cuban matters in 1963, and one document from his file even references C-Day. However, it’s important to note that none of those men have ever acknowledged working on C-Day or on AMWORLD (which was withheld by the CIA from Congressional investigations like the Watergate and Church committees).

Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Tad Szulc has also written about the roles of Barker, Hunt, and McCord. Szulc writes that Hunt was “the political coordinator of the Bay of Pigs under the nom de guerre of ‘Eduardo.’”22 Later, Szulc says that “Hunt was secretly involved in” an “operation ... intended to coordinate a second attempt to invade Cuba... with a plot to assassinate  Castro.”23 Szulc wrote that, like Hunt, McCord was also “associated with the 1961 [Bay of Pigs] invasion” and “the second [Cuban] landing operation.”24


“As part of the ‘second invasion’ scheme, Hunt is also believed to have spent time in San Jose, the Costa Rican capital, checking on preparations in the camps in Central America,” Szulc writes. “Some CIA sources say that he and Artime shared a ‘mansion’ in downtown San Jose for a while.” Szulc notes that E. Howard “Hunt was known to only a very few people outside the Agency [the CIA] under his real name. Throughout the Bay of Pigs period, Cubans knew him only as ‘Eduardo.’”25 Szulc wrote that in 1974, but Harry Williams had revealed Hunt’s “Eduardo” alias to William Turner in 1973.

Harry said that Hunt and McCord both asked him to use the same CIA code name in his dealings with them: “both... said to call me Don Eduardo. Both Hunt and McCord. I was confused.”26 Bernard Barker told Bill Moyers on a CBS television special in 1977 that “I was one of the very, very few who knew that Howard Hunt was ‘Eduardo.’ Eduardo was a mythical name to the Cuban people. Eduardo was the man that was in charge of the CIA in this area. When you said ‘Eduardo,’ you said the final word in everything relating to Cuba.”27


As for McCord also using the “Eduardo” code name, journalist Jim Hougan wrote that Harry Williams “is right on the money when he confesses that he was confused by the reliance of Hunt and McCord upon the same alias, Don Eduardo.” Hougan points out that “Don Eduardo” is Spanish for “Mr. Edward” and points out another time both McCord and Hunt used an identical “Edward” alias during Watergate.28


 



With AMWORLD agents like Phillips and Morales often traveling and in the field, higher CIA officials like Desmond FitzGerald handled things in Washington. With the CIA’s AMWORLD procedures and case officers in place, planning on C-Day continued in July by Bobby Kennedy and his secretive Cuban subcommittees. On July 14, 1963, a journalistic breach of security caused alarm all the way to the National Security Council when the Miami Herald published an article with the revealing title “Backstage with Bobby.” Historian Richard Mahoney describes the article as detailing Bobby “Kennedy’s role as the architect of the Nicaragua-based front against Castro.”29 The article focused on the activities there of Manuel Artime, one of the five Cuban exile C-Day leaders.

The concern in Washington is evident in the notes of the July 16, 1963  meeting of one of the Cuba subcommittees of the National Security Council, which were classified SECRET until 1997. Even then—and still today—five lines of the notes were deemed so sensitive they were not declassified. At the meeting, the CIA’s Desmond FitzGerald discussed “press reports that the US was backing Cuban exiles who are planning raids against Cuba from Central American States.” The notes say that “one news article shown the Attorney General was headed ‘Backstage with Bobby’ and referred to his conversations with persons involved in planning the Cuban raids.” As for “how to deal with the press reports, the Attorney General suggested that we could float other rumors so that in the welter of press reports no one would know the true facts.” CIA Director “McCone agreed that it would be possible to confuse the situation in this manner.”30


The reporter who had written the article, Hal Hendrix, had won a Pulitzer Prize earlier that year. But he also had connections to the CIA and, years later, he would plead guilty to charges of lying to Congress about his CIA connections in regard to Nixon’s coup against Chile’s Salvador Allende.31  Hendrix’s article about Bobby Kennedy had been accurate. The CIA’s Miami Station Chief in 1963, Ted Shackley, told Gus Russo that “The training camps in Central America were funded by Washington.” Sam Halpern, who worked at the CIA for Desmond FitzGerald, told Russo that “we provided the dough ...Bobby [Kennedy] knew everything we were doing. We were doing it under his orders. The Cubans got all the money they needed.” And one of C-Day leader Manuel Artime’s deputies, Raphael Quintero, said, in 1997, “Bobby Kennedy was the creator of this operation... it was much like Oliver North’s [Iran-Contra] operation—autonomous of the CIA, and run by the White House.”32 Russo notes that Quintero was well qualified to make the comparison between Artime and North, since Quintero “would become a major player in North’s... Iran-Contra... scheme of the 1980’s,” an operation that involved several C-Day veterans.33 (The CIA withheld information on C-Day and AMWORLD from the Iran-Contra committee and Senators like John Kerry.) Shortly before his death in 1977, Artime told a reporter for the Orlando Sentinel-Star that “I was protected by Bob [Kennedy] until his brother was assassinated. He met with me personally in the offices of the Attorney General. He kept in touch with the entire operation.”34


But it wasn’t just Bobby Kennedy acting on his own. A declassified CIA memo says that on July 19, 1963, Harry Williams delivered a message to Manuel Artime at his Nicaraguan base, telling Artime that “you are now being supported by the offices of GPIDEAL”—and GPIDEAL was the CIA’s official  code name for President John F. Kennedy.35 (For contrast, the official CIA code name for Fidel Castro was AMTHUG.)

