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Introduction


 


First, let me say what this book is not. It is not a Hollywood gossip column run amok. It is not a dirt-dishing, tell-all tome like Julia Phillips’s classic You’ll Never Eat Lunch in This Town Again. (I’m not big on Hollywood lunches anyway, but I hope that if the dire fate indicated in her title does befall me, I can at least still go to the Coffee Bean for an iced mocha every once in a while.)


Neither is this a “revenge” book. In early summer 2002, the New York Times ran a front-page story about a new genre of literature, which it called “Revenge of the Underlings,” about books such as The Nanny Diaries written by young people who had worked for famous people or institutions. Though I did work for a senator, a congressman, and a famous movie director, it is not my intent to seek revenge on any of them, and I would like to think that I was slightly more than an underling. I learned a lot from John Kerry, Lee Hamilton, and Oliver Stone, even (or especially) when the going was rough. I drafted speeches for Senator Kerry, worked on legislation and hearings for Rep. Hamilton, and coproduced two major movies and a documentary with Stone. I am grateful for all those experiences.


This book also is not a biography of Oliver Stone (nor of Presidents Kennedy or Nixon). It does attempt to explore crucial episodes of the Kennedy and Nixon presidencies through the lens of Oliver Stone’s films and my various involvements with them. As Nixon would say, let me make one thing perfectly clear. I believe that Oliver Stone is a great filmmaker and that JFK and Nixon were great films that have been unjustly criticized. I will go into these thoughts at greater length later in this book.


What, then, is this book? Well, for starters, it is a Hollywood book for political junkies, and a political book for Hollywood junkies. It is about the forces that increasingly rule us: the impact of political and celebrity power, combined with the myths spawned by scandal. Yes, it’s all here—the stars, the conspiracies, the idealists and the cynics, the bluster, backstabbing, and intimidation. But most of all, this book is about power—who has it, who wants it, and why being in the movie business in today’s world is like making history because movies are what people remember.


The point of this story is how important movies, media, politics and power are in our messy world today. We will march through the big events—the murder of John F. Kennedy, Watergate, Vietnam, scandals involving Noriega, the CIA, and drugs, and we’ll see the pols and moguls in the strange synergy that is the Hollywood-Washington axis. The main players in this drama are the investigators of the assassination of JFK, the makers of the movie Nixon, the brilliant and mercurial Oliver Stone, and this author, who had the fortune or misfortune of ricocheting around these worlds for a decade or so and witnessing them at first hand. I am trying to understand them by relating and explaining my experience to the reader.


I hope this book has a deeper purpose than either vengeance or idolatry. What I found on my journey into and between Washington and Hollywood is that Hollywood style and purpose, a blending of facts and fantasies, have come increasingly to influence politics, and both to influence American culture. This is not an altogether new insight, but my experience, and my dismay, is perhaps more vivid than most. We live in a world in which politics too often becomes theater, and the lines between them become too easily blurred or even erased.


One recent example is the thirtieth anniversary of Watergate in June 2002, which became a media circus. John Dean, Nixon’s White House counsel and a good friend of mine, had promised to reveal the identity of the infamous “Deep Throat” on June 17, 2002, the anniversary of the Watergate break-in. Dean had told me privately that after extensive research with new Nixon documents, he was convinced that he had nailed the identity of this elusive character. However, as the time grew nearer, the person adamantly denied it, and Dean became convinced that he was not “Throat” after all. He narrowed the list down to four names but could go no further.


What ensued was a media lunch in New York complete with characters from the past, ranging from Dean to George McGovern to Lucianne Goldberg, of Monica fame, to a former star of Gilligan’s Island. The only person who wasn’t there was Deep Throat.


But I have a scoop—a worldwide exclusive! I can now reveal for the first time the real identity of Deep Throat. He is . . . Hal Holbrook, who played Deep Throat in the movie All the President’s Men. It was that movie, not the book by Woodward and Bernstein, that made Deep Throat an enduring source of fascination and mystery. The veteran journalist Dan Schorr first pointed out a very interesting fact: In the movie, Deep Throat gives Bob Woodward (a.k.a. Robert Redford) an unforgettable piece of advice. He leans over to Woodward and portentously intones these words: “Follow the money.”


Follow the money. Probably the most famous line in the movie and a watchword of every subsequent investigation since then. There’s just one small catch. The real Deep Throat never said, “Follow the money.” It’s not in the book. It was never reported in the Washington Post. In fact, it never happened. Those words were written by William Goldman, a great Hollywood screenwriter who wrote the movie script. But they have become more than just Watergate lore. They have become part of American history.


This is the conflation and confluence of Hollywood and Washington in its quintessential form. It is movie fiction becoming fact. And the movie wasn’t even made by Oliver Stone! But many great political films were made by Stone—Salvador, Platoon, Wall Street, Born on the Fourth Of July, JFK, and Nixon, to name a few. He has gone where others dared not go, and he has not just rewritten our history—he has written history, and he has made history. For all his flaws as a human being, I believe he will be remembered in the pantheon of artists such as Dickens, Zola, Picasso, and Hemingway—not as a mere filmmaker but as a chronicler of his times and one who defined them. What more can we ask from an artist?


