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    Preface

    Not all conspiracies are theories. As grown-ups, we need to learn to decouple those terms, which have been irresponsibly glued together since 1963.

    I grew up with conspiracies. I watched Congress investigate Watergate and Iran Contra. I saw high-level government officials repeatedly tell us Iraq had “weapons of mass destruction,” only to learn that that information was false. I was a juror on a conspiracy trial. Conspiracies happen.

    So why do some conspiracies get investigated while others get covered up? This volume will help you answer that question.

    I first encountered Destiny Betrayed: JFK, Cuba and the Garrison Case in an independent bookstore, on a shelf labeled simply—and appropriately— “Intelligence.” Within the first few pages, I knew I had discovered something special. I had read a handful of books on the assassination of President Kennedy by that point, but this was the first book I read that put the events squarely in their historical context. I experienced a “light bulb” moment, seeing the convergence of factors that led to Kennedy’s death.

    The book also explained why the erudite Jim Garrison I met in Garrison’s own wonderful book, On the Trail of the Assassins, did not match the image of him that the press was presenting. The picture of a crazed district attorney hell-bent on prosecuting an innocent man never rang true to me. Here was a district attorney who, in my opinion, had done the right and honorable thing, something that had not been done to that point: treated the assassination like the prosecutable crime it was. He called in witnesses. He arrested Clay Shaw, a prominent citizen, on charges of conspiracy to kill the President because of strong evidence. He took his case to trial. And yet, Shaw was found not guilty. What happened?

    In this volume, James DiEugenio connects the dots to explain why Garrison’s case fell apart, who undermined it, and how those players connect to the circle of people who had been manipulating Oswald long before the Kennedy assassination took place.

    If you want to understand how a lie can be perpetrated for almost fifty years, read this book. DiEugenio deconstructs, through declassified government records, personal interviews, and careful analysis, how high-ranking members of the CIA—through their allies on the Warren Commission and the House Select Committee on Assassinations, with the help of FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, and the FBI’s and CIA’s assets in the mainstream media—derailed not just Garrison’s investigation but every serious attempt to investigate John F. Kennedy’s assassination.

    Greatly expanded and rewritten from the original edition, this book shows us how our past has been deliberately rewritten to hide the important truth of who killed President Kennedy and why.

    This is not “conspiracy theory.” This is the factual history of how the investigations into the assassination of President Kennedy were deliberately and provably subverted. DiEugenio exposes the mechanisms that enabled the conspiracy and cover-up to take place.

    But this book is not just about our past. If we don’t learn not only what happened, but how the cover-up was effected, then not only did they get away with it, but the same operational template can be run again.

    If you never punish a criminal, will the criminal voluntarily stop committing future crimes? Of course not. The same is true when the criminal is a government official. It’s long past time we started demanding that people be held accountable for high-level crimes and cover-ups. Accountability matters.

    And why are we, the people, so gullible? It has often been said that people prefer to believe a conspiracy killed Kennedy because such a consequential act demands a consequential reason. But consider the reverse. Why would anyone in their right mind prefer to believe that members of their own government had Kennedy killed and then covered it up? Who would choose to believe that? Isn’t that why the lies persist? We want to believe our government would never do such a thing, even when the facts scream otherwise.

    But the truth doesn’t have to be scary. A cover-up is like a magic trick. Once you understand how it was accomplished, you can never be fooled by it again. That’s why this book is so important. It dissects the magic trick. You may feel you’re losing your innocence, but you’ll only be losing your naïveté.

    Jim Garrison stepped up, did the right thing, and was pilloried for it. It will take many more people with the courage to do what Garrison did, to risk ridicule and defamation, in order to rescue our future. But with each new recruit, the truth becomes more obvious and less of a struggle to defend. That’s where you come in.

    It is too late to hold some of these people accountable in their lifetimes. But it’s not too late to hold them accountable in the eyes of history. “Who controls the past controls the future,” wrote George Orwell in his prescient book 1984. By restoring to us the real history of these events, this book offers us the power to choose a different future. Let’s accept the gift and do something useful with it.

    —Lisa Pease, coeditor of The Assassinations

  


  
    Foreword

    Like millions of others in 1992, I too was caught up in the buzz created by Oliver Stone’s 1991 film, JFK. Primarily based on New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison’s 1988 book about his investigation into the assassination of President Kennedy, On The Trail of the Assassins, Stone’s film generated controversy, legislation and a lot of ink.

    Unlike a lot of the movie going public though, I had already studied the JFK assassination and the Garrison case for more than ten years and so had a little easier time separating the wheat from the chaff—and there was a lot to digest. In the wake of the film, a spate of books, magazines, newspaper columns, and TV specials flooded the market.

    One day at the newsstand, I picked up a copy of Cineaste magazine that was devoted to the topic of JFK, the film (Vol. XIX No.1, 1992). That issue featured many interesting articles by the likes of Christopher Sharrett, George Michael Evica, and—Garrison’s editor and Stone’s—co-writer, Zachary Sklar. But what caught my eye was an ad on page 22 announcing the release of a new book on the Garrison investigation called, Destiny Betrayed: JFK, Cuba, and the Garrison Case. I have to admit, I greeted it with skepticism. Other than Paris Flammonde’s book, The Kennedy Conspiracy, and Garrison’s own volumes, little of note had been written about Garrison, and one had to be wary of the mountain of disinformation and shabby scholarship surrounding the case. I was somewhat relieved to find out that the book was being brought out by Garrison’s publisher, Sheridan Square Press, and had been endorsed by both Stone and Sklar. Yet I still had a nagging feeling as I had never heard of the author—James DiEugenio. Somewhat reluctantly I mailed my check off.

    I needn’t have worried. I remember that the book arrived as I was house sitting for my parents and had plenty of reading time on my hands. I devoured the book from cover to cover and then read it again. I was impressed by the way the author deftly placed the assassination and the subsequent investigation into their appropriate historical context—something sorely lacking in the field to this day. The writing flowed logically and the depth of the information in the endnotes section alone could have been another book in itself. The bibliography is still a valuable resource to this day. But the meat of the book is what ultimately matters and there DiEugenio didn’t disappoint. Jim took the Garrison case to new heights with diligent interviewing, new areas of research and plain old-fashioned shoe leather—having driven his battered Toyota from coast to coast.

    At the 1993 Midwest Symposium in Chicago, I got to listen to Jim speak and meet him—albeit briefly. Two important events occurred in the immediate aftermath of that conference. Jim and some of his West Coast colleagues went on to form Citizens for the Truth about the Kennedy Assassinations (CTKA) and its in-house magazine Probe. The second event was that I got to meet Peter Vea. Peter was a volunteer worker at the Assassination Archives and Research Center (AARC) in Washington, D.C., who specialized in the Garrison probe. The AARC was started by attorney Bud Fensterwald who had been close to Garrison in his lifetime and was now being run by preeminent FOIA attorney, James Lesar. The AARC was a huge repository of the former New Orleans DA’s files as well as Paris Flammonde’s working papers, numerous unpublished manuscripts, and more. As a D.C. suburb resident, I was a regular “customer” of theirs and was down there every Saturday and a lot of weeknights as well. Peter took note of my interest in all things Garrison, and we became fast friends and colleagues.

    Around this time as a result of hearings in the House and the Senate, legislation was passed to induce government agencies to release all Kennedy assassination-related documents—a classification left purposefully vague to compel agencies to release anything close to a Kennedy-era document. (To say compliance has fallen short of expectations would be an understatement as agencies are still withholding millions of pages of material.) A declassification review board was established (ARRB) to oversee the process. But before the members could be approved by Congress, many agencies did a massive data dump, and the National Archives was now home to millions of pages of material that had been held on to for decades by the CIA, FBI, DOD, the House Select Committee on Assassinations, the Church Committee, et al.

    Researchers now had an avalanche of materials to pore through, and Peter and I took on that task, with our primary focus being New Orleans. During subsequent conversations with Peter, I found out that he had gotten to know Jim DiEugenio at the Chicago conference and had maintained contact with him since. In fact, he was going to join Jim on the southern leg of Jim’s latest coast-to-coast summer research odyssey. When Jim and Peter returned to the Washington area, they rang me up and we met at an Italian restaurant in Chantilly, Virginia. After lunch, we convened at my house where I shared my now burgeoning file collection with Jim. As Jim and I got to know each other better, we found we had other areas of mutual interest as well (cinema for example). We too became fast friends and stayed in contact.

    In the spring of 1994, Jim and a CTKA colleague, Dennis Effle, returned to Washington for a series of CTKA related meetings, and I put them up at my house. During that time, we started laying the groundwork for a two-week research blitz tour planned for that summer in New Orleans. That trip yielded numerous interviews with many key witnesses and cemented a relationship with Jim Garrison’s sons that allowed us unprecedented access to boxes of the late DA’s public and private papers. A follow-up trip in 1995 by Peter and me augmented an already colossal archive. By that time I had started writing for Jim’s publication, Probe, and had amassed so much new material that I wrote a monograph titled Through the Looking Glass. It was published in a comb-bound edition and was printed and distributed exclusively by Jim and CTKA. I later expanded that work into book length and published it as Let Justice Be Done in 1999. As Destiny Betrayed had been my inspiration, I had only one person in mind to write my foreword and Jim graciously wrote that wonderful opening essay.