On July 17, 1963, the New York Times reported that “Artime, leader of [the] April ’61 invasion, says he is leaving [the] US to set up Central American headquarters to direct new military operations by exiles.”36 On July 22, 1963, the Times carried a US government statement that “US State Department denies published reports that US officers help build new Cuban army in exile in Nicaragua or elsewhere.”37 This was not only in response to the  Times’s Artime article, but also to the Miami Herald’s article from a few days earlier, “Backstage with Bobby.”38


In mid-August 1963, the Washington Post ran a brief mention of the JFK administration’s new Cuba plans. Written by Dan Kurzman, the Post’s Latin America expert, the article said the US “is apparently trying to prevent independent exile organizations from engaging in parallel activities that might jeopardize its own” activities, since US “policy is to centralize the underground’s control under the CIA. This agency is reportedly recruiting particularly trusted and competent members of individual exile groups in its service.” The article said the CIA “is believed to be financing and cooperating with at least some independent organizations.”39 In the 1989 article we cited in our Introduction, the Post verified the Kennedys’ support for the C-Day Cuban exile leaders. It said that in 1963, one of Artime’s deputies, Roberto San Roman, “was sent by Robert Kennedy to Central American countries to seek aid for a second invasion [of Cuba].”40







CHAPTER • FIVE

The Kennedys Keep Control: Vance, Haig, and Califano

BOBBY’S STRUGGLE TO KEEP A lid on press accounts about his operations pointed to broader issues he and JFK had to face. How could the Kennedys make sure that the military and other agencies planning C-Day didn’t get bogged down in the bureaucracy and involve so many people that C-Day was no longer secret? How could the Kennedys maintain complete control over C-Day while also making sure some members of the military didn’t go overboard or jump the gun?

The Kennedys used an old technique—divide and conquer. There would be three small official groups involved with planning Cuban actions in the summer and fall of 1963. All were essentially run by Bobby Kennedy, even though as Attorney General he would ordinarily have little to do with covert Cuban actions. By using three groups, each could be small enough to actually get things accomplished in the time needed to make C-Day a reality. At the same time, only Bobby Kennedy and a few others would have the big picture of what all the groups were doing. However, the Kennedys’ organization was confusing even to those who had to implement it. So, the President’s Special Assistant for National Security Affairs sent a memo to certain members of the National Security Council, trying to clarify who was doing what.

It said there were basically three groups: One was the “Interdepartmental Committee on Cuba,” chaired by a “Coordinator of Cuban Affairs.” “On covert matters,” that group’s coordinator reported to another group, called “the Special Group.” “The Special Group” was part of the National Security Council (“NSC 5412”), and was ”responsible for covert activities.” It liaised with another committee called ”the Standing Group,” which was ”responsible for the development of contingency plans and the assessment of long-range policy objectives and [the] means for meeting them.“1 Regardless of  their name, the bottom line was that all three groups were controlled by Bobby Kennedy throughout the summer and fall of 1963.

All three groups shared more than Bobby Kennedy—they also had the same strengths and weaknesses. The three-group structure proved excellent for keeping C-Day secret, both at the time and in later years. There were few leaks about C-Day to the press and none to Congress, which was a major accomplishment at the time. Even years later, the Church Committee was confused when it first came across a reference to one of Bobby’s Cuba planning groups.2 And when several C-Day documents were finally released in the 1990s, the various committees and personnel made the documents hard to understand for all but a handful of scholars and specialists.

Having small working groups away from the big meetings of the National Security Council chaired by JFK helped to “preserve the principle of deniability,” according to a memo from one of the groups. This “plausible deniability” is used to insulate presidents from actions that could damage them politically if exposed. The memo, written by JFK’s National Security Adviser, McGeorge Bundy, also stressed “the desirability of not spreading knowledge of covert operations any wider than absolutely necessary.”3 By having several small groups, Bobby could get input from a wider variety of advisers—who knew only part of the plan—while telling the whole plan to only a trusted few.

But the Kennedys’ three-group approach also shared two problems, including a flaw that may have proved fatal to JFK. Each of the groups included representatives from some agencies—for instance, the State Department—that had not been told about C-Day They had to participate in planning while knowing only generally about CIA operations involving Cuba or proposed efforts to try to find someone to stage a coup against Castro. While that kept C-Day secret, it also prevented all the members from having full, frank, and critical discussions among themselves about potential problems with C-Day. Worse, none of the three groups included representatives from the Secret Service or the FBI, or Justice Department Mafia experts (aside from Bobby Kennedy). This would have tragic consequences when the planning, in the fall of 1963, turned to how to protect “American officials” from “assassination” in retaliation for C-Day.