I would also like to say a word about a lesser character who pops up in this drama—someone I like to call Danny the Weasel. He is real, he exists, but think of him not as a person but as an archetype. He represents the end product of decades of evolution in Hollywood. He is a twenty-first-century version of the immortal Sammy Glick, with a touch of Willy Loman thrown in. Like any animal in the Hollywood jungle, his philosophy is simple—kill or be killed. These are the harsh realities of life, just as they exist on the Serengeti plains of Africa. As an agent or a producer, he behaves no differently than a wild dog hunting its prey in the wild. Although his behavior may appear vicious at times, he should be neither hated nor pitied. If anything, he deserves sympathy, for he could not be other than what he is, or behave otherwise. There are many such creatures in Hollywood, some much bigger and far more deadly. Of course, the same archetypal characters appear in Washington.


When I came to Hollywood, I was naïve, just as I was when I first started working in Washington. As a result, I made many mistakes, but I hope I learned from them. Owing to my Washington training, I was an outsider, a sightseer in Hollywood—almost a visitor from another planet. I think that many of the problems I had with people like Danny was that we came from different worlds and had totally different mentalities. We were not speaking the same language and hence were not communicating. Oliver and I had more in common, although we were also very different people. He had an intellectual side, he was interested in history, he read books, and he liked to get to the truth behind the scenes. These interests we shared.


I believe Oliver also deserves sympathy, though for different reasons that I will explore in this book. I hope that if he reads this book it will hold up a mirror he can look into and see what he has become, as well as what he could be. At times I may describe him in humorous or sarcastic terms. Let me make clear, though, that when on occasion I use words such as “paranoid” or “psychotic,” I am using them in a layman’s sense, often facetiously, but never in their technical, medical, clinical sense. Rather, I use them with a sense of humor. I’ve often been called paranoid by Oliver—but I always took it as a compliment!


In the end, this book chronicles my own passage from innocence and idealism to a harder sense of realism. If nothing else, it was a cathartic experience to revisit these experiences in the course of writing about them. But I hope that this book is about something larger than myself and my particular set of experiences. I hope it will tell us something about where we are as a society today, when politics and showbiz mix freely, and film, fact, and fiction are intermingled and intertwined.


I also hope that this book, like the film Nixon, might inspire a new generation of readers and students to do further reading and studying and to learn more about our past as well as our present. I hope it will shine light into some dark corners, just as Stone’s films have done. And I hope it will make us think about the nature of power in this country in the twenty-first century—who should have it, how it should be used, and what kind of country we want to become.




In the Beginning
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This is the strange story of how I went from working as an aide to senators and congressmen on Capitol Hill to making movies in Hollywood with Oliver Stone. Over the past few years, many people have asked me how such a bizarre shift could have happened. I’m still not sure myself. The whole experience was so surreal, I sometimes wonder if it really happened at all.


I was born in Washington, D.C., and spent the first eight years of my life living in and around Washington. From an early age, I was fascinated with American history. I memorized the presidents, and loved to visit places like the Lincoln and Jefferson Memorials with my parents. I even remember the night when President Kennedy was elected, and the day he was inaugurated, although I was only seven at the time.


My mother likes to regale captive dinner guests with the story that when I was in the first grade, my teacher was explaining to the class why President Eisenhower was leaving office. “He’s tired,” she said. “He’s been president for eight years and he wants to rest now.” I chimed in, “Yes, and the twenty-second amendment to the Constitution says that a president can only serve two terms in office.” I don’t really remember this incident myself, but my mother has repeated the story so many times that it must be true.


I distinctly remember my parents’ elation when John F. Kennedy was elected president. I also remember how upset they were when he was killed in 1963. I recall even more clearly how upset we were when Bobby Kennedy was killed in 1968. By then we lived in California, and RFK had just won the California primary that night and was on his way to the nomination and the White House. By the next morning, he was gone.


Shortly after John Kennedy took office in 1961, our family moved to California, where my father taught at Stanford University for many years. My mother also taught there after my sister and I were older. I loved to read, and at times probably dreamed of becoming a writer. I don’t think I ever had any thoughts of producing films, though, or of getting involved in the movie industry in any way. As a teenager in high school, I liked to go to screenings of foreign films at Stanford by directors like Godard, Truffaut, Pasolini and Antonioni. These captured my imagination much more than the American movies being churned out by Hollywood in those days, like The Sound of Music or Mary Poppins.


When I went off to college at UC Santa Cruz, I hung around with artists, writers, musicians and people with similar proclivities. I wanted to be creative myself, but didn’t think I had the ability or a means of expression to do so. The desire stayed with me, though. At that time, I didn’t know exactly what I wanted to do, and didn’t even have a real major until it was time to graduate. Then, for lack of a better alternative, I went to law school. Needless to say, it was boring.


Growing up in northern California near San Francisco in the late 1960s, with the hippies, the antiwar movement and the counterculture in general, exerted a powerful influence over me and my friends. Like almost everyone I knew in those days, I listened to bands like the Grateful Dead and Jefferson Airplane, and experimented with pot and other substances. If you grew up in the Bay Area in the late sixties and early seventies, and went to high school and college in Palo Alto and Santa Cruz as I did, this was considered normal and the thing to do—at least as I saw it then. Later, I realized that drugs were not fun anymore and had become a problem. I decided to stop, to get help and get into a recovery program. This was one of the best decisions I ever made. For this reason, I felt that I could give the same advice later to Oliver Stone. After all, it takes one to know one.