    While the years saw the cessation of the print edition of Probe, CTKA’s online site picked up the slack, far surpassing any comparable web sites put out by the so-called “new media.” Jim’s (and others’) contributions to the site are always insightful, informative and entertaining, whether it is keeping the public abreast of new work in the research community or reviewing a worthy new book in the field. At the same time, CTKA pulls no punches in taking the piss out of authors of shabbily written and lazily thought out volumes (e.g., those by Waldron, North, et al., but it is Jim’s ten-part demolition of Bugliosi’s bloated, pompous Reclaiming History that is the site’s magnum opus). Not to be overlooked, Probe’s earlier articles proved to be so popular that an anthology, edited by Jim and Lisa Pease, titled The Assassinations was released by Feral House in 2003.

    So, we now come full circle to the rerelease of Destiny Betrayed. Rest assured this is not some crass attempt to cash in by reprinting old material and just slapping on a new preface. This is a reboot—a total rewrite from start to finish. Because of the timing, Jim did not have the benefit of having all of the new file releases at his disposal when the first edition was published—Jim more than makes up for it here. His chapters on the Bay of Pigs and Vietnam alone produce more insight and correct more historical wrongs than whole volumes on the subjects. At the same time he pumps new life into the chapters on Garrison and New Orleans. The chapter dealing with the National Security State’s interference with Clay Shaw’s perjury trial is as compelling as it is frightening. The writing is masterful throughout, the pacing is brisk and the information invaluable—just what you would expect from an author at the top of his game (but sadly what you too often don’t get).

    Destiny Betrayed belongs in that pantheon of books that have changed history and will stand the test of time. I’m just thankful to Jim that I was along for the ride.

    —William Davy
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    CHAPTER ONE

    The Legacy

    “The Soviet Union was playing one of the greatest gambles in history … We and we alone were in a position to break up the plan.”

    —Dean Acheson

    The events that exploded in Dallas on November 22, 1963, had their genesis in Washington on a February day in 1947. In a distant but very real sense, it was John Kennedy’s resistance to the policy begun on that day that killed him.1

    On February 17, 1947, H.M. Sichell, assistant to Lord Inverchapel, the British ambassador to Washington, sent a message to Dean Acheson.2 The ambassador wanted to talk to Secretary of State George Marshall, but, since Marshall was out of town, the diplomats spoke instead to Acting Secretary of State Acheson. They told him the British were experiencing difficulty “administering” Turkey and Greece. For one thing, Britain was unable to quell Greek leftwing partisans in their civil war against rightwing monarchists. Indeed, the formidable strength of domestic leftists and economic havoc in both countries put the British in an unprecedented position. Still reeling from the economic effects of the war and already in need of a large loan from the United States, Britain was in no position to maintain its military involvement or extend aid to either country. The two diplomats impressed on Acheson their fears that a communist, neutralist, or even nationalist victory in the area would change the power structure in the Middle East, India, North Africa, and Italy. Their implication was obvious. England was stepping down as a “superpower,” and America must fill the vacuum.

    From this watershed meeting, three epochal events ensued: the United States assumed leadership of the West; any hope of avoiding the Cold War was lost; and the initial steamrolling impact of the domino theory—the view that if one nation falls to communism, all those nearby will follow suit—commenced.3

    A month later, on March 7, President Harry Truman stood before Congress to request 400 million dollars in aid for Greece and Turkey. The request was overwhelmingly approved, for Truman couched it not in humanitarian terms, but in the terms he had received it: without it, the free world would end. With this, the Truman Doctrine was born and the Cold War became irreversible.

    On June 5, after Truman’s request was expedited, Secretary Marshall made a complementary speech at Harvard outlining the administration’s intent to extend massive economic aid to the rest of Europe.4 The expressed reason was to rebuild the shattered continent, to ensure its survival against a Moscow-led communist victory. The real reason was to reconstruct Europe’s ability to buy American exports, so as to avoid either a depression or socialist advances.5 The overall request was for 17 billion dollars. A special session of Congress was called, and funding for the Marshall Plan was approved, despite considerable opposition.6

    If the resulting economic isolation did not cause Josef Stalin and the USSR sufficient worry, the forthcoming Brussels Pact, signed by England, France, Belgium, the Netherlands, and Luxembourg, certainly did. It was a military pact formed in the name of thwarting communist aggression. It led to the formation of NATO, which added other nations, particularly the United States.

    But the crucial year for us is 1947. In the context of the onrushing Cold War, one telling piece of legislation completed the construction of a national security state: the aptly named National Security Act. Signed on July 26, 1947, this law established the National Security Council to oversee all U.S. intelligence operations, created the Central Intelligence Agency, and gave the Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) the leadership of that agency.7

    The odd thing was that the least discussed part of the act was potentially the most important: the intelligence functions of the CIA. It was not until the end of the congressional debate that they were even addressed. Congress had been preoccupied with the question of the jurisdiction of the CIA, specifically that it have no domestic purview. The head of the FBI, J. Edgar Hoover, emphatically concurred.8

    Once these matters were decided and CIA responsibilities were ostensibly restricted to a foreign domain,9 the Agency was delegated five functions: to correlate, evaluate, and distribute intelligence; to advise the President’s National Security Council on national security matters; to recommend ways to coordinate various intelligence departments; to perform “additional services of common concern” for the government-wide intelligence community; and to perform “such other functions and duties related to intelligence affecting the national security as the National Security Council may from time to time direct”10 (emphasis added).

    The last clause was the key to Pandora’s Box. Indeed, “other functions” became the linchpin for future covert and paramilitary operations, although the legislative history of the law shows that the phrase was not intended to justify those types of acts. It was meant to cover unforeseen circumstances. Congress never considered secret warfare or international coercion.11

    As with every other aspect of the anticommunist national security state, this bill passed with alacrity. And six weeks after Truman signed it, the CIA was founded. The first DCI was Navy Rear Admiral Roscoe Hillenkoeter.

    At first, the Agency had neither the skill nor the experience to extend its reach to overseas coercion.12 But it learned quickly from its British cousins, first the SOE and then the SIS.13 After setting up Radio Free Europe in 1950 and Radio Liberty in 1951, it went into partnership with the SIS in the Baltic republics of Lithuania and Estonia, but, due to Soviet counterintelligence and Agency incompetence, these first forays into covert operations failed. But two things happened that expanded the range and success of the fledgling agency: First, there was the Mao Zedong’s (Tse-tung’s) communist victory in China in 1949.14 Second, there was the outbreak of the Korean War in 1950. With these two events, the Cold War went to another level, and the power, range, and skill of the CIA were greatly expanded. Bases were opened everywhere, especially in the Far East. Old intelligence officers from World War II were re-recruited. Expenditures were multiplied. Dummy fronts to conceal CIA operations were opened. Resupply operations were enhanced. By 1953 the Agency had over 10,000 employees.15

    Dulles, McCloy, and Reinhard Gehlen

    But there is more to the story of the birth of the CIA. Out of the ashes of World War II emerges an episode so dark in tone, so epic in scope, so powerful in its connotations that it was a state secret not exposed to any significant extent until the 1970s. And it sheds much light on the genesis and excesses of the Cold War and the national security state.

    As World War II drew to a close, many high-ranking Nazis, recognizing that defeat was coming, began to plan their own escapes. One was Reinhard Gehlen. He did not cut an imposing figure when he turned himself in to the victorious U.S. troops in May of 1945; and, over his protestations, he was immediately shunted off to a prison camp.16

    Gehlen had been a commander in Hitler’s Foreign Armies East, responsible for German military intelligence throughout Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union. In addition to intelligence work, he had created a network of fascist paramilitary groups to fight the vaunted communist threat in Eastern Europe. And by 1945 he was a potentially major player in any anti-Soviet agenda.

    Gehlen had surrendered, calculating that the best way to save himself was to offer his formidable intelligence organization to U.S. intelligence as a bargaining chip. He was sure that when the right people realized who he was, the fear in the Allied camp of the communist threat would induce the Office of Strategic Services (OSS), America’s wartime precursor of the CIA, to consider his offer seriously.

    Allen Dulles did not disappoint Reinhard Gehlen. Dulles was chief of the Berlin OSS office, under General William Donovan. He had been dreaming of incorporating Gehlen’s operation since 1944.17 Plans for a post-war, allied, anticommunist intelligence organization had been in the works since then. Donovan and Dulles had been against the official policy of prosecuting all Nazi war criminals and had said so to Roosevelt.18 Indeed, Dulles kept the details of his plans secret from Roosevelt and then Truman. Both Donovan and Dulles, it seemed, saw Gehlen’s organization as a prime asset in their scenario for a postwar CIA.

    By late summer of 1945, Dulles had finished his negotiations with Gehlen. In September of 1945, Gehlen and six of his aides were flown to Washington by Eisenhower’s chief of staff, General Walter Bedell Smith (another future DCI), for high-level meetings. The Gehlen Organization was transferred, and on Gehlen’s terms.19 It remained intact and under his control, “justified” under the rubric of mutual defense against the communist menace.

    The United States agreed to finance and support the new network until such time as a new German state would take it over. In 1949, Gehlen signed a contract worth five million dollars a year to work for the CIA.20 And in 1950, High Commissioner of Germany, John McCloy, appointed Gehlen as adviser to the German chancellor on intelligence.21 Ultimately Gehlen would become the chief of intelligence of the Federal Republic of Germany. It was an incredible deal. Gehlen got everything he could have asked for. (In addition, this extraordinary agreement was what allowed men like Klaus Barbie and Josef Mengele, to escape to South America.22) From the ruins of defeat, the virtual head of Hitler’s intelligence became the chief of one of the largest intelligence agencies in the postwar era. A man who should have been imprisoned and prosecuted for war crimes23 became a wealthy and respected official of the new Germany.