The Kennedys had one more way to make sure that none of America’s top military officers could take control of C-Day: They made their military point man for covert Cuban operations not a career officer, but a civilian appointee. The National Archives confirms that “Secretary of the Army... [Cyrus] Vance was the” Defense Department’s “Executive Agent for all meetings of the...  Interdepartmental Coordinating Committee on Cuban Affairs” (ICCCA, sometimes abbreviated ICCC).4 Alexander Haig said that JFK “designated ... Vance, as the executive agent for the entire federal government in dealing with Cuba,” including “responsibility for coordinating a secret war against Cuba.”5 And the National Archives adds that “Vance’s special assistant, [Joseph] Califano, often represented him at meetings of the ICCCA, and was part of all ICCCA policy deliberations.”6


Joseph Califano writes that the ICCCA was “nominally chaired by [a] State Department representative,” but “the Committee was in reality run by Robert Kennedy. Its mission: to plan the future of the liberated Cuban [Bay of Pigs] Brigade and design a covert program to overthrow the Castro regime.” JFK “charged the Army with responsibility for assimilating Cuban (Bay of Pigs) brigade members into American life and making available, on short notice, a military unit of Cubans to participate with US troops in any future action against Castro. Vance gave me this task and designated me his alternate as the Defense Department member of” the ICCCA.7


Bobby made sure that his role on the ICCCA and other subcommittees was hard to trace. In 1998, author Gus Russo showed Al Haig an “organizational chart of the numerous Cuban committees at various government agencies. At the top was the President; nowhere on it did the Attorney General, Robert Kennedy, appear. Viewing the chart, Haig chuckled and exclaimed, ‘Bobby was the President!’” as far as Cuban operations were concerned. For emphasis, Haig repeated to the interviewer “He was the President. Let me repeat, as a reasonably close observer, HE WAS THE PRESIDENT!” [capitals for emphasis in original]. Haig said his time on one of those Cuba committees involved the “impatient prodding of Robert Kennedy and the frequent invocation of the President’s name.” Russo notes that, according to Haig, he and the others only “reluctantly followed Bobby Kennedy’s imperative.” Haig claimed that “Cy Vance was very unhappy with it. He’s a decent human being—not a fellow who would ever be comfortable with operations that were covert. Califano the same.”8 On the other hand, there’s no evidence so far that Vance, Haig, or Califano ever tried to resign or ask for a transfer or reassignment away from their Cuban duties. For an example, Vance later resigned as Secretary of State under Jimmy Carter due to a disagreement over the Iran hostage issue.9


While he was alive, Vance avoided speaking about C-Day or any of his other covert Cuban actions. He told journalists that he was saving stories about his work with the Kennedys on Cuba for his memoirs, which he would  write after he retired. But Vance’s long and distinguished career in public service lasted through the Clinton administration, and he passed away never having written his memoirs. Fortunately, we were able to interview five Kennedy insiders who worked with Vance on C-Day and its aftermath, including Dean Rusk and Harry Williams. Also, with the help of several others, we were able to get many key Vance C-Day documents declassified and released. Al Haig’s 1992 autobiography revealed some of his work for the Kennedys, while Joseph Califano’s 2004 autobiography detailed more about Vance and the coup plans. All this information allows us to give a detailed view of Vance’s work on C-Day.

According to Al Haig’s biographer, in 1963 “the Army Secretary’s Office” was “a virtual hatchery of the famous-to-be,” since “all starting there at once” were Cyrus “Vance, [Joseph] Califano, and [Al] Haig ... two future White House advisers and three cabinet members, including two Secretaries of State.”10 As the many years of public service on the part of Vance and the others showed, the careers of some who worked on various aspects of C-Day could be long and distinguished—especially while the failure of the C-Day plan remained secret. In addition to their other considerable abilities, these men had shown future presidents that they were capable of the utmost discretion. Harry Williams summed it up when he told the authors in 1992 that “one reason why people like Vance and Haig and Califano... rose high in the government eventually [was] because they could be trusted not to talk.”11


Harry Williams told William Turner that in 1963, he “had a tremendous amount of discussion with [Cyrus] Vance... we had at least three or four big meetings at Bobby’s office, with” Cuban exile leaders “and Vance and myself and... Califano was there, too, a lot of times.”12 Califano’s role in Cuban affairs is confirmed by many documents, like the minutes of an April 3, 1963 meeting where “the President met with a number of advisers for a ‘meeting on Cuba’ [and] attending were RFK, Vance, Califano, Fitzgerald, Helms.”13 Califano wrote that during the meeting, “as Robert Kennedy pressed for tougher actions, I thought: he is obsessed with Castro; he is pursuing a total war with Castro.”14


Califano wrote that he can’t “harbor pride” or “moral certainty... about my personal involvement in the nation’s Cuba policy, aiding and abetting the obsession of the Kennedy brothers to get Castro.” However, Califano’s focus on a Kennedy “obsession” seems to overlook the fact that top US generals—especially hawks like General Curtis LeMay—were also anxious to get rid of Castro. Many of the Joint Chiefs had been trying to find an excuse for a US  military invasion of Cuba since the Bay of Pigs, even at the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis. Before Califano’s tenure, some of the generals had even proposed a series of actions (OPERATION NORTHWOODS, cited earlier) “to kill innocent people and commit acts of terrorism in US cities to create public support for a war against Cuba.”15 And during Califano’s work with the Kennedys, his own assistant, Colonel Alexander Haig, wrote a July 19, 1963 memo suggesting “a concerted effort to create circumstances leading to US ... action to reestablish a non-Communist Cuba and expel the Soviet presence, including [US] military action and invasion if necessary”16


Califano does write about the political pressure JFK faced, saying that “President Kennedy had to do something about Cuba and Castro,” because even though the Soviet missiles had been removed, thousands of “Russian troops remained on the island.” Califano points out that after a press conference where JFK announced “that 1,000 Soviet troops had left Cuba,” the President was still subject to “Republican attacks that he was unable to rid our hemisphere of the entire Soviet presence in Castro’s Cuba.” That is why “the Washington Post reported the next day that that ‘Kennedy Administration is caught in a sliding squeeze,’ since each ‘announcement of how many Russian personnel have been withdrawn inevitably focuses new attention on the remaining number.’”17


 



Al Haig writes that his role in Cuban matters had begun earlier in 1963 when “I was appointed military assistant to Secretary of the Army Cyrus R. Vance. The job included the duty of acting in loco parentis to the rescued Cubans”—referring to the Bay of Pigs veterans, whose release had been engineered by Bobby and Harry two months earlier.18 Haig says that “Vance’s hard-driving and gifted right-hand man, Joe Califano, let me know early that the President himself, and even more to the point, his brother Robert were taking a close personal interest in the rescued Cubans. Apparently, one Kennedy or the other called Califano nearly every day to inquire about their welfare.”19 Califano confirms that, saying that “Brigade members often took their complaints to the Attorney General about restrictions I placed on their activities; more than once he overruled me, even when it meant backing off his own prior orders.”