After Bobby Kennedy and Martin Luther King were killed, and Richard Nixon became president, there was little hope left in politics. I was only a teenager, but I knew even then that Nixon was bad news. My grandfather had been a delegate to the 1932 Democratic convention that nominated FDR, and my parents were avid liberal Democrats. It was in my blood. I did get involved in the McGovern campaign in 1972, but that was a lost cause. However, I became even more of a political junkie during the Watergate hearings in 1973. Home from college for the summer, I watched them on TV every night with my parents, and most days as well. My hero was John Dean, the young White House counsel who turned against Nixon, coolly testifying for days before the Senate Watergate Committee with devastating effect, and ultimately bringing about Nixon’s downfall. I could not have imagined then that some two decades later we would work together on a movie about these events, and become good friends as well.


When I graduated from the University of San Francisco law school in 1979, I was offered a one-year internship as an attorney at the Department of Housing and Urban Development in Washington. I went, but found the bureaucracy extremely frustrating and deadening. The political atmosphere of Washington was depressing to me, as President Carter struggled through his last year in office and the Iranian hostage crisis. I liked Carter and supported him, and found it dismaying to see how the press, the Republicans and even his own party were ganging up against him and tearing him down. When my year at HUD was over, so was Carter’s presidency. I left and went back to California to practice law. I worked at a mental health law center in San Jose, representing mentally ill clients whose disability payments had been cut off by the Reagan administration.


The work helped some people who needed it, but there was no sympathy for public interest lawyers in the early years of the Reagan administration, and no money in it either. And private law firms held no appeal for me. It turned out that I shared the fate of many a law school graduate—I really didn’t like practicing law. I decided to return to Washington and look for a job working for a Democratic senator.


I found that it was not easy getting a job on Capitol Hill. It helps to have some connections, but in Washington you are competing with the best and the brightest, and someone always has better connections than you do. Besides, having been unemployed in Palo Alto just a year before, and in a twelve-step treatment center a year before that, I did not feel that I was the most qualified person. On the other hand, I felt that I had nothing to lose.


I discovered what I call the “name game” rule in my job search. Each person I went to see would give me three names of people to call. I would call each and make an appointment to see them. Each of them, in turn, would give me three more names. This process would go on ad infinitum, and I still wouldn’t have a job.


At one point, I thought I had a pretty good shot at a job with newly elected Senator Paul Simon of Illinois. I had several good references and connections to people who were close to him, and eventually got a meeting with him, which I thought went well. I told him I was willing to do anything, even empty the trash if necessary. When I left his office, I was pretty sure I had the job. It ended up going to a member of the Kennedy clan.


But then one of my connections came through. My father, who had been head of the Institute of Medicine in Washington, knew Senator Ted Kennedy through his work on health issues. I was able to get a short meeting with Kennedy in his office, and told him about my desire to work in the Senate for a “Kennedy Democrat.” I also told him that during my brief legal career I had represented disabled people whose benefits had been cut off by the Reagan administration.


Kennedy appeared to be very ill with a bad cold, and I suggested that he should go home and rest; I wasn’t sure he had been listening. He then introduced me to his son, who happened to be visiting the office that day. Ted Jr. had lost part of a leg to cancer, and has been active as an advocate for the disabled. Kennedy told him that I had also worked for disabled people as a lawyer. Senator Kennedy also introduced me to his chief of staff, Ranny Cooper, who gave me some helpful hints on job-seeking in Washington. She said, “Whenever you meet with someone, always write them a thank you note afterwards.” It turned out to be good advice. She also put in a timely call to Senator John Kerry’s office.




In the Senate
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In law school, I had spent two summers as a summer clerk for Chief Judge David Bazelon on the United States Court of Appeals for the District of Columbia Circuit. Judge Bazelon was a very kind man as well as a very liberal and progressive judge. He was also a family friend and a grandfatherly figure who helped many people on a personal basis, including me. Bazelon and Warren Burger were arch rivals on the court, which is second in prestige and influence only to the Supreme Court itself. Bazelon was the ultraliberal, while Burger was the ultraconservative. Judge Bazelon told me that when he heard that President Nixon had nominated Burger to be Chief Justice of the Supreme Court, “I was sick to my stomach and stayed in bed for a week.” No wonder I liked him so much.


When I came back to Washington in early 1985, he offered me a job in his chambers doing research for a book on justice and criminal law while I looked for a job on Capitol Hill. This arrangement worked out very well. The book was eventually published under the title Questioning Authority, and I was offered a job by Senator Kerry’s chief of staff, Ron Rosenblith, who had been married by Judge Bazelon. Small world . . .


I was very excited to go to work for John Kerry, who was a dynamic young senator in the mold of his Massachusetts predecessor, John F. Kennedy. They even shared the same initials. John Kerry had been a leader of Vietnam Veterans Against the War in the early 1970s, after returning from a stint in Vietnam as captain of a swift boat in the Mekong Delta. He was later awarded the Silver Star and other medals for bravery in combat. He had been a prosecutor in Massachusetts, then lieutenant governor under Governor Michael Dukakis. When Paul Tsongas retired from the Senate in 1984, Kerry was elected to replace him. He was liberal, charismatic and a compelling speaker who had the ability to move people. It was easy to imagine him as a future presidential candidate in the mold of my political idols, JFK and Bobby Kennedy.


For a brief interlude before going to work for John Kerry, I spent a summer working for the Senate Committee on Aging. This was a step in the right direction, but not what I really wanted. First of all, the Senate in 1985 was still controlled by the Republicans, and consequently the committee was as well. The chairman was a very decent and progressive man, Senator John Heinz of Pennsylvania. Sadly, he was killed a few years later in a plane crash. I was happy to have the job, but the scope of my duties was rather limited. The only real issue I was responsible for was elderly housing, an area that received little attention during the Reagan years.