    By consummating the Gehlen deal, Allen Dulles accomplished two things. First, he signaled that the hallmark of the coming national security state would be anticommunism. Morality, honesty, common sense, these would all be sacrificed at the altar of this new god. Second, he guaranteed that the future successor to the OSS, the Central Intelligence Agency, would be compromised in a strange way: it would be viewing the new red threat not through American, but through German—indeed Nazi—eyes, an incredible distortion, since in essence Gehlen was selling Hitler’s view of the Soviet Union and communism. Not coincidentally, this was a view that dovetailed with Dulles’s. Morality fell by the wayside; in Dulles’s words about Gehlen, “He’s on our side and that’s all that matters.”24 Finally, we see that Dulles had no compunctions about overriding orders from above when he felt that his vision of national security was at stake.

    This was the line that Dulles sold Truman at the birth of the Agency, the same line Dulles implemented as Eisenhower’s Director of Central Intelligence. It is one of the more glaring ironies in recent history that future CIA Director Allen Dulles was appointed to the panel that investigated the circumstances of President Kennedy’s murder. If there were a plot that involved and exposed any part of the national security apparatus, Dulles would doubtless hide the trail in order to cover up a crime of this superstructure, which he himself had helped construct. This is an important part of our story since, as we shall see, Dulles was the single most active member of the Warren Commission.

    The Dulles Brothers and the Cold War

    In 1953 General Dwight D. Eisenhower took over the White House. Although his public image was that of an avuncular, charming old man—a university president and citizen-soldier—he was in reality a hard-nosed Cold Warrior, adept on the international stage of power plays and intimidation. Eisenhower had developed a healthy respect for espionage and secret operations through his experience in World War II with the SIS, the French Resistance, and the OSS. He firmly advocated and implemented the full use of this type of agency in a wide variety of roles. In 1952, the Democratic Party’s response to the communist threat, commonly named “containment,” was inadequate, according to the Republican Party. In the presidential campaign, the GOP ridiculed the idea of keeping the Soviet empire confined, of merely parrying future expansion and waiting for the communist world to collapse. Its spokesmen advocated something more radical and dangerous. Sometimes it was termed “liberation.” Sometimes it was called “rollback.” Either way, it meant that the U.S. should go beyond resisting future Soviet advances. It should actively begin to free those people it considered already enslaved by communist doctrine and power.

    While Eisenhower never clearly embraced this policy, he came close.25 He had no problem with its endorsement by Secretary of State John Foster Dulles or Vice President Richard M. Nixon. But secretly, Eisenhower agreed with containment. After all, he had been in conference with Truman and Marshall right at its creation in 1947 during the Greek-Turkish crisis. And during the Hungarian crisis of 1956, when Ike was urged by advisers like Nixon and Dulles to intervene directly against Soviet tanks and liberate Hungary, he chose not to.

    Although he stopped short of rolling back the communists, Eisenhower was a dedicated practitioner of an active containment policy, at any price, in any place, or at the slightest provocation. His tool was the CIA. And the frequency and the alacrity of its use were greatly aided by the fact that his Secretary of State’s brother, Allen Dulles, became CIA Director in 1953. Although Eisenhower came to his Cold War stewardship through mostly ideological eyes, with the Dulles brothers, the Cold War was more complex, sophisticated, and monetary. Prior to becoming part of the American foreign policy establishment, both brothers had worked at the giant New York corporate law firm Sullivan and Cromwell. John rose to managing partner and Allen became a senior partner. Here they served huge overseas clients like United Fruit and DuPont. In 1932, Allen saved a rich oil and mineral field for the wealthy Mellon family of Pittsburgh when he rigged the Colombian presidential elections by bribing one of the candidates.26 With his prior experience in the State Department, where he had worked before going to Sullivan and Cromwell, Allen became quite proficient at the art of secret operations. When he became part of the OSS in World War II, he honed these skills even further. With these years of experience, when he became CIA Director, he was ready and willing to make huge changes in the philosophy and actions of the Agency. As some have written, it would not be improper to state that Allen Dulles revolutionized the CIA. The two previous Directors, Roscoe Hillenkoeter and Walter Bedell Smith, were military men. They generally believed that intelligence should be used to supplement military action. But Dulles’s broad background in the State Department, the OSS, and at Sullivan and Cromwell gave him a much wider and more daring vision of what the CIA could be and do.

    But we should add one other ingredient to what Dulles brought to his vision of the Agency. In his service to the upper classes at Sullivan and Cromwell, Dulles and his brother both worshipped at the altar of ruthless corporate Realpolitik. In other words, for these two men, the Cold War was more than about just ideology and the domino theory. It was about American versus Russian dominance in the resource rich Third World. With Allen Dulles, the acronym CIA came to stand for Corporate Interests of America. No method was discarded in his pursuit of their ends. Indeed, during his administration, the CIA perfected the art of the covert, paramilitary operation. As one study stated, “Probably at no time since World War II has violence—especially on a militarized level—in the execution of covert American foreign policy been so widespread as during the Eisenhower administration. Especially was this so with respect to U.S. relations with Third World countries.”27 In 1953, at the service of British and American petroleum interests, Eisenhower authorized Operation AJAX to undermine the nationalist government of Prime Minister Mohammad Mossadegh in Iran. The Dulles brothers cooperated on a plan for his removal with the British. The Shah, previously a constitutional monarch, fled the country at the time. With Mossadegh’s overthrow, he now returned as a brutal dictator, and decades of Arab resentment in the Middle East ensued. In 1954, at the request of United Fruit Company, Allen Dulles’s Operation SUCCESS caused the overthrow of the progressive Jacobo Arbenz government in Guatemala; again, decades of brutal, military-backed governments followed. It was during this Central American intervention that Allen Dulles gave an opportunity to men like Howard Hunt and David Phillips to cut their teeth in the art of government overthrows. In 1957, an attempt to overthrow Sukarno in Indonesia nearly destroyed his neutralist state and pushed him into forming an alliance for nonaligned countries–that is, those nations who wished not to be tied to either the Russians or the United States in terms of the Cold War. In Vietnam, the Dulles brothers helped construct and maintain the government of Ngo Dinh Diem in the south. They backed Diem’s refusal in 1955 to agree to elections mandated by the Geneva Accords, the pact that ended the first Indochina War in 1954.28 In 1960, Allen Dulles warned against an imminent communist takeover of the Congo and authorized a 100,000 dollars fund to replace the country’s first prime minister, Patrice Lumumba, with a “pro-Western” group. This triggered a chain of events ending in Lumumba’s assassination.29

    All of these actions were aimed at controlling these Third World governments so that they would not be able to exercise their own free will in using their own resources for their own public good. This made it easier for American businesses to profit from exploiting friendlier leaders, some of them brutal dictators but backed by the USA nevertheless.

    American Imperialism in Cuba 1925–1957

    Finally, there was Cuba. Ever since the controversial, and increasingly despotic, rule of President Gerardo Machado in the twenties and thirties, there had been two poles of political power on the island. The first was decidedly leftist, as far left as communism. And this movement appeared to have certain ties to the Soviet Union. The second pole of power was a common one in Latin America after the Spanish were defeated and departed the continent: the upper classes, which allied themselves with the military. Going back as far as Machado’s regime of 1925–33, a major figure in that alliance was then Sergeant Fulgencio Batista. And it is important to note here that as early as 1925, “officers from virtually every branch of the Cuban armed forces … had attended various military academies in the United States.”30 The combination of worker unrest, with withdrawal of American support, led to a military coup that ousted Machado; a coup in which Batista was an important figure. The problem was that the State Department did not really like Machado’s successor, Ramon Grau San Martin.31 Grau tried to enact certain programs benefiting the working class, like an eight-hour day and a minimum daily wage for sugar cane cutters. But, understanding what had happened to Machado, he also tried to maintain ties to the military. This turned out to be a difficult balancing act. Grau was overthrown in a military coup in 1934. This coup featured the newly self-promoted Colonel Batista.32

    The second military coup in two years shifted the political spectrum in Cuba decidedly to the right. This movement was accented by the “massacres that accompanied the repression of political strikes involving thousands of workers” in 1934 and 1935, and helped wreck “the organs of mass democratic control, devastated workers’ movement, and consolidated military rule in Cuba.”33 For the next twenty-five years, Batista took a powerful role in the Cuban state. He himself served two terms as president: from 1940 to ’44 and from 1952 to ’59. His two terms bookended a second term for Ramon Grau San Martin and a four-year term for Carlos Prio Socarras. But even though those two men were more moderate than Batista, they could only maneuver within the boundaries that Batista himself had already set with the remaining remnants of the left.34

    Batista was so friendly with American interests that he lived in the USA when his first term expired. He shuffled back and forth between a hotel room at the Waldorf-Astoria in New York and his home in Daytona Beach, Florida. He returned to Cuba to run for his second term. But when it appeared he would be defeated, he staged another military coup to place himself in power again. The United States welcomed this power grab and recognized his government.35 In his second term, Batista was much less accommodating to the progressives on the island. Therefore, between 1954 and 1956, new foreign investment in Cuba quadrupled.36 One of the highest growth industries was the American dominated tourist resort business. Large tax breaks and other subsidies resulted in the construction of 28 new hotels and motels. Some projects, like the Havana Hilton and Havana Riviera hotels, had direct state financial assistance during construction.37 Batista was so accommodating to American businesses that in 1958 he declared Cuba a tax-free haven. In other words, if an American company wanted to place its headquarters in Cuba, it would not be subject to state taxes.38 By the end of 1958, the total book value of American enterprises in Cuba was the highest of any state in South America, save the then Standard Oil dominated nation of Venezuela.39