Califano explains one reason for Bobby’s concern for the Cuban exiles, saying some of “the Bay of Pigs Brigade members... knew how to use the media” and “Robert Kennedy did not want them agitating in Miami’s Cuban  community, noisily demanding actions... such outbursts from Brigade members, he feared, could provide ammunition to Republicans in the 1964 election.”

Haig also confirms that “I later played a role in a second campaign of secret military action against Cuba” because the Kennedy “administration appeared to believe that covert action was the only sort of action open to it in regard to Cuba.”20 He writes that “with the authorization of Vance... I processed the decisions, handing them on to representatives of the CIA for execution by their operatives in the field.” However, Haig cautions: “By no means did I know everything; I was too junior to be included among those who attended the planning sessions in Robert Kennedy’s office.”21 In his autobiography, Califano likewise indicates that he was not privy to everything Vance was involved in for the Kennedys. Both men keep the focus on the Kennedys as the driving force in the plans against Cuba.

Al Haig says “this clandestine operation against Cuba was... indistinguishable from” a traditional “war except that all knowledge that it was being fought was kept from... the American people.”22 Haig told ABC’s  Nightline that “Bobby Kennedy was running” the covert Cuban operations “hour by hour. I was part of it, as deputy to Joe Califano and military assistant to General Vance... people were being killed... and the United States Army was supporting and training these forces... Cy Vance, the Secretary of the Army, was [presiding] over the State Department, the CIA, and the National Security Council. I was intimately involved.” Haig says that “weekly reports were rendered to Bobby Kennedy—he had a very tight hand on the operation.”23 A former Kennedy official who worked on C-Day and saw those reports confirms Haig’s comment.24 Haig also dealt with CIA officials regarding some of the Cuban exile C-Day leaders. For example, a CIA memo from November 1963 signed by Desmond FitzGerald discusses C-Day exile leader Manuel Artime’s base in Nicaragua. The memo says that the information was obtained “through Lt. Col. Haig,” who had given it to FitzGerald’s deputy.25


Harry Williams told us that “Califano was a young guy, full of bullshit,” although the blunt-spoken, jovial Williams meant that in an appreciative way. In contrast, Williams said that “Haig was very pragmatic.”26 A Kennedy associate from the defense establishment who worked on C-Day said that “Califano was just going through the motions” but “Haig was different.” He said that he could count on Haig to give him “straightforward opinions and counsel” and he “believed that Haig really wanted to free Cuba” from Castro.27


Another Kennedy administration official, who wishes to remain confidential because of his long and distinguished government career, said he saw Vance, Califano, and Haig as being “sensible” and “not hard line” at all. He confirmed that in the summer and fall of 1963, “Haig and Califano worked on keeping the Bay of Pigs veterans happy and occupied.” Key leaders of the Bay of Pigs were involved with C-Day, like Manuel Artime. This source also confirmed that “any covert action of significance against Cuba had to be approved by Bobby,” whom he described as “hard-nosed” and “determined,” but also “rash and arrogant and frequently wrong.” He felt that Bobby’s “Cuba policy wasn’t dictated by concern for democracy as much as realism and resentment toward Castro over the Bay of Pigs defeat.”28


Haig wrote that “on June 19, 1963, President Kennedy approved a new covert-action program designed ‘to nourish a spirit of resistance and disaffection which could lead to significant defections and other byproducts of unrest in Cuba.”’ Haig may not have known it, but JFK’s program wasn’t really intended to encourage “defections,” but was actually meant to take advantage of Almeida’s offer to overthrow Castro. Califano says that earlier, JFK had “approved use of Defense facilities and personnel to support and train Cuban CIA agents... for CIA operations inside Cuba.” Califano wrote a memo saying that “These personnel [along with those given parachute jump training on a military reservation] ... would also be used in advance of the introduction of Special Forces, should there be a decision to invade Cuba.”29


In his 2004 memoir, Califano said that as 1963 progressed, “Presidential demands for a covert program” to eliminate “the Soviet military presence in Cuba... intensified. Helping develop this covert program and direct the Defense Department’s role in it occupied much of my time in 1963.” Among uniformed officers, “Marine Corps General Victor Krulak—whose nickname ‘Brute’ was well deserved—became the ranking military officer for covert Cuban operations.”30 General Krulak will surface again later in the book; in the summer and fall of 1963, Krulak oversaw a program whereby Army officers were assigned to the CIA to help train Cuban exiles in southern Florida. According to one of Krulak’s officers, also working with those exiles was a “Col. Rosselli”—actually mob boss Johnny Rosselli, who was working on the CIA-Mafia Castro assassination plots at the time for Miami CIA Operations Chief David Morales. Krulak wasn’t involved with JFK’s assassination, but it shows how the Mafia was infiltrating the Kennedys’ plans.