I remember sitting in on my first meeting with the Aging committee, a discussion of some financial issues. I took notes furiously, but I had absolutely no clue what was being discussed, or even what my notes meant. As they say in recovery, “fake it until you make it.” I found this to be useful in Washington as well. Nevertheless, just being on the Hill, in the hallowed halls of the Senate, was a valuable learning experience. And when the opportunity came to work for Kerry, I jumped at it.


There is a palpable sense of excitement about working in the Senate. You feel that you are in the middle of the action, working on important issues, maybe even making history in your own small way. Senate staffers inevitably develop a sense of self-importance that is not really justified (as do many senators). But there is a stimulation, an energy level, an excitement about the meetings, the hearings, the press conferences, the speeches, that charges you when you are in the middle of it. In general, Senate staffers are young, and not very well paid, but they are not there for the money. They are there because they care about politics, about issues, about power, about feeling like they are somehow making a difference. It’s an intoxicating atmosphere. Even seeing the lights on the Capitol Dome at night gave me a thrill, a sense of being part of something important.


I also began to learn more about how Washington really works. There are two things that everyone thinks they are an expert on—movies and politics. Everyone is a critic. When I starting working on the Hill, I realized that there are many levels of politics, far more than you see on the surface. Later I discovered the same thing about Hollywood. In the beginning, I was quite naive about these things. But I learned fast.


When I went to work for John Kerry, I became a legislative assistant and also a speechwriter. Each legislative assistant, or LA, is given a set of issues to cover. One of the areas I was assigned was Vietnam veterans issues. Although Kerry did not serve on the Senate Veterans Affairs Committee, and thus had no formal role in this area, he was a Vietnam veteran himself and as such had great influence on these issues. His stature as a decorated veteran was an important part of his public image and personal history. For this reason, handling these issues was a significant assignment for me.


I have to confess that before going to work for John Kerry, I had very little sympathy for Vietnam veterans. I had been deeply opposed to the war, and although I did register for the draft in 1971, I applied for and received conscientious objector status as someone who was opposed not only to the Vietnam War but to all wars as a matter of principle. It was hard to get a “C.O.” deferment, which exempted you from military duty but not necessarily from “alternative service.” I was given this status only after a heartfelt discussion with Rabbi Sidney Akselrad, who had performed my bar mitzvah and knew me well. He wrote a letter to my draft board, which granted the exemption. I was proud of this status and frankly looked down on those who had served in Vietnam.


Of course I knew that most of the people who went to Vietnam were drafted, and did not go there voluntarily. I knew that upper-and middle-class college students were likely to get student deferments, or else to be able to persuade some sympathetic doctor to say that they had a “knee problem” or some other excuse to get them out of the draft. I also knew that blacks, Hispanics and poor lower-class whites were much more likely to end up in Vietnam than people like me. Nevertheless, along with many other people, I had succumbed to some of the media stereotypes of Vietnam veterans as baby killers, war criminals, drug addicts and psychopaths.


This opinion changed drastically when I started working with John Kerry and with veterans groups, particularly with Vietnam Veterans of America. VVA was a very enlightened and progressive group of veterans who were struggling to achieve recognition against the opposition of establishment veterans groups like the American Legion, Disabled American Veterans and the Veterans of Foreign Wars. These groups, which represented the older, more conservative veterans of World War II and Korea, were derided as “hat people” by VVA, for the peaked soldier’s caps that they affected. Despite their supposed status as champions of veterans, groups like the American Legion and others basically hated Vietnam veterans, who they regarded as hippies, dope smokers and anti-American upstarts.


As I got to know the men and women of VVA, I gained great respect for them. These were people who had been through a lot, fighting a war that in many cases they did not believe in but were forced to join, and facing rejection by society when they returned home. In addition, they were scorned by the “iron triangle”—the Veterans Administration, the Veterans Affairs Committees in the Congress, and the “hat people” organizations that received official government recognition, support and of course money. Nevertheless, the folks of VVA endured all of this with dignity, self-respect and a sense of perspective that helped them fight on for their rights.


One of the major battles we faced was just to get official recognition of VVA from the Congress as a veterans group, so that they could also receive the same benefits the other groups already enjoyed. We engaged in a tremendous battle with the forces arrayed against us, which included the American Legion, conservative Senate Republicans, the VA and, most dismaying of all, the Democratic leadership of the Senate Veterans Affairs Committee, led by Senator Alan Cranston and his vile chief of staff, Jonathan Steinberg. Steinberg resented Vietnam Veterans of America as upstarts—a new generation not part of the established “iron triangle” of veterans groups—and cared only about protecting his Senate turf. He regarded himself as lord and master of all veterans issues. He hated VVA and they hated him in return. He was often referred to as “Senator Cranberg,” since he seemed to have more power over the issues than his nominal boss, Senator Cranston. To be fair to Cranston, he was preoccupied with what he considered to be more important issues, mainly nuclear arms control.


We had to fight Steinberg not only for recognition of Vietnam veterans, but also for their legal and judicial rights. Under an archaic law dating back to the Civil War, veterans could not go to federal court with their claims for benefits, unlike other American citizens. VVA and Kerry felt strongly that this was wrong and a symbol of the second-class treatment afforded to Vietnam veterans. But it was part of the iron triangle system, and they refused to budge. We fought them hard, and ultimately reached a compromise. “Cranberg” got a bill passed to establish a “Court of Veterans Appeals,” a strange animal whose only purpose was to keep veterans out of the normal courts. He then got himself appointed to a fifteen-year term as a judge on this new court. It was a small price to pay to get rid of him. We also had to fight with him for several years to get benefits for victims of Agent Orange exposure. Ultimately we won these battles, but not without much blood on the floor and many hard feelings on all sides. It took a lot of guts for John Kerry to take on powerful interests like the old-line veterans groups that controlled many votes, especially as a freshman senator.