    What made it all worse for nationalists in Cuba was the fact that, from 1952 through 1958, Cuba imported anywhere from 60 to 65 percent of its total needs from American sources. This caused the state to run large negative trade balances, which, in turn, Cuba had to finance through short-term borrowings via Wall Street and the International Monetary Fund.40 But the familiar result was that the debt was not eliminated—it was just turned over. But the loans kept coming since Batista himself was so friendly and accommodating to American businesses. Because of this favoritism, enterprises like Moa Bay Mining Company cultivated ties with high-level Batista officials.41 As one CIA operative stated, if you had a business problem, all you needed to do was get a call into Batista and he would fix it for you.42 And this aid and cooperation extended over to the American Embassy, which did all it could to furnish help in obtaining both the contacts with Batista and a favorable business outcome. Both American ambassadors to Havana in this time period—Arthur Gardner and Earl T. Smith—were told to get along with the dictator: “We were not to do anything to overthrow Batista, but to support Batista as the Government of Cuba that we recognize.”43 And since Smith himself was very close to these business interests, he cast a blind eye to the mushrooming labor unrest, unemployment, and poor living conditions of the working class. This dissatisfaction was magnified by the growing corruption and bribery in government, not just from American capitalists, but also from the American mob—led by Meyer Lansky and Santo Trafficante—which had strong interests in the Havana resort hotels, and also the gaming industry and prostitution, which operated through them.

    One company that Smith was close to deserves special interest here since it touches on various tangents to be discussed later. Smith, who had no previous diplomatic experience, owed his appointment largely to New York multi-millionaire John Hay Whitney. A year before his appointment, Smith had made large contributions to a Republican finance committee that Whitney had chaired. Whitney, in addition to owning the New York Herald Tribune, was chairman of a company called Freeport Sulphur. Freeport had various operations inside of Cuba. These dated as far back as 1932.44 Two of these that are relevant to this narrative are Nicaro Nickel Company and the aforementioned Moa Bay Mining Company. Moa Bay would develop a nickel processing facility in New Orleans. In 1960 former Ambassador Smith was accused in the American press of negotiating a large tax reduction for Moa Bay with Batista at the behest of Whitney.45 Although this dubious dealing was denied by Smith, it had been previously discussed in the Cuban press in early January of 1959. Smith resigned his post shortly after his work for Moa Bay and Whitney was exposed. CIA officer David Phillips’s later protege Antonio Veciana—the man who said he saw Phillips with Lee Harvey Oswald three months before the assassination—received his intelligence training in Cuba in a building that housed both a Berlitz School and a mining company. And it is here, at this time, that Phillips appears to have met and recruited him.46 Further, while in pre-revolutionary Cuba, Phillips knew Julio Lobo, a Cuban banker who contributed money to the setting up of the Cuban exile group in the USA called the Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil or DRE. Fellow CIA colleague Howard Hunt later told the House Select Committee on Assassinations that Phillips ran the DRE for the Agency. The DRE is a group that Oswald would later have a strange encounter with in New Orleans in the summer of 1963.47

    The Fall of Batista

    Because of his mission statement—to get along with Batista in the name of American enterprise—Smith slighted the growing uprising on the eastern part of the island. In fact, some diplomatic cables from Santiago warning of this growing rebellion were actually doctored at the American embassy in Havana in order to discount this growing threat.48 In fact, even in 1957, when 31 American Marines were kidnapped by the insurgents, the State Department favored negotiation rather than armed intervention.

    It was not the Dulles brothers, or Eisenhower, or Vice-President Richard Nixon who first began to focus on the growing weakness and corruption of the Batista regime. It was the press and Congress. In the summer of 1957, the New York Times did a series of extensive interviews with mid-level trade union officials in three major cities in Cuba. The report discovered that the majority were politically anti-Batista. And on the eastern part of the island, in Santiago, the working class was characterized as being in “open revolt” against the government.49

    But further, as Batista grew more and more unpopular and had to resort to more suppression and torture tactics by his paramilitary secret police, there began to be a debate in Congress as to whether or not to keep on extending military aid. This began in early 1958, and the focus on human rights and the brutality of what one senator called a “fascist dictatorship,” forced many congressmen to, for the first time, reconsider Eisenhower’s unqualified support for Batista. Some went as far as to call for an immediate halt to American military assistance to Cuba, plus a withdrawal of all military missions there. By the middle of 1958, even the State Department began to see that there was a serious problem in Cuba. For at this time, Batista sustained a serious defeat in his attempt to suppress the rebellion led by Fidel Castro and Che Guevara.50 Some at State recommended that Batista resign, and a broad based transitional government be appointed. But Batista would not cooperate. Instead he staged phony national elections, which isolated him even further from the populace.51 In the face of this obstinacy, the CIA began to devise desperate tactics to stave off a Castro victory. One alternative was to arrange a meeting between wealthy U.S. industrialist William Pawley and Batista. The goal, with Howard Hunt as the mediator, was to release from jail a former Batista opponent, General Ramon Barquin, in hopes that he could displace Batista and provide a viable popular alternative to Castro. Neither of these tactics came off as planned.52 After Ambassador Smith informed him that the U.S. could no longer support his government, Batista decided to leave the country on New Year’s Eve, 1958. No one knows how much money Batista embezzled and took with him. But estimates range well into the nine figures. On January 8, 1959, Castro and Che Guevara rolled their army into a jubilant Havana.

    As we have seen, Eisenhower and the State Department were slow in recognizing just how bad the Batista regime really was and how potent the rebellion against it was. Eisenhower was also a bit slow in realizing who Castro—and the even more radical Che Guevara—really were, and what they represented. On January 15, 1959, the American Embassy in Havana wired its first dispatch to Washington describing the new government. It characterized it “as basically friendly toward the United States and oriented against communism.”53 This view should have been undermined by what Che Guevara had told the CIA about a former Batista agent now under his control. Jose Castano Quevedo had been second in command of BRAC, which stood for Buro para Repression de la Activivdades Communistas. This was Batista’s own Gestapo service. Suggested to him by the Dulles brothers, BRAC was meant to hunt down and then torture, maim, and frequently kill suspected communists.54 BRAC headquarters was immediately seized by the rebels as a symbol of everything evil about the former regime. Quevedo was now imprisoned and was about to be summarily executed. What made him even more despicable to Che Guevara was that he had been one of the many Batista officers trained in the USA. When the Agency asked him not to place Quevedo before the firing squad, the revolutionary replied that if he did not kill Quevedo for being a former Batista lackey, he would do so because he was an American agent.55 Although the State Department seemed to be wrong about the sentiments of the new regime, the CIA was certainly getting a different take on the antipathy held by Che Guevara toward Batista’s former northern ally.

    But if the United States had any hope of having friendly relations with Fidel Castro, those hopes were soon quashed by American policies quickly instituted against him. Because Batista’s programs had left the government shackled by debt, and because he had also looted the treasury, Castro and Che Guevara needed the extension of credit in order to make their new programs work. But since most of these new policies were aimed at providing relief for the poor and working class and, on the other hand, cancelling the American owned Cuban Telephone Company’s 1957 rate increase, these extensions were not immediately provided.56 In fact, private banks were calling for a quarantine of credit toward Castro until the USA learned all the facts about the new government. And these private banks advised international agencies, like the Export-Import Bank, to do the same. This initial reluctance to extend a hand included a freeze out by the White House. When Castro visited New York in April of 1959 to address the American Society of Newspaper Editors, Eisenhower seriously contemplated not granting him a visa. He eventually backed off that stance but proudly wrote that, “I nevertheless refused to see him.”57

    On this trip, Castro and his entourage did meet with some lower-level Treasury and State Department employees, and discussions about loans and credit did take place. But Castro had given his aides prior instructions to not formally request any funding on this visit. He wanted the exchange to be a process by which he could gauge the kind of aid that America was willing to grant his new government. The general idea put forth by the American side was that assistance was contingent on Havana’s ability to negotiate an IMF stabilization loan.58 Castro understood what this meant. And he knew that to agree to this would amount to a betrayal of his revolution. For as John Perkins has described in his book Confessions of an Economic Hit Man, these types of loans almost always mean that the general populace will experience lower wages, price increases, and social welfare budget cuts, and further, that the client state will stay in debt and that the American dominated International Monetary Fund would have a growing influence on the client’s domestic policy agenda.