Califano stressed that “at Robert Kennedy’s insistence, covert actions were stepped up all that summer and fall” of 1963. Califano says he “felt overwhelmed  with endless meetings in the Pentagon” and with “an increased number of sessions of the Cuban Coordinating Committee.” Califano adds that “In the fall of 1963, pressed by Robert Kennedy and operating out of a secret base in Costa Rica, the CIA carried out sabotage raids in Cuba.”31


Of course, Bobby Kennedy knew those raids were just a sideshow, to keep the pot boiling before the C-Day coup. Califano says that “at the direction of the Cuban Committee I compiled all the data we had in the Pentagon on key Cuban military personalities to help the CIA find a ‘mole’ in Castro’s inner circle. Desmond FitzGerald said the CIA needed this to enhance its intelligence on Castro and his government. I took FitzGerald at his word, though I doubted he was revealing all his motives.”32 Califano was certainly right to be suspicious about FitzGerald. In addition to being one of the committee members who knew about C-Day, FitzGerald was in the process of secretly renewing contact with disgruntled mid-level Cuban official Rolando Cubela, in an effort to get him to assassinate Castro. Califano’s list would have been to help FitzGerald find someone for Cubela to work with, or for the CIA’s AMTRUNK operation, which Bobby Kennedy knew about, unlike the Cubela operation. Plus, it could have provided a potential back-up if something had happened to Almeida before the coup.

Califano goes on to say that “as I had suspected and later learned, FitzGerald was also operating on another, entirely separate track.” When “the Joint Chiefs of Staff were concerned that the CIA program” of sabotage was not effective, this “led to a secret briefing of the Chiefs by FitzGerald on September 25, 1963. I repeatedly asked to attend that meeting, but the Joint Chiefs refused to invite me. The JCS memorandum for the record—which I pressed the Pentagon to declassify and first read in doing research for this memoir—revealed that the CIA was studying how German generals plotted to kill Hitler, in order to develop a way to organize high-ranking Cuban officers to kill Castro.” The JCS memo stated FitzGerald:
felt that there had been great success in getting closer to military personnel who might break with Castro, and stated that there were at least ten high-level military personnel who are talking with the CIA but as yet are not talking to each other.33






In this way, FitzGerald could prepare the Joint Chiefs and their staffs for C-Day without revealing that they already had one of the highest officials in Cuba ready to stage a coup against Castro. As on several other well-documented  occasions, FitzGerald was less than candid when he said the CIA was in touch with “ten high-level military personnel.” At the large November 12, 1963 meeting with JFK—detailed in Chapter 9—FitzGerald claimed the number was only “three,” which closer to the truth. Commander Almeida of AMWORLD was the highest by far, followed by a couple of mid-level officers in the AMTRUNK program and two more officers below them. Rolando Cubela (AMLASH) had a military rank from the days of the Revolution, but he commanded no troops and was more of a freelance Cuban diplomat. In 1963, there were no Generals in the Cuban military—major was the highest official rank—which might account for some of the confusion. Plus, FitzGerald’s phrase “high-level military personnel”—he didn’t say “high-level officers”—could technically apply to low-ranking aides to high-level officers, like the one whose report of Almeida’s “despair” after JFK’s death made it to the CIA. Also, the names of three other Cuban officials show up in second- and third-hand rumors from exiles about Almeida and the coup. These officials may have had a rank or title left over from the Revolution, but they didn’t command troops; since the reports on them are only rumor and some are still alive, we won’t name them. Finally, it’s also possible that FitzGerald somewhat exaggerated the total number as a way to convey to the JCS the seriousness of the operation, without prematurely revealing Almeida’s identity or high position to ultra-conservative hawks on the JCS, like General Curtis LeMay.

How much Califano and Haig actually knew about C-Day is hard to tell from their memoirs. On the one hand, they try to distance themselves from the meetings Vance had with Bobby, and from the CIA’s actions. On the other hand, both seem anxious to indicate that Bobby Kennedy was actively trying to assassinate Castro. Further, because both worked on highly classified activities at the time, they would still be very constrained about anything they could say today. In Califano’s recent autobiography, he seems to indicate that he had information about Cuban operations that could have been valuable to the Warren Commission in 1964, but he was never asked:
No one on the Warren Commission... talked to me or (so far as I know) anyone else involved in the covert attacks on Castro and Cuba about those attacks. The Commission was not informed of any of the efforts of Desmond FitzGerald, the CIA and Robert Kennedy to eliminate Castro and stage a coup.34






In his book, Califano makes it clear that he’s talking about the efforts  against Castro in the late summer and fall of 1963.35 Califano says in his autobiography that “I did not gain full knowledge of” the CIA’s Castro assassination plot with mid-level Cuban official Rolando Cubela “until the mid-1970s,” so it leaves unclear what Califano would have told the Warren Commission in 1964. Or what constitutes “full knowledge” of that assassination plot.