Kerry was the only true friend that Vietnam veterans had in the Senate, and they knew it. For this reason, and in recognition of all his battles on their behalf, VVA decided in 1987 to honor Senator Kerry with an award as Legislator of the Year. As his LA for veterans issues, and as the person assigned to write his speech, I went along with John for the occasion, which was held in the large ballroom of the Washington Hilton. As it so happened, another VVA honoree that day was Oliver Stone, who was being given yet another award for his film Platoon. That was how I happened to meet Oliver for the first time.


I had seen Platoon when it came out in 1986, and found it powerful and moving. I still think it’s probably the best of Oliver’s films, with the possible exception of Nixon (but of course I’m biased). It is a gritty, realistic and personal account of what it was like to be a “grunt,” a Vietnam soldier on the front lines. It was based on Oliver’s own experiences in Vietnam, although he enlarged and mythologized them in the film.


I recently saw an interview on C-SPAN with the man who had been the commander of Oliver’s platoon in Vietnam, and later wrote a book about the experience. He said that Oliver had gotten it all wrong, that he had totally misrepresented that platoon and what it had done there. I don’t doubt his word on that, but I think he missed the point of Platoon. It was not meant to be a documentary about one group of soldiers in Vietnam, but rather an allegory about all soldiers and all wars. As Oliver wrote later, it was meant in the spirit of a “Homeric epic.” On that level, I think it succeeded.


The film became a sensation among Vietnam veterans. It was regarded by them as the first honest depiction of their experience in the war, told by one of their own. While Oliver was a very atypical soldier, having come from a wealthy family on the Upper East Side of New York, and having volunteered to go to Vietnam rather than being drafted, he had in fact been there in the trenches with them, and it showed. I saw the movie in Washington when it was first released, and then again in New York with my father. I remember that when we came out of the theater he commented, “Every member of Congress should see this film.” I felt the same way.


I’ve seen Platoon again since then, and some scenes still stick in my mind. One of the most poignant scenes shows a group of American soldiers out in the field, having a little party behind the lines, thousands of miles from home. The young, doomed GIs are smoking dope and dancing with each other to Smokey Robinson’s “Tracks of My Tears,” wearing their camouflage fatigues. I found this scene to be heartbreaking. Another that will always stay with me is an aerial view of all the young, dead bodies lying on the ground after a firefight, with Samuel Barber’s mournful “Adagio” playing in the background. What a sad, sad waste of life. . . .


At the very end of the film is a scene in which Chris, the young protagonist played by Charlie Sheen, is flying out of Vietnam. He is dictating a letter to his grandmother, saying words to the effect that those who have survived this war, who have lived through this experience, have an obligation to come back and do some good for the world, to make it a better place. That’s the gist of it, anyway. I’d like to think that this represents Oliver as he once was, bruised but intent on making a difference.


That was certainly what I thought I was doing at the VVA convention in the ballroom of the Washington Hilton as I accompanied Senator Kerry on his rounds. Stone is a large man, and looks more like a fullback than an intellectual. I congratulated him on Platoon, and said I had heard that he was making a movie about Wall Street. “That’s right,” he replied, noticing that I was keeping one eye on John Kerry and the activity around him at the same time.


“You look like a Senate aide straight out of Central Casting,” Oliver observed. He seemed to have an astute eye for sizing up people and types. I laughed. “Well, maybe you can put me in one of your movies,” I responded. He laughed and we parted company. Years later, I almost got a very small part in one of his movies, playing an aide to (who else?) Senator John Kerry in a film Oliver wanted to make about General Manuel Noriega of Panama. Unfortunately, the project fell through at the last minute and the movie never got made, at least not by Oliver. Actually, that was lucky for me too, because he ended up making Nixon instead. But I’ll come to that later.


At the time, I didn’t give much more thought to Oliver Stone. I was happy working on Capitol Hill, and it never even occurred to me that I would end up in Hollywood. I did go see Wall Street when it came out and enjoyed it. I thought it was well written and well acted, and liked the idea of a movie about the greed of the Reagan 1980s.


I continued working for John Kerry on veterans issues and also on other issues like judicial nominations, civil rights and the South Africa sanctions bill. This entailed the nitty-gritty work of meeting with constituents, answering letters and trying to drum up support for legislation. When I started working in the Senate, I was very excited and felt that I had finally found my niche. But by the end of 1988, I was getting burnt out and felt I had reached a plateau. The work was no longer as exciting or novel to me, and had become more of a job and a routine in some ways. I had become much more interested in foreign policy, particularly in Mikhail Gorbachev’s revolution in the Soviet Union, which to me was the most exciting thing happening in the world at that time. I wanted to learn more about the Soviet Union, about arms control and foreign policy, and have a chance to focus on these issues, which I couldn’t do in my present position.


At the same time, Governor Michael Dukakis of Massachusetts had just lost the presidential election of 1988, disappointing many of us who had worked on his campaign. His son, John Dukakis, had worked on our Senate staff. Had Dukakis won the election, John Kerry would have been in a very strong position in the Senate and in the new administration. But Dukakis lost.