    The American Empire in Cuba Falls

    When Castro returned to Cuba, he then proposed his first major piece of reform legislation. This was the agrarian reform law, which was announced in May and passed on June 3. With this law, Castro was now indelibly marked as both a communist and an enemy of the United States.59 The goal of the law was to redistribute land in order to provide for more efficient agricultural production. The maximum land allotment in area was capped at 995 acres. Any property over this size was expropriated by the state, and the owner was compensated for it. The problem was that the compensation price was set by previous tax records. Since most owners had deliberately discounted the worth of their property to lower tax payments, they could not now challenge the records without exposing earlier tax evasions. Most of these expropriations did not touch American interests. But Washington perceived this move as a precursor of what was to come. And when Cuba asked for advice on the program, the American embassy deliberately kept its proper distance.60

    But this law was not just a watershed event in regard to Cuban-American diplomatic relations. It also created the first serious tensions on the island between Castro and Che Guevara, on one side, and the more conservative members of the Cabinet, plus the upper and professional classes, on the other. Philip Bonsal, the new American ambassador, took notice of this split and immediately cabled Washington about it: “Opposition to the government among middle and upper classes is mounting as a result of the agrarian reform law, and the Embassy has heard numerous reports that counterrevolutionary plots are germinating.”61

    This antagonism accelerated in June and July of 1959 when the Cuban government seized 400 of the largest American- and Cuban-owned cattle ranches, amounting to about 2.3 million acres. Several months later, Castro seized a Moa Bay Mining plant that processed nickel ore. In reply, the American Congress allowed various denunciations of the new Cuban regime by former Air Force Chief Pedro Diaz Lanz.62 The United States now began to make threatening noises about its largest bargaining chip with Castro: it would lower its purchases of sugar unless sound and sure compensation was meted out. In the face of this, Castro and Che Guevara did not flinch. In early November, American agricultural and mining properties in Oriente and Camaguey provinces were seized. This included properties owned by large businesses like Bethlehem Steel, International Harvester, and King Ranch.63 With this, the so-called “fact gathering” phase with the new regime was over. The businesses that had been at risk were now petitioning the State Department for action to salvage their investments. How angry were these businessmen who were now losing tens of millions of dollars? As Jim Garrison later discovered, Charles Wight of Freeport Sulphur appears to have instigated an assassination attempt against Castro.64

    Therefore, in the fall of 1959, there began to be discussions about what the American response to these confiscatory actions would be. As a result, representatives from the CIA and State Department came up with a plan which was approved by President Eisenhower in March of 1960. It should be noted here: the approval of the plan came one month after Castro signed an economic agreement with the Soviet Union, thus ending the American monopoly of the island’s trade.

    The War Against Castro

    The March 1960 plan amounted to a secret war against Castro.65 The U.S. would first isolate Cuba diplomatically and economically by breaking off relations, embargoing the island, and urging other countries to do the same. It would also launch a propaganda drive against Castro, culminating in the clandestine recruitment of Cuban exiles. These policies were to be kept secret because they would offend Latin-American sensitivities by the raw display of American might. But the new Secretary of State Christian Herter (John Foster Dulles had died in May of 1959) recommended that the new leftist regime in Cuba be eliminated by the end of 1960.66 In other words, for Herter, Eisenhower, and Allen Dulles, there would be no living with Castro and Che Guevara. In the span of one year—like Mossadegh and Arbenz before him—Castro was now marked for an Allen Dulles manufactured CIA coup. Especially now that Castro and Che Guevara had both expressed interest in spreading the revolution into other areas of Latin America. Also, by the end of 1959, many of the more “responsible” members of Castro’s Cabinet had been replaced by leftist ideologues. For instance, Felipe Pazos was no longer head of the Cuban National Bank. The Argentine guerrilla, Che Guevara, now helmed it.

    As these former civil servants were retired, they and former members of Batista’s military were recruited by the CIA. One such officer who did so was David Phillips, who had been stationed on the island before the revolution. He wrote that, “In meetings with Cuban officials, I found some disillusioned with the drift toward communism and recruited them as intelligence sources for the CIA.”67 The Agency was now in the process of creating a “third force” consisting of the Cuban refugees and exiles who had fled the revolution. In the face of Castro’s confiscation of property, thousands of middle- and upper-class Cubans had left with whatever wealth they could smuggle out. Most settled in the American Southeast: Florida, Georgia, Louisiana. Many had only one goal in mind after their resettlement: working for the immediate overthrow of Castro’s communist government. With this new covert plan approved by Eisenhower, they and the White House shared a mutuality of interest.

    One example of a former Batista civil servant who was recruited by the Agency was Sergio Arcacha Smith. Arcacha had served as a Cuban Consul in various outposts in South America, Europe, and the Far East under Batista. He then went into private business in Venezuela managing the Lago Hotel in Caracas. He then worked public relations for American businesses in Latin America, for which he earned excellent fees. He even paid a visit to the Rockefeller founded International House, a body meant to encourage international trade and globalization.68 In 1959, Arcacha decided to leave Cuba. He landed at the Alvin Callender Naval Air Base in Belle Chasse, Louisiana. Two Navy jets ferried the former diplomat, his family, and furnishings into the USA.69 An Office of Naval Intelligence reserve officer—and friend of Guy Banister and Clay Shaw—Guy Johnson, arranged the drop off. Arcacha then became part of a CIA-backed Cuban exile group along with his friends Jose Miro Cardona and Tony Varona. Both Miro and Varona had served as Prime Minister of Cuba. All three men would become involved with the Eisenhower originated Bay of Pigs invasion.

    As it turned out, the murder of Fidel Castro was also on the anti-Cuba agenda. At least for the CIA. The actual assassination attempts were made public by the Church Committee investigation of the CIA in 1975. Senator Frank Church and his staff had access to the Inspector General report on this subject prepared at the request of President Johnson in 1967. Some of the methods proposed were of the Keystone Kops variety. They included attempts to use poison cigars and ice cream sodas, chemicals to make Castro’s beard fall out, and even the use of a poisoned seashell at his favorite skin diving beach. But there is little doubt that the CIA wanted someone to get close to Castro and assassinate him. In attempting this, they reached out to the Mafia. As mentioned earlier, the mob had been earning large profits in the hotel and resort business in Cuba. But months after gaining power, Castro decided to shut these down also. But in 1959, Castro actually imprisoned Santo Trafficante at the Tresconia detention camp on the outskirts of Havana. This was an easygoing prison, which allowed visitors. One of these visitors to Trafficante was reported to be Jack Ruby.70 Which makes perfect sense since one of Ruby’s close friends, Lewis McWillie, had reportedly worked for Trafficante in one of his Havana casinos.

    Realizing that the mob was probably interested in getting their lucrative hotel/casino business back, the CIA made contact with private investigator Robert Maheu.71 In the fall of 1960, Maheu got in contact with mobster John Roselli. Roselli then arranged a meeting for Maheu with Chicago don Sam Giancana and Florida godfather Trafficante. The letter said he had a contact on the island who could probably get the job done.72 But the contact got cold feet about feeding poison pills to Castro. Trafficante then suggested Tony Varona who still had contacts in Cuba. This scheme entailed a man who worked in a favorite restaurant of Castro feeding him poison pills. But Castro stopped going to this particular establishment.73 This failure ended the first phase of these assassination attempts—all of them prior to the Bay of Pigs invasion— thus leaving Castro in place to lead the opposition to that perfect failure.

    As 1959 bled over into 1960, the USA and its allies tried to organize a banking boycott of Cuba. The State Department actively tried to block loans from Europe to Cuba. And they explicitly stopped in place a large Dutch, French, and West German loan transaction to Castro. Therefore, with nowhere else to turn, in the first half of 1960, Cuba now signed trade and credit agreements with communist countries like China, Poland, and East Germany.74 By backing Castro into the communist orbit, the planned isolation of Cuba was now becoming a self-fulfilling prophecy. Predictably, Eisenhower now said that Castro was beginning to look like a madman, and something had to be done about him. He even mused about blockading the island.75

    In March of 1960 there was another important meeting at the White House about Castro. Dulles and his special assistant on Cuba, Richard Bissell, met with the president to discuss a Guatemala-type incursion against Cuba.76 There were four main parts to the plan: creating a credible government-in-exile; launching a full propaganda offensive aimed at both Cubans in exile and those on the island; creating an on-island guerrilla unit sympathetic to the government-in-exile; and creating a paramilitary force outside Cuba to precipitate action.

    Eisenhower approved the plan but insisted that all four parts be in place, especially the first, before he would initiate hostilities. Dulles thought this would take about six to eight months. Eisenhower wished to get rid of Castro before he left office. But if he did not, he felt that Richard Nixon, who both enthusiastically supported the plan and, as White House Cuba Project action officer, knew its details, would succeed him as President and carry it out well.77

    Unfortunately for Eisenhower, Nixon, and Dulles, Jack Kennedy’s election in 1960 was a big surprise.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO

    The Education of John F. Kennedy

    “In the matter of the Batista regime, I am in agreement with the Cuban revolutionaries. That is perfectly clear.”

    —President Kennedy to Fidel Castro, November of 1963

    It is difficult to imagine two major politicians as seemingly different as Dwight David Eisenhower and John Fitzgerald Kennedy. Their superficial differences are easy to list. Eisenhower was a traditionally conservative Republican. Kennedy was a liberal Democrat. At the time, Eisenhower was the oldest President to hold office, while Kennedy was the youngest ever elected. That age difference was visually dramatic: the former general was partly bald, white-haired, wrinkled, and stooped; Kennedy was youthful, with a full head of wavy, brown hair; he was effervescent, vibrant, with fashion-model good looks.

    In the 1960 election, the Kennedy brain trust was well aware of these differences and worked assiduously to take advantage of them. Indeed, the idea of the “New Frontier” theme was created at the nominating convention in Los Angeles, when, with more than 50,000 in attendance, then Senator Kennedy accepted the nomination with these words: “We stand today on the edge of a New Frontier—the frontier of the ’60s—a frontier of unknown opportunities and perils—a frontier of unfilled hopes and threats.”1

    Kennedy was challenging an image of eight Republican years of apparent security and quietude or, as one commentator has termed it, “years of excitement cushioned in complacency.”2 For Kennedy seemed like a new kind of liberal—well-informed, dynamic, moderate, fiscally prudent, yet one who could reach across lines of class and politics to create a consensus. Unlike Adlai Stevenson or Hubert Humphrey, Kennedy could not easily be pigeonholed by the Republicans.