Califano says he first began to suspect that Castro assassination plots were under way on April 3, 1963, at a committee meeting that included Bobby Kennedy and Cyrus Vance, as well as the CIA’s Richard Helms and Desmond FitzGerald. Califano wrote that he “left the meeting deeply troubled—and sensing that there was some other track upon which Cuban policy was running—involving the Kennedy brothers and the CIA, but not the Defense Department.” Califano “suspected” that “Bobby Kennedy and his brother wanted Castro assassinated. I guessed that Desmond FitzGerald, head of CIA’s Special Affairs Staff, was involved in the assassination plots, since he was the point man for covert raids and other dirty tricks to disrupt Cuba.”36


While the CIA was indeed pursuing assassination plots at the time and their internal reports admit that they were still in touch with Johnny Rosselli, those same internal CIA reports show that the Kennedys were not told about that. In fact, as a former Kennedy official who worked on C-Day told us, the Kennedys’ personal emissary, James Donovan, was in Cuba at that time, negotiating the release of several prisoners, including several CIA agents. A major reason the Kennedys weren’t being told about the CIA plots to assassinate Castro at the time was because the CIA was planning to endanger the life of Donovan. The emissary went skin-diving with Castro while negotiating with him, and the CIA considered having Donovan give Castro a poison diving suit as a gift, without realizing it. Luckily, that scheme—as well as one to booby-trap a seashell to explode when Castro swam near it—was abandoned, according to the Senate Church Committee Report. So, the historical record actually shows that in 1963, it was CIA officials like Helms and FitzGerald who were interested in simply assassinating Castro at any cost, not the Kennedys.

However, Al Haig wrote in his autobiography that “under the personal leadership of Robert Kennedy, at least eight efforts were made to eliminate Castro.” It’s unclear how he would know this, since the CIA’s own files indicate that Bobby Kennedy didn’t know about them while they were going on, and the CIA admits that it continued them long after they told Bobby they had stopped. Haig doesn’t mention that the CIA’s efforts with the Mafia to assassinate Castro had begun in 1959, long before Bobby Kennedy or JFK  took office in early 1961. Nonetheless, Haig goes on to say that “these attempts [to kill Castro] continued until the day President Kennedy was himself assassinated in Dallas.” However, Haig claims, “I had no inkling of this at the time, [that] US action against Cuba had included plans to assassinate Fidel Castro.”37 Haig also says that “there was never any suggestion or intention of assassination in our planning of these operations.” However, Haig later told Gus Russo that there was “No question but that Bobby Kennedy knew of the plots. It was John Kennedy and Bobby, not the CIA.”38  One has to wonder how Haig knew all that, if he “had no inkling... at the time” of any assassination plots. Also, there’s no indication if Haig considers a coup involving the death of Castro to be different from an assassination, as did the Kennedys.

Califano is equally adamant about tying Bobby Kennedy to the CIA’s Castro assassination plot with Rolando Cubela. Califano writes that “It is inconceivable to me that FitzGerald might have” discussed assassination with Cubela “without the approval of both Kennedys—or an explicit communication from Robert Kennedy.” However, even the CIA’s own internal report on the Cubela plot makes it clear from FitzGerald himself that Bobby Kennedy was not informed of the Cubela assassination plot. The CIA’s Cubela plot is discussed in an upcoming chapter, but Califano makes an odd comment about Cubela in his autobiography. Califano erroneously calls “Rolando Cubela ... a disillusioned member of Castro’s inner circle.”39 As other government reports and historians make clear, Cubela was not part of Castro’s inner circle. CIA reports show that Cubela was relatively powerless inside Cuba, aside from his friendship with a few people who did know Castro, but even they weren’t part of Castro’s small inner circle. If Califano was not fully informed about C-Day, it may be that someone exaggerated Cubela’s role to him to make a coup staged by a relatively minor official seem possible. As we document later, the CIA’s Desmond FitzGerald appears to have done that to at least one other Kennedy official involved with Cuban operations in the fall of 1963.

 



An article by Joseph A. Trento, Jr. for the January 10, 1981 issue of the  Wilmington News-Journal casts the roles of Haig and Califano in a different light. At the time, Alexander Haig had been asked to serve as Secretary of State for the newly elected Ronald Reagan, and attorney Joseph Califano was representing Haig in his confirmation hearings.40 Trento is a veteran journalist  with twenty years’ experience with CNN, ABC, CBS, 60 Minutes, 20/20, Nightline, and the New York Times.41 In those days, he was known for having excellent sources in the CIA. Trento wrote:
Haig kept exile leaders informed of the continuing efforts to assassinate Castro and coordinated information about the progress of the plots between the Defense Department, White House, and CIA. A Marine officer who worked with Haig and currently is a top official of the Defense Intelligence Agency told the News-Journal: “Califano and Haig worked hand-in-hand in keeping the nationalists from the Cuban Brigade happy. They even checked out potential members for the hit teams with older members of the Cuban Brigade.” Haig tried to dissuade the exiles from carrying out unauthorized raids by telling them Castro was as good as dead.





Trento went on to write that “this was confirmed by Ricardo Canette, a founder of the violent Cuban Nationalist Movement who turned government witness. ‘Haig kept promising us things. We kept pressing the government,’ Canette said. ‘One of the ways they satisfied us was by giving us a role in the support teams to hit Castro.’”42 However, it’s possible that what one or more of Trento’s sources might have assumed was that a traditional assassination attempt was actually part of the secret C-Day coup plan.