While still working in Washington for Senator Kerry, I applied for a fellowship at the Center for International Security and Arms Control at Stanford, and had been accepted. Now I decided to accept it. I was excited by the changes in the world brought about by the end of the Cold War, and wanted to learn more about foreign policy. This was the place to do it.


Since I had almost grown up on the Stanford campus, I still considered Palo Alto and Stanford to be home, and had a lot of friends there, although my parents had moved to New York. I always enjoyed going back to Stanford, although sometimes with mixed feelings, since my family no longer lived there.


I returned to Stanford in January of 1989, and stayed at the Center until August of that year. It was a great opportunity to educate myself about foreign policy, arms control and the issues that interested me at that time. I attended lots of seminars at the Center by visiting experts, and did a lot of reading and research. Sid Drell, the director of the Center, asked me to give a seminar on legal issues in arms control, which I did after spending a lot of time at the Stanford law library. I also wrote a monograph on the subject that was published by the Center. I even had an op-ed piece published in the New York Times at the end of 1989, entitled “Constitution vs. Arms Control.” I was well on my way to becoming a foreign policy wonk.


While I was studying and learning more about these issues, I was also indulging another long-standing interest of mine in my spare time. Before leaving Washington, I had seen a documentary on television in November 1988 on the twenty-fifth anniversary of the assassination of President Kennedy. Hosted by respected columnist Jack Anderson, it presented various conspiracy theories and facts, which I found fascinating. I had long been intrigued by the assassination and regarded it as an unsolved mystery. Like most Americans, I had never accepted the Warren Commission’s conclusion of a lone assassin, but did not know enough to fully understand what had really happened.


Anderson’s program presented the assassination as a conspiracy carried out by a combination of the CIA, the Mafia and the Cubans. Now at Stanford, away from the daily demands of my congressional job, I began to poke around again in assassination lore, drawn by the hope that one day a mystery that ate away at Americans’ trust in our own government would be solved.




JFK 101
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In 1983 I saw a Nightline program about the assassination on the twentieth anniversary of the event. Congressman Louis Stokes, who had chaired the congressional committee that investigated the case, was Ted Koppel’s guest that night.


Stokes mentioned that the committee had found a probable conspiracy in the killing of the president, three of the prime suspects being Teamster leader Jimmy Hoffa and Mafia figures Carlos Marcello and Santos Trafficante. I found it incredible that these facts had not been publicized by the American media, and that nothing had been done by the government to follow up on the congressional investigation, which took place in the late seventies. Most journalists simply accepted the “lone nut” version of the Warren Report and had done so since the beginning. And the Reagan administration had done nothing to follow up on the Stokes committee’s findings.


Most Americans still don’t realize that there are actually two official government findings with regard to the JFK assassination—that of the Warren Commission, which contended that Lee Harvey Oswald acted alone, and that of the House Select Committee on Assassination, which reinvestigated the case and found that there had been a conspiracy, probably involving members of the Mafia and possibly Cuban exiles. It also found that there had been two gunmen, one firing from behind the picket fence on the grassy knoll, although it could not identify him. These two official conclusions, of course, are completely contradictory and incompatible.


While browsing in the Stanford bookstore in early 1989, I found a recently published book called Contract on America by David Scheim. It laid out a theory that the Mafia had murdered President Kennedy, backed up by numerous facts and citations. I took it home and read it with fascination and horror. It shocked me that this crime, the murder of the president of the United States, had been so inadequately investigated and remained unsolved. This was an intolerable and shameful state of affairs in a country that is supposed to be a democracy.


At the same time, I did not find Scheim’s book to be totally convincing or persuasive. While he laid out an overwhelming case that Jack Ruby, the killer of Lee Harvey Oswald, was a Mafia operative, I was less convinced by his efforts to tie Lee Harvey Oswald to the mob. Oswald, who had served in the Marines, defected to the Soviet Union and then returned to the United States, seemed to be an unlikely mobster. The Mafia theory was an important piece of the puzzle, but not the whole story.


Then I found a second book in another Palo Alto bookstore, which had also been published in early 1989, shortly after the twenty-fifth anniversary. This was On the Trail of the Assassins by Jim Garrison, the former district attorney of New Orleans. Garrison had investigated the case in the late 1960s, ultimately prosecuting Clay Shaw for the crime. Still later, of course, he became the subject and hero of Oliver Stone’s film JFK.


I found the book fascinating but again not completely convincing. Garrison’s approach was the opposite of Scheim’s. Whereas Scheim focused exclusively on the Mafia, Garrison totally discounted and dismissed any Mafia role in the assassination. He explored many theories, but ultimately concluded that the CIA had planned the assassination. Like Oliver Stone years later, I think that Garrison was sincere but also in some ways misguided and even a little deluded. He was undoubtedly a publicity seeker, a self-promoter, and had a tendency to often trust the wrong people, as did Stone. I do think that Garrison’s investigation developed some very important leads and information, although I personally doubt that Clay Shaw had much of anything to do with the assassination.


Reading Garrison’s book, I felt that, like Scheim, he had an important piece of the puzzle, but not the full story. But putting the books together made a convincing case that both the Mafia and the CIA were involved in the plot. It is known that the two groups had earlier joined forces in an effort to kill Fidel Castro. In addition, lurking in the background of both books and both scenarios were various Cuban exile groups, supported by the CIA, sometimes linked to the Mafia, always violently opposed to Castro and often equally opposed to President Kennedy as well. The exiles, as well as many CIA men, felt that Kennedy had betrayed them at the Bay of Pigs, and then sold them out for good during the Cuban missile crisis. Even worse, Kennedy had then started back-channel efforts to reach a rapprochement with Castro. They felt that the only way to get Cuba back would be to assassinate both Kennedy and Castro.