    But if there was one area where Kennedy and Eisenhower seemed to intersect, it was in their response to the communist threat. For all his freshness and energy, Kennedy was a prudent politician. He knew that to be branded soft on communism would be to invite political oblivion. Throughout his career, he had carefully cultivated anticommunist credentials, even on domestic issues. For instance, when he first began investigating labor issues in the House of Representatives, he targeted communist membership in American unions.3 During the Senate voting to censure McCarthy for witch-hunting against the army, young Kennedy carefully dodged the roll call, failing to phone in his vote from his hospital bed. It was Kennedy’s fence-sitting on the McCarthy issue that cost him the support of the liberal paragon, Eleanor Roosevelt, in his drive for the vice-presidential nomination in 1956.4

    In the 1960 campaign, Kennedy was strong on national defense, claiming a huge missile gap existed between the U.S. and USSR. (In fact, the “gap” was decidedly in our favor; the U.S. had a ten-to-one advantage in missiles, and the Soviet Union had cut its military budget by one-half between 1955 and 1960.5) He was strong on defending the tiny islands of Quemoy and Matsu off the coast of China against the Chinese Communists—a crisis that had been all but extinguished by that time.6 Most of all, he was tough on Cuba. In the famous election debate against Nixon, Kennedy used the Cuban issue like a billy club. When Nixon attacked the Democrats for “losing China,” Kennedy shot back that Nixon was in no position to accuse anyone of not standing up to the communists, since his administration had allowed a communist takeover ninety miles off the Florida coast.7

    Kennedy was even more specific in his prescriptions for dealing with Castro: “We must attempt to strengthen the non-Batista democratic anti-Castro forces …. Thus far these freedom fighters have had virtually no support from our government.”8 This was not accurate. As we have seen, Eisenhower had sanctioned formal backing of the recruitment and formation of anti-Castro forces and the attempted creation of a government in exile. During the winter of 1959–60 there were actually paramilitary operations of Agency-supervised bombing and incendiary air raids piloted by Cuban exiles.9 It is hotly debated just how much Kennedy knew about the Bay of Pigs preparations during the campaign. Allen Dulles briefed JFK on the operation twice, once in July and again in September. Dulles has stated that at the first meeting only generalities were discussed and the only clandestine operations he revealed were radio broadcasts. Dulles did not reveal the substance of the second meeting, but after it, Kennedy went on record in two speeches in support of the freedom-fighting forces in exile.

    Then, on November 18, president-elect Kennedy received a fuller briefing from Dulles on the proposed invasion. Again, it seems that specific details were not discussed. But Kennedy appears to have developed other channels both inside and outside the government to gather information on the planned operation.10 In any event, Kennedy then showed some affinity with Nixon and Eisenhower about the need for alternatives to Castro. In 1960, whether because of or in spite of these similarities to the Nixon-Eisenhower positions, JFK won the closest election victory in American history. Out of nearly 70 million votes cast, Kennedy won by a bit over 100,000. The electoral vote was a more solid 303–219.

    But below the level of campaign rhetoric, John Kennedy was not simply a more youthful version of Eisenhower. This was especially marked in his attitude toward the communist threat in respect to what was becoming known as the “third world,” those developing former European colonies just achieving their independence.

    In the 1950s, there was massive conformity in American politics about counteracting alleged communist infiltration or expansion into so-called free or neutral areas: it must be prevented, no matter what the price or circumstances. Since 1946, this attitude was increasingly vehement, explaining in large part the intensity of reaction to Castro’s leftward turn in Cuba. Despite its internal differences, the communist world was portrayed as a hulking monolith, poised to enslave a precarious free world. Soviet actions right after World War II, the Alger Hiss case, the Rosenbergs’ alleged theft of atom bomb secrets, the activities of the House Committee on Un-American Activities—of which Nixon was a member—the wild accusations of Senator Joe McCarthy, all these and more seemed to paralyze rational analysis and, ironically, give the lie to the self-proclaimed serenity of the golf-playing Eisenhower and the era taking his name. But what ensured a rigid, overwrought, knee-jerk reaction was the juggernaut of the domino theory.11

    Like most political boilerplate, the theory had some relation to fact. After World War II, every Eastern European government had gone communist. All but Yugoslavia were closely allied with Stalin. Extrapolating from this, jingoists postulated that this chain reaction would be repeated if another country in any other area were to fall to communism. The peculiar relationship of the Soviet Union to Eastern Europe, Stalin’s legitimate fear of Germany,12 the fact that China went communist under totally different circumstances and by itself in 1949,13 the indigenous nature of most Third World liberation struggles—all this was ignored or distorted in this oversimplified, self-serving theory. Once the dominoes started falling, there was no telling where they would stop: the Philippines, Australia, Hawaii, maybe even San Diego.

    Eisenhower was an avid believer in the domino theory. During his administration, one domino after another seemed to be constantly falling. After the French defeat at Dien Bien Phu in Vietnam, a treaty organization had to be formed or “the whole anti-Communistic defense of that area [would] crumble and disappear.”14 The democratically elected Arbenz government of Guatemala had to be subverted, or it would endanger Central America all the way up to the Rio Grande: “My God,” Ike told his Cabinet, “just imagine what it would mean to us if Mexico went communist!”15 The U.S. could not even “lose” tiny islands like Quemoy and Matsu “unless all of us are to get completely out of that corner of the globe.”16 He even postulated that the threat must be met in Vietnam or the dominoes would fall across the Pacific to Australia.17

    This was a frightening scenario for politicians to ponder. Who would want to be responsible for the loss of whole areas of the globe?18 And who better to broadcast the alarm than the aged eagle who had saved us from the barbarous Nazis?

    As we have seen in the intervening years, the Communist Bloc was not a monolith, nor did the domino theory describe the real world; although the fear of it and of “losing Vietnam” led Lyndon Johnson into both national and personal tragedy in Southeast Asia. At the time there were some scholars and politicians (and many ordinary people) who were bold and imaginative enough to think of the world as more than just bipolar, free versus enslaved, and who wished to penetrate the surface of this new constellation of ideas and how they worked—especially in the third world.19 One such person was John Kennedy.

    Kennedy had always held a strong interest in and curiosity about foreign affairs. His first published book, Why England Slept, was an analysis of the reasons for that country’s reluctance to face up to Nazi aggression prior to 1939. In 1951, Congressman Kennedy toured the Far East. According to his biographer, Herbert Parmet, it changed him a great deal: “He returned highly critical of … British and French colonialism … It enabled him to understand the potency of nationalism as a force more significant than communism and as something utilized by them to gain their own ends.”20

    But Parmet actually underplays the impact that this tour had on Congressman Kennedy. He also fails to detail what Kennedy actually did, where he visited, and who he met on this trip. In the author’s view, this is a key part of the story, because it explains why Kennedy did what he did in his first year in office. Its an element that is too often ignored or slighted, both in books about John F. Kennedy—for example Chris Matthews’s recent biography, Jack Kennedy: Elusive Hero—and, even worse, in volumes dealing with his assassination. This part of his biography helps delineate what made Kennedy’s foreign policy unique in comparison to what came before (the Dulles brothers) and what followed afterwards (LBJ). It should be dealt with in some detail.

    1951: Kennedy, Colonialism, and The Cold War

    By early 1951 Kennedy had decided that he would not remain in the House of Representatives for another term. He had set his sights on the Senate seat held by Massachusetts incumbent Henry Cabot Lodge. But in order not to be characterized as a local or provincial politician, he knew he had to broaden his scope of interests. This meant that he had to set a higher profile in international affairs. So Kennedy’s camp decided he should take two well-publicized foreign excursions. The first was, quite naturally, to Europe. The second one was a bit unusual in that his itinerary consisted of places like the Middle East, India, and French Indochina, including Vietnam. While in Saigon, he ditched his French escorts and decided to seek out the best and most honest reporters and diplomats. He wanted to find out for himself just what the violent conflict between the French colonizers and the Vietnamese was really all about. And further, if the colonized populace had any chance of winning the struggle.21

    While in Saigon, Kennedy met an American diplomat named Edmund Gullion. Gullion advised Kennedy that France’s Indochina war to hang onto Vietnam was not really about democracy versus communism. For the Vietnamese it was really about a choice between colonialism and independence. He impressed upon Kennedy that the Viet Minh rebellion in the south, supervised by northern nationalist leader Ho Chi Minh, could not be extinguished by France since too many Vietnamese were willing to die rather than stay a colony of the Europeans. France could not win such a long and brutal war of attrition.22

    There is no doubt that his talks with Gullion and others had a strong impact on Kennedy’s thinking about both the Cold War and the Third World struggle for independence. Robert Kennedy, who accompanied his brother on this journey, later said that the seven weeks they spent in the Far East had a major effect on Kennedy’s foreign policy views.23 And, in fact, its effect was shown in speeches Kennedy made upon his return to America. Speaking of French Indochina, he said, “This is an area of human conflict between civilizations striving to be born and those desperately trying to retain what they have held for so long.” He later added that, “the fires of nationalism so long dormant have been kindled and are now ablaze …. Here colonialism is not a topic for tea-talk discussion; it is the daily fare of millions of men.”24