Califano talked about Bobby Kennedy and Castro’s assassination to Evan Thomas for his 2000 biography of Bobby. Evan Thomas was unable to uncover C-Day; consequently, Thomas was forced to conclude that Bobby’s “own views on assassination” regarding Castro during 1963 “have remained difficult to ascertain.” Unlike the authors, who were able to eventually talk to key sources like Dean Rusk and Harry Williams and many others, Evan Thomas says that he was unable to get sources to talk about it—“with one prominent exception.” He writes that Joseph Califano admitted that at one of the Cuban subcommittee meetings in the summer of 1963, Bobby Kennedy “talked about knocking off Castro.” Califano said that at the time, “I was stunned.... He was talking so openly, and there were other people in the room.” Thomas asked Califano if he was sure that “knock off” meant “kill.” Califano said yes, “no ifs, ands, or buts. No doubt.”43 Evan Thomas asked Haig about Califano’s revelation, and Haig responded, “I have no doubt everything he told you is true.”44


However, Califano wasn’t quite so clear in his own autobiography, published four years later. He wrote: 



I felt I was working directly for the Attorney General and through him, for the President, and with one exception I enthusiastically joined the administration’s effort to topple Castro. That exception erupted at a meeting where someone suggested mounting an effort to assassinate or encourage the assassination of Castro.... An assistant deputy attorney general and I argued against such a policy... the CIA representatives sat silent.45




It’s unclear if this is the meeting that Califano told Evan Thomas about, regarding Bobby Kennedy; if it is, it’s odd that Califano wouldn’t name Bobby Kennedy if Bobby is the one who made the assassination comment.

In a later chapter, we document the roles of Haig and Califano in drafting the Cuba Contingency Plans, to deal with the possible “assassination of American officials” in the fall of 1963, in case Castro retaliated against the US covert operations against him. Neither man mentions those plans in his own autobiography. However, Haig told an interviewer in 1998 that “We were getting warnings. During the covert operation program” and that the warnings continued “right up until the day Kennedy was killed.”46 Of course, Haig thought the threat to JFK was from Castro, since he wasn’t privy to all the information from the CIA, FBI, and other agencies showing that the real threat to JFK was from Mafia bosses like Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli.

As with Bobby and JFK, Cyrus Vance’s role in C-Day—and the roles of his assistants Califano and Haig in the operations surrounding it—remained secret for decades. The secret was almost made public twenty-seven years ago, before Califano and Vance joined Jimmy Carter’s cabinet and before Haig became secretary of state for Reagan. But when the Church Committee published a few sentences from Haig’s 1963 Cuba Contingency Plan memo in 1976, it didn’t mention Haig’s name, or that of Joseph Califano, which also appeared in the memo.47 It was probably just an example of powerful Republicans and Democrats on the Senate Committee each protecting the reputations of their rising stars. As a result, the names of Haig and Califano didn’t officially surface until the full document was finally declassified in 1994.48


Around the same time their names were being kept out of the Church Committee Report, another government memo about Bobby and assassinations was also suppressed. Newsweeh editor Evan Thomas wrote that in a long-secret “memo of a conversation on January 4, 1975, Kissinger warns [President] Ford that... if more information comes out, ‘blood will flow,’ says Kissinger. ‘For example, Robert Kennedy personally managed the operation on the assassination of Castro.”’ This one sentence was considered so  sensitive and explosive that the entire memo was kept secret for twenty-three years after it was written.49 Of course, Kissinger and Ford weren’t just interested in protecting the reputation of the Kennedys, Vance, or Califano. At that time, Ford, Kissinger, and CIA Director George H. W Bush were all trying to suppress information about events surrounding CIA operations related to C-Day and JFK’s assassination that could have been damaging to Republicans as well.






CHAPTER • SIX

Harry Williams, RFK, and Almeida,

WHILE C-DAY PLANNING CONTINUED IN Washington by Vance and key CIA officials, Harry Williams traveled extensively while working with exile leaders. He also stayed in touch with the coup leader, Almeida. As the summer progressed, the US build-up for C-Day—which included small hit-and-run raids by some of the C-Day exile groups—made the Soviet presence in Cuba more intrusive. This caused even more resentment of the Soviets on behalf of some Cuban officials. On August 30, 1963, the New York Times carried a small story on its inside pages about “reports of a possible new invasion” of Cuba “from Central American bases,” where “exiles in Costa Rica and Nicaragua reportedly train for invasion.” It said that in response, the Cuban government issued alerts and “strategic points around Havana were taken over by USSR troops.”1


A few days later, Kennedy friend Tad Szulc wrote a major article for the  Times that laid out the political strains in the Cuban leadership over the Soviets. Headlined “Castro Reported Quarreling Again with Red Backers,” the subhead was Cuban “Leadership is Shifting.” Szulc said “Castro appears to be in serious political difficulties” and “reports of the split have been obtained from authoritative Cuban sources.” He claimed that “the tense political situation within Cuba is the real reason Havana ordered military and militia units on the alert last week” and “the current alert is related primarily to the internal political situation” in Cuba. He noted that “the current problems... may present a political opportunity for the United States.” Szulc says “the crux of the dispute is said to be that each faction holds the other responsible for the deepening chaos in the Cuban economy”2 While Che Guevera wasn’t mentioned by name, it was well known that his transition from revolutionary to economic bureaucrat had been full of problems.

In his Times article, Szulc reflects the feelings of the C-Day coup leader Almeida when he says that “Havana informants declare that many of the old Castro... associates have begun to feel that they are being used by the Premier for his own aims, instead of those of Cuba’s real interests. Many are said to be deeply disenchanted.”3 Indeed, Szulc’s article reflected aspects of Almeida so closely that his article was the subject of much concern at the CIA and in high US government circles, though it attracted little public notice at the time.

The stakes were rising higher and higher for Almeida and for the Kennedys. In spite of Almeida’s high position and reputation, if his plotting with the Kennedys was discovered by Castro, he faced at least imprisonment and—more likely—death. On the other hand, if the Kennedys were being deceived by the coup leader and if their plotting was exposed, the Kennedys would face international disgrace and certain defeat in next year’s election. So each side came up with something to reassure themselves that the other side was sincere.