It is a well-documented historical fact that the CIA and the Mafia worked together with these exile groups to try to assassinate Fidel Castro in the early 1960s. This was thoroughly investigated by the Senate’s Church Committee in the 1970s (named for its chairman, Senator Frank Church of Idaho), and is no longer a matter of dispute. It seems logical and reasonable to surmise that some of these same forces, having failed to kill Castro, turned their attention to President Kennedy. Over the years, many books have been written about this subject, and more and more facts have emerged to support this thesis.


Over the past decade or so since 1989, I have learned a lot more, but this basic belief—that Kennedy was killed by a conspiracy of extremist Cuban exiles, Mafia gangsters and rogue CIA men—has only been confirmed and strengthened. I felt then that there were too many holes in the historical record, too much information that had been suppressed, and that more facts were needed if the full truth were ever to emerge about the forces behind the murder of the president. When I returned to Washington in late 1989, I was for the first time in a position to do something about it. Working in the Congress, I could help open up the files and reveal the facts.




Why It Matters
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Recently, after patiently listening to one of my conspiracy theories, a friend of mine asked a simple question: “Why do you care who killed Kennedy? What difference does it make?” I was a little shocked at first. “Why does it matter?” I thought to myself. How could she even ask such a question? I began to explain my latest theory of the case, but she stopped me. “When I listen to this stuff, it’s like reading the Talmud,” she said. “It’s like reading one rabbi’s explanation of another rabbi’s interpretation of another rabbi’s commentary, when I haven’t read the original Torah portion to begin with.”


I began to see her point. What difference does it make, anyway? And why should anyone care? The man has been dead for almost forty years. Nothing is going to bring him back. There are so many theories and countertheories out there that it makes your head spin. And as people often say, “We’ll never know what happened anyway.”


But I find this latter statement maddening. Why shouldn’t we know what really happened? I certainly don’t think that everyone has to be obsessed with the Kennedy assassination, but neither do I think we should give up on trying to find out the truth.


Why does it matter? One on level, it’s pretty simple. This was a human being, a man with a wife, children, parents, brothers and sisters, people who loved him, who was brutally gunned down in broad daylight for everyone to see. I was vividly reminded of this fact when I met his sister Jean in Cuba. For this reason alone, the crime should be solved and the true story told.


John Kennedy belonged not just to his own immediate family, but to the American people. For all his flaws, he represented hope, idealism and a better future for America and for people all over the world. He was the president of the United States. Isn’t that reason enough to want to find the murderers, the men who killed not only Kennedy, but all that he represented?


In the wake of the film Oliver Stone eventually made about the assassination mystery, JFK, many Washington pundits blamed him for falsifying history, for misleading a generation of young people and for spreading mistrust of government and paranoia throughout the land. I don’t think that’s quite fair to Oliver. One of the myths spread by these same pundits is that Stone’s film caused the American people to believe in conspiracy theories, instead of accepting the “official” version of the Warren Commission. But this is not the case. In fact, polls have shown for decades that a large majority of the American people, anywhere from 70 to 80 percent or more, do not believe the Warren Report, and believe that there was a conspiracy behind the killing. These figures have remained fairly constant since the 1960s. America’s suspicions were probably first aroused on November 24, 1963, when Jack Ruby gunned down Lee Harvey Oswald in the Dallas police station on live national television. If there ever was a “smoking gun” in a murder plot, surely it is the gun that killed Oswald.


Kennedy’s death also matters because it changed the course of history. A few years ago, after he had left office, Mikhail Gorbachev happened to visit Dallas and gave a speech there. In it, he said that if Kennedy had lived, the Cold War might have ended twenty-five years sooner than it did. He added that perhaps this was the reason why Kennedy was killed. This could be just a fantasy, but it could also be correct. We don’t know.


Some writers and amateur psychologists like to claim that JFK “buffs” have a psychological need to believe in conspiracy—that the assassination of a president must in their mind be caused by forces equal to the stature of the man who was killed. Supposedly, these conspiracy theorists find it unacceptable to believe that one man, for his own deranged reasons, might have killed a president.


In my view, the opposite is true. The majority of Americans are not that confused and misguided. It’s not that we couldn’t believe that a lunatic could kill a president; it’s that, in this particular case, that explanation doesn’t fit the facts. I have my own psychology theory: The anticonspiracy buffs have a psychological problem. It is called living in a state of denial. They simply refuse, despite all the evidence to the contrary, that a conspiracy could exist in the United States of America. They believe it had to be a lone gunman, a crazed nut. Otherwise, their entire worldview would suffer a shattering blow.


One such committed “lone-nutter,” confronted with the evidence for conspiracy, said, “There is such a thing as coincidences. That’s why they call them coincidences.” True enough. There are also such things as conspiracies, and that’s why we call them conspiracies. We have no trouble believing that they exist in other countries and other parts of the world. Obviously the murder of Julius Caesar was a conspiracy by his enemies. No one would dispute that. The Bolshevik revolution began with a conspiracy, and ended up murdering millions. That is obvious to anyone. The assassination of President Sadat of Egypt was a conspiracy carried out by Islamic fundamentalists. And we have no trouble believing that the many political murders in Mexico, some committed within a few miles of our own borders, are the result of conspiracies. But some believe that it can’t happen here. After all, this is America. (Perhaps, after the events of September 11, 2001, some people will begin to believe that conspiracies can happen right here in the United States of America.)