    It is worth noting here that Kennedy also took time to criticize his own State Department for what he thought was its lackadaisical approach to the true issues in the area. He pointed out that too many of our diplomats spent too much time socializing with and then serving the short-term goals of our European allies instead of “trying to understand the real hopes and desires of the people to which they are accredited.”25 What makes this last remark unusual is that young Kennedy was criticizing both a Secretary of State and a sitting president from his own party—Dean Acheson and Harry Truman. He then went even further and questioned the wisdom of the USA in allying itself with “the desperate effort of a French regime to hang on to the remnants of empire.”26 And, in fact, this was true. As historians of the Vietnam conflict know, the American commitment to that war began in 1950. This is when Truman and Acheson chose to recognize the newly propped up French proxy government in Vietnam led by their stand-in Bao Dai. In other words, Kennedy was not playing political favorites. Since Gullion, at the time Kennedy met him, was working for Acheson, Kennedy understood that the views of both parties about the Cold War in the colonial world suffered from a lame orthodoxy. Kennedy was so impressed by Gullion that he brought him into his administration when he was elected president.27

    The first Indochina War, between France and Vietnam, lasted from 1946 to 1954. Already depleted by the impact of being overrun and then occupied by the Nazis, France could not economically sustain this long and difficult colonial war. In fact, it became so unpopular that native born French soldiers were not even asked to serve there. Other parts of the declining French Foreign Legion, from as far away as Madagascar and Tunisia, were made to supply troops. And by 1952, the USA was footing the bill for a large part of the war effort. So much of it in fact, that America reserved veto power over whether the French could enter into peace negotiations with Ho Chi Minh. And, in 1952, America exercised that option. Dean Acheson exerted pressure upon France not to attend a scheduled meeting with Viet Minh negotiators in Burma.28

    On July 1, 1953—a year before the fall of the French empire in Vietnam— Kennedy spoke on the floor of the senate about why France would not win the war: “the war can never be won unless the people are won from sullen neutrality and open hostility to support it. And they never can be, unless they are assured beyond a doubt that complete independence will be theirs … at the war’s end.”29 The following year, Kennedy tried to explain that Ho Chi Minh and the Viet Minh were popular because they were seen as conducting an epic battle against French colonialism. Whether they were communists or not was not the point. For, in Vietnam, they were first seen as liberators.30

    Needless to say, Kennedy’s advice was not heeded. He understood this. So in May of 1953 he wrote a letter to then Secretary of State Dulles. He asked him forty-seven specific questions about what the aim of American involvement in Vietnam was.31 The following year, he got his answer—in rather dramatic fashion.

    In March of 1954 Commander Christian de Castries’s French garrison at Dien Bien Phu was being surrounded and trapped by the brilliant Vietnamese General Vo Nguyen Giap. The French asked the United States for help. Days of consultation ensued. John Foster Dulles argued to extend aid. Vice-President Nixon was also predisposed to send help. In fact, Nixon began a lobbying campaign to convert the press and congress to a hard line on the issue. The idea was to prevent the French surrender. At any cost.32 The contemplated solution was to send in over 150 air sorties, code named Operation Vulture, to relieve the French garrison. The operation was to be topped off by the use of three tactical atomic weapons. When Senator Kennedy got wind of this, he again took to the floor of the senate and had what was perhaps his first defining national moment. He wanted to know how “the new Dulles policy and its dependence upon the threat of atomic retaliation will fare in these areas of guerrilla warfare.” Then, during the actual siege, he again took the floor and said, “To pour money, material, and men into the jungles of Indochina without at least a remote prospect of victory would be dangerously futile …. No amount of American military assistance in Indochina can conquer an enemy which is everywhere and at the same time nowhere, ‘an enemy of the people’ which has the sympathy and covert support of the people.”33

    Eisenhower decided not to commit to Operation Vulture. But the day after Kennedy’s speech, he announced that America would not retreat from its commitments in Indochina. He added that to do so would lead to a domino effect in Southeast Asia. Therefore, in September of 1954, John Foster Dulles organized the Southeast Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO), to protect that area of the world against further communist encroachment. But further, in the summer of that year, Dulles commandeered the American presence at the Geneva Accords. This served as a settlement conference for the first Indochina War. The conference agreed to a temporary partition of Vietnam between north and south in preparation for national elections in 1956. This would lead to unification under one leader. But the unification never came off. Although the USA orally supported the treaty, it did not actually sign the agreement.34 Eisenhower and Secretary of State Dulles then used this as a pretext to actually subvert the accords. It was a two-pronged strategy. First, as the Eisenhower administration would do with Cuba, the U.S. “began an economic boycott against the North Vietnamese and threatened to blacklist French firms which were doing business with them.”35

    Then, in an act that would have epic American repercussions for two decades, Director Allen Dulles sanctioned a huge CIA operation to find an alternative leader for the South and to prop him up with American support. The man Dulles placed in charge of this Agency effort was veteran black operator Edward Lansdale. Lansdale engineered a huge psychological covert operation to bolster the American discovered leader of South Vietnam, Ngo Dinh Diem. Eisenhower and the Dulles brothers realized that Ho Chi Minh would overwhelmingly win any national election.36 So now, with the CIA’s help, Diem seized complete power in the South. He then announced that there would be no unification elections in 1956. Yet Diem proved so unpopular with the peasants in the countryside that, as early as May of 1956, Eisenhower had to send 350 troops as military advisors to protect him. John Foster Dulles actually crowed about this. In what is today a startling statement, he said, “We have a clean base there now, without a taint of colonialism. Dien Bien Phu was a blessing in disguise.”37 As Senator Kennedy feared, Secretary of State Dulles had been secretly planning for the United States to assume the French role in Vietnam. This therefore became President Kennedy’s problem in 1961.

    In 1956, Senator Kennedy attempted to make some speeches for the campaign of Democratic presidential candidate Adlai Stevenson. By this time he had seen that both parties were missing the point about independence for the Third World. Kennedy was now even more convinced that the nationalistic yearning for independence was not to be so quickly linked to the “international Communist conspiracy.”38 When Kennedy made some speeches for Stevenson he used the opportunity to attack the Manichean world view of the Eisenhower-Dulles administration. But he also alluded to the fact that the Democrats were not that much better on the issue:

    The Afro-Asian revolution of nationalism, the revolt against colonialism, the determination of people to control their national destinies … in my opinion the tragic failure of both Republican and Democratic administrations since World War II to comprehend the nature of this revolution, and its potentialities for good and evil, has reaped a bitter harvest today—and it is by rights and by necessity a major foreign policy campaign issue that has nothing to do with anti-communism.39

    Again, Kennedy was not playing political favorites. But the content of the message was too much for even that liberal paragon Stevenson. His office now requested that Senator Kennedy make no further foreign policy comments associated with the candidate’s campaign.40 But Kennedy did not let up on John Foster Dulles, or Richard Nixon. He strongly objected to the “us or them” attitude that would not let a Third World nation be neutral or nonaligned. And then be allowed to choose a middle ground in the Cold War. And he also objected to the self-righteousness with which people like Dulles expressed this stark choice. John Foster Dulles’s string of bromides on the subject, such as, “godless communism,” and the “Soviet master plan,” were met with this response from Senator Kennedy: “Public thinking is still being bullied by slogans which are either false in context or irrelevant to the new phase of competitive coexistence in which we live.”41

    1957: Kennedy Attacks Eisenhower on Algeria

    In 1957, Kennedy again attacked the presiding foreign policy establishment of Eisenhower, the Dulles brothers, and Richard Nixon. And again, the issue was over French colonialism and American willingness to support it. Instead of Vietnam, the location this time was the colony of Algeria on the north coast of Africa. France invaded the territory in 1830 and, after a brutal imperial war, Algeria became a colony in 1834. But in 1954 a rebellion broke out. Having just lost in Vietnam, French Premier Pierre Mendes was not going to now give up Algeria, which was much closer to the homeland and was actually considered part of France. By 1957 France had 500,000 troops in the country to suppress this ferocious rebellion. Because the Algerian rebels fought guerrilla style and out of neighborhood cells, the war degenerated at times into torture, atrocities, and barbarism. When these were exposed, it split the French nation in two and eventually caused the fall of the Fourth Republic and the rise to power of Charles de Gaulle.