The reassurance for the Kennedys, and no doubt the CIA, was like something out of medieval Europe, when a king might ask another monarch for a family member to hold as a hostage to ensure compliance with a treaty or agreement. That’s essentially what was done in the case of Almeida and his family. When we asked Harry how he and the Kennedys could be sure they weren’t being deceived by the coup leader, Harry said that the coup leader had agreed to put his wife and children under the watchful eye of the CIA until after the coup.

To most Americans in 1963, entrusting one’s family to the CIA might not have seemed like a big deal. We were still a decade away from widespread US news reports of CIA assassination plots and complicity in coups. However, for Latin Americans in 1963, the CIA was a daily reality; it was viewed by many as brutal and repressive. They were all too aware of governments the CIA had overthrown, brutal dictatorships it supported, and death squads the CIA tolerated if not actually assisted. For one of the leaders of a Communist country to entrust his family to the CIA was a very big deal.

Bobby Kennedy had told Harry to make an “offer to” Almeida, to “get his family out.” Harry said he told Almeida in a later phone call that if “you put the family in the right channels” then “we will get the family out.” Harry says that Almeida “had a wife and I think two kids” at the time. Harry confirmed that “we got the family out” of Cuba and into another country. By “we” Harry meant the CIA, who also kept a discrete watch on the  family in their new country—both to ensure they weren’t targeted by Castro agents and to guard against any double-cross of the US by Almeida. Getting the family out of Cuba without arousing suspicion wasn’t easy, because Harry said the Cuban government “really checked on” anyone leaving the country. Harry gave us the impression that a medical pretext may have been utilized to hide the family’s real reason for leaving Cuba. Harry said “I think it was $3,000 that the family used” to leave Cuba and set up what they thought was going to be temporary residence in another country.4


After JFK’s death, what started as a temporary departure until the coup turned into a permanent move. Harry told us that the family never returned to live in Cuba, and we were able to verify that Almeida’s two grown sons now live in Cancun, Mexico and in Madrid, Spain. As for Almeida’s wife while she was raising her children, Harry said that for years after they left Cuba, “Bobby sent them a pension. You know, they received a check every month. Out of the budget” for C-Day.5 That was just a tiny part of C-Day’s large secret budget, of which—as we document in Chapter 12—several journalists say Artime’s portion alone was around $6,000,000 (though one CIA veteran says it eventually topped $50,000,000).

Almeida also needed reassurance that the Kennedys were serious and wouldn’t abandon him, as the US and Eisenhower had done with the Hungarian revolt in the 1950s. In addition, if he had to flee Cuba, leaving behind everything he owned, he would need funds to start a new life; and if he were killed in the coup, he wanted to be sure his family could live comfortably.

As we noted earlier, Bobby told Harry he would provide whatever funds were needed, but he didn’t want to set the figure. Bobby said that should be between the two Cubans, and he left it up to Harry. So Harry came up with the figure of $500,000, almost $3,000,000 in today’s dollars. That was agreeable to both Bobby Kennedy and Commander Almeida in Cuba. A down payment of $50,000 ($289,000 in today’s dollars) was actually made to Almeida, using complex arrangements made by the CIA. Harry confirmed that “we deposited only $50,000” for Almeida, though of course ”not in his name.” The balance of the money was to be paid to Almeida after C-Day, or to his family in the event of his death.

C-Day was the most secret US operation since World War II, but the “family hostage” and “payoff” plans were some of the most secret parts of C-Day. They were known only to JFK, Bobby, Harry, and a handful of people in the CIA. Since it took over thirty years for a few documents about C-Day to first be declassified, you can imagine how much longer— if ever—it will be before documents about the “hostage” and “payoff” plans are released. Yet two CIA documents about a payoff involving Harry and another Cuban close to Castro have been declassified, and they show many parallels to the Kennedy-authorized payoff Harry arranged for Almeida. One of the documents, from November 1963, even mentions Almeida and the coup.6


One of the two 1963 documents about a huge payoff arranged by Harry for a Cuban official is an AMWORLD memo sent to CIA Director John McCone; the other is from the CIA file of Bernard Barker, aide to alleged C-Day Case Officer E. Howard Hunt. The Cuban official in this case was Carlos Franqui, Cuba’s leading journalist after the Revolution. The AMWORLD memo says that Harry Williams helped Franqui defect to Paris, and the other CIA memo says that as part of that defection, an associate of Harry arranged a payment to Franqui of between $200,000 and $300,000. In addition to dealing with Harry, in the summer of 1963 Franqui met in Paris with C-Day exile leader Manolo Ray and with Che Guevara.

The AMWORLD CIA memo documents a discussion among Cuban exiles of “Plan Judas,” the name some exiles on the fringe of the operation used for C-Day. This fall 1963 memo talks about “Enrique Ruiz (Harry) Williams” working with “RFK,” and which exiles would have cabinet posts in the new Cuban Provisional Government. In another part, Harry says “he had arranged exit from Cuba of Carlos Franqui with his accumulated wealth.”7  Franqui had been one of the most prominent journalists in Cuba, and he had been close to Castro and others high in the Cuban government. Franqui had recently defected from Cuba to Paris, but without publicly announcing his defection, so to the world—and Castro—it looked at the time as if Franqui were simply on an extended trip to Paris.
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