When President Johnson appointed the Warren Commission, his explicit reason was to reassure the American public that there had been no conspiracy. He was afraid that any thought to the contrary might have brought about World War III if the assassination were blamed on the communists as the plotters had intended. Perhaps this is an understandable motivation. But even LBJ said later in life that he believed there had been a conspiracy. He said, “We were running a damned Murder Incorporated in the Caribbean.” He believed that this operation, the CIA–Mafia plots against Castro, had led to the assassination of JFK. This instinct was undoubtedly correct. He even demanded a secret report from the CIA on all of the plots against Castro, which was delivered to him by CIA director Richard Helms in 1967. Some thirty years later, it was released to the American public. It showed that the CIA had joined forces with the Mafia to assassinate Castro, but had bungled the operation. Even Richard Nixon wrote in his memoirs that he could not get Helms and the CIA to give him all of the files relating to these events. “The CIA protects itself, even from Presidents. . . . The CIA was closed like a safe, and we could find no one who would give us the combination to open it,” Nixon wrote.


But at the time of the Warren Commission, these facts about the CIA–Mafia–Cuban exile partnership were not known except to a very select few. Allen Dulles, a commission member and former head of the CIA in the Eisenhower administration, passed out a book to his fellow commissioners purporting to prove that American assassins throughout history have always been loners (which is patently false—the assassination of President Lincoln was certainly part of a conspiracy). But Dulles failed to inform the other members of the Warren Commission that the CIA had plotted with the Mafia to kill Fidel Castro—a fact that would likely have had some relevance to the proceedings. Dulles himself had first approved these plots in writing in December 1959. This is what is known as a cover-up. And where there’s a cover-up, there’s usually a conspiracy behind it.


Without going into a Talmudic explanation of my own theory, let me try to put it into simple terms. Imagine three overlapping circles drawn on a piece of paper. In the middle, there is a small area where all three circles overlap. If we use a pencil, we can color it gray. The three circles represent the CIA, the Mafia and anti-Castro Cubans. Where all three overlap in the gray area, we will find the assassins of President Kennedy.


Was JFK’s death the end of innocence in America? I don’t think so. Surely we lost our innocence much earlier—perhaps when the first American Indians were massacred, or when the first African slaves arrived on our shores. Perhaps we lost some innocence again when Lincoln was murdered. And we lost a bit more when we dropped the atomic bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki.


But surely something important was lost when Kennedy was killed. Not only a great man, but a great leader—a man who created the Peace Corps and the Alliance for Progress, and who signed the nuclear test ban treaty with the Russians. A man of peace as well as pragmatism. A man who represented hope not only to a generation of Americans, but to people around the world.


Would there have been a Vietnam War if Kennedy had lived? I think not. Would LBJ, and then Richard Nixon, have become presidents of the United States? Probably not. And would the country have been torn by racial discrimination, riots, protests and cynicism toward government in the 1960s as it was after he died? I don’t think so.


I was only a child when Kennedy was elected, but I remember how overjoyed my parents were that night and the next morning. And how crushed they were that November day several years later when he was killed. We all lost something the day that John Kennedy died. Maybe not our “innocence,” but a sense of hope for the future. Instead, we were forced to endure Vietnam, Watergate, Iran–Contra and a host of other scandals. We lost faith in our government, and in the institutions of our society.


That’s why I can’t accept it when people shrug and say, “We’ll never know what really happened.” Americans have a right to know, no matter how long it takes to find out the truth. And sooner or later, we will know.


I have a fantasy that hidden away somewhere, deep in the bowels of the CIA in a locked safe, lies a report laying out all the details of the assassination plot—how it was planned, how it was carried out and exactly who was involved. Or maybe the report sits in a firebox deep underground in a secure nuclear bunker in West Virginia reserved for our government’s highest officials. Or maybe, just maybe, it is buried in the backyard garden of a former CIA official.


When J. Edgar Hoover died in 1972, his faithful secretary Helen Gandy went to his home and burned all of his “Personal and Confidential” files—the most top-secret stuff—before the authorities could get there. When Richard Helms was fired by President Nixon in early 1973 and sent packing as ambassador to Iran, he conducted a small bonfire of secret documents before he left. Perhaps in those documents lay the secrets of the Kennedy assassination. But I have a feeling that those documents, and that report, will turn up sometime and see the light of day. After all, as the great Russian novelist Mikhail Bulgakov wrote, “Manuscripts don’t burn.” Neither does the truth.




Back to Congress
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While still at Stanford, I had applied for and received another fellowship in arms control and national security, this one from the American Association for the Advancement of Science. The fellowship would pay my salary for a year to work in a congressional office on arms control and related issues. I applied and was accepted for a position in the office of Representative Lee Hamilton of Indiana, who was chairman of the subcommittee on Europe and the Middle East of the House Foreign Affairs Committee.


Lee Hamilton was a highly respected member of Congress. He was born and grew up in Evansville, Indiana, which also happens to be my father’s hometown, although they were a few years apart and did not know each other then. Lee is a crewcut former high school basketball star, and a solid, no-nonsense Midwesterner. The politics of his district in southern Indiana are much more conservative than those of John Kerry’s Massachusetts, but in practice the men’s views on most issues were very similar. While I had gotten burnt out after several years in the Senate, I found I missed the Congress when I was away from it. And besides, now I could work on a new set of issues that interested me.
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