    On July 2, 1957, Senator Kennedy rose to speak in the Senate chamber and delivered what the New York Times was to call the next day, “the most comprehensive and outspoken arraignment of Western policy toward Algeria yet presented by an American in public office.”42 As historian Allan Nevins later wrote, “No speech on foreign affairs by Mr. Kennedy attracted more attention at home and abroad.”43 It was the mature fruition of all the ideas that Kennedy had been collecting and refining since his 1951 trip into the nooks and corners of Saigon. It was passionate yet sophisticated, hard-hitting but controlled, idealistic yet, in a fresh and unique way, also pragmatic. Kennedy assailed the administration, especially John Foster Dulles and Nixon, for not urging France into negotiations, and therefore not being its true friend. He began the speech by saying that the most powerful force in international affairs at the time was not the H-bomb, but the desire for independence from imperialism. He then said it was a test of American foreign policy to meet the challenge of imperialism. If not, America would lose the trust of millions in Asia and Africa. He then pointed out specific instances where the USA had aided the French effort there both militarily (through the use of weapons sales) and diplomatically (by voting to table the issue at the United Nations). He attacked both the administration and France for not seeing in Algeria a reprise of the 1954 Indochina crisis:

    Yet, did we not learn in Indochina … that we might have served both the French and our own causes infinitely better had we taken a more firm stand much earlier than we did? Did that tragic episode not teach us that whether France likes it or not, admits it or not, or has our support or not, their overseas territories are sooner or later, one by one, inevitably going to break free and look with suspicion on the Western nations who impeded their steps to independence.44

    He later added that, “The time has come for the United States to face the harsh realities of the situation and to fulfill its responsibilities as leader of the free world … in shaping a course toward political independence for Algeria.”45 He concluded by stating that America could not win in the Third World by simply doling out foreign aid dollars, or selling free enterprise, or describing the evils of communism, or limiting its approach to military pacts. (This last was a direct knock at John Foster Dulles, who specialized in setting up these kinds of regional alliances against the Soviet Union.) He then said the true appeal of America to these emerging nations “lies in our traditional and deeply felt philosophy of freedom and independence for all peoples everywhere.”46 This speech ignited howls of protest, especially from its targets—Eisenhower, John Foster Dulles, Acheson, and Nixon. The latter called it “a brashly political” move to embarrass the administration. He further added that “Ike and his staff held a full-fledged policy meeting to pool their thinking on the whys underlying Kennedy’s damaging fishing in troubled waters.”47 Eisenhower complained about “young men getting up and shouting about things.”48 John Foster Dulles commented that if the senator wanted to tilt against colonialism, perhaps he might concentrate on the communist variety.49 Jackie Kennedy was so angry with Acheson’s disparaging remarks about the speech that she berated him in public while they were waiting for a train at New York’s Penn Central.50 Kennedy’s staff clipped newspaper and magazine responses to the speech. Of 138 editorials, 90 were negative. Again, Stevenson was one of Kennedy’s critics.

    But abroad the reaction was different. Reporters from both England, like Alistair Cooke, and France, like Henry Pierre, comprehended that to consider the speech a political blast was to ignore its content and its intent, because Kennedy knew what he was talking about. Even the popular French magazine, Le Monde, wrote on July 10 that, “The most striking point of the speech of Mr. Kennedy is the important documentation it revealed and his thorough knowledge of the French milieu.” Kennedy now became the man to see for visiting African diplomats, especially those from nations breaking free from the bonds of European colonialism. And as things proceeded, and the war dragged further on, and the French government fell, more and more commentators came to see that Senator Kennedy was quite wise in his observations. Eric Sevareid noted on CBS radio, “When Senator Kennedy a year ago advocated outright independence for Algeria, he was heavily criticized; were he making the same speech today, the response would pretty surely be different in considerable degree.”51

    But the speech had even more impact than that. As Alistair Cooke noted, the way the speech was perceived by the White House, and the derogatory comments made by its occupants, had now vaulted Kennedy’s profile into high relief in Europe. He was the man pointing out their dogged and doomed attempts to hang on to fading empires. In America he had made himself the Democrat that Eisenhower had to “do something about.” He was now the one Democratic hopeful that the Republicans were uniting to scorn. Cooke incisively concluded, “It is a form of running martyrdom that Senators Humphrey and Johnson may come to envy.”52 Cooke was correct. For five months after making the watershed Algeria speech, on December 12, 1957, Time published its first cover story on Kennedy. It was titled, “Man Out Front.”

    Every book about Kennedy’s assassination ignores virtually all of the above. In my view, one cannot. For example, as author Henry Hurt has documented, while the Warren Commission was in session, in April of 1964, the French government requested information from the FBI on the whereabouts of one Jean Souetre. Souetre had been associated with the numerous attempts to murder Premier Charles de Gaulle. In fact, a whole paramilitary network had sprung up over de Gaulle’s attempt to settle the Algerian war at the bargaining table. They killed thousands of French and Moslem Algerians, and attempted to kill de Gaulle dozens of times. This group was called the OAS, or Secret Armed Organization. It turned out that not only had Souetre been in the United States, he had been in Fort Worth on the morning of November 22, 1963—the exact place where President Kennedy was that morning. When Kennedy went to Dallas and was assassinated that afternoon, Souetre was there also.53 As just pointed out, it was Kennedy’s powerful Algeria speech that helped collapse the Fourth Republic and brought de Gaulle to power. As Hurt writes, it does not appear that the Warren Commission was ever cognizant of the French request for information on Souetre. In fact, the CIA documents that reveal that request, and the fact that Souetre was picked up within forty-eight hours of the assassination, were not declassified until 1976. When they were, further research revealed that Souetre had developed contacts with radical rightwing elements in Dallas and New Orleans, and also with anti-Castro Cubans.54

    But beyond giving a motive to certain possible suspects, one cannot understand Kennedy’s policies when he took office in 1961 without understanding this important background information. For once in office, Kennedy did break out of the Eisenhower classic Cold Warrior pattern, especially in regards to the Third World.

    1961: Kennedy Breaks with the Cold War Consensus

    Congo is the second largest country in Africa, and one of the largest in the world. It was first colonized by Leopold II of Belgium in the 1870s and formally annexed in 1885. Leopold’s regime was one of the most barbarous in colonial history. The great export at the time was rubber, and if the natives did not meet quota they were maimed by having a limb amputated. Adam Hochschild, in his book King Leopold’s Ghost, estimates that perhaps as much as half the population of the country was decimated during Leopold’s reign, which lasted until 1908. Leopold’s colonization was so brutal that it became infamous. The British exposed it in a report, and Joseph Conrad wrote a classic novel, Heart of Darkness, about it. International opinion was so outraged that the Belgian parliament decided to take over administration of the state from the king.

    By 1960, a native revolutionary leader named Patrice Lumumba had galvanized the nationalist feeling of the country. Belgium decided to pull out. But they did so rapidly, knowing that tumult would ensue and they could return to colonize the country again.55 After Lumumba was appointed prime minister, tumult did ensue. The Belgians and the British backed a rival who had Lumumba dismissed. They then urged the breaking away of the Katanga province because of its enormous mineral wealth. Lumumba looked to the United Nations for help, and also the USA. The former did decide to help. The United States did not. In fact, when Lumumba visited Washington in July of 1960, Eisenhower deliberately fled to Rhode Island.56 Rebuffed by Eisenhower, Lumumba now turned to the Russians for help in expelling the Belgians from Katanga. This sealed his fate in the eyes of Eisenhower and Allen Dulles. The president now authorized a series of assassination plots by the CIA to kill Lumumba.57 These plots finally succeeded on January 17, 1961, three days before Kennedy was inaugurated.

    His first week in office, Kennedy requested a full review of the Eisenhower/Dulles policy in Congo. The American ambassador to that important African nation heard of this review and phoned Allen Dulles to alert him that President Kennedy was about to overturn previous policy there.58 Kennedy did overturn this policy on February 2, 1961. Unlike Eisenhower and Allen Dulles, Kennedy announced he would begin full cooperation with Secretary General Dag Hammarskjold at the United Nations on this thorny issue in order to bring all the armies in that war-torn nation under control. He would also attempt to neutralize the country so there would be no East/West Cold War competition. Third, all political prisoners being held should be freed. Not knowing he was dead, this part was aimed at former Prime Minister Lumumba, who had been captured by his enemies. (There is evidence that, knowing Kennedy would favor Lumumba, Dulles had him killed before JFK was inaugurated.59) Finally, Kennedy opposed the secession of the mineral-rich Katanga province. The secession of Katanga was a move very much favored by the former colonizers, Belgium, and their British allies. Thus began Kennedy’s nearly three year long struggle to see Congo not fall back under the claw of European imperialism. This story is well captured by Richard Mahoney in his milestone book JFK: Ordeal in Africa. As we shall see, whatever Kennedy achieved there, and it was estimable, was lost when Lyndon Johnson became president.

      

      

    In Laos, on the last day of 1960, Eisenhower had commented to the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, “we cannot afford to stand by and allow Laos to fall to the Communists. The time may soon come when we should employ the Seventh Fleet, with its force of Marines.”60 To which General Lemnitzer replied that the proper units had already been alerted. The communists in this case were the Pathet Lao, who were allied with the forces of Ho Chi Minh. They were attacking the Royal Lao Government and its army, which was allied with provincial Hmong guerrillas. These latter groups were all supplied with money, weapons, supplies, and trainers by the CIA and the Pentagon. As this December 31, 1960 meeting ended, Eisenhower reiterated that Laos could not fall, “even if it involves war in which the U.S. acts with allies or unilaterally.”61 Further, if there were a coalition government, the Pathet Lao were not to be included. In a meeting with president-elect Kennedy on January 19, 1961, Eisenhower stressed how important Laos was in the overarching duel with the Soviets. If no political settlement was possible, the outgoing president advised JFK that the USA must intervene. Laos was the key to Southeast Asia, and if we did not act, it would endanger Thailand, Cambodia, and South Vietnam. He said it would be fatal to allow the communists as any part of a new government; and if we had to act unilaterally, then we should do so.62

    When Kennedy entered office, he quickly let it be known he was very interested in a political solution in Laos.63 At his first press conference, Kennedy said that he hoped to establish Laos as a “peaceful country—an independent country not dominated by either side.”64 He appointed a task force to study the problem, was in regular communication with it and the Laotian ambassador, and decided by February that Laos must have a coalition government, the likes of which Eisenhower had rejected out of hand. Kennedy also had little interest in a military solution. He could not understand sending American troops to fight for a country whose people did not care to fight for themselves.65 He later told Richard Nixon, “I just don’t think we ought to get involved in Laos, particularly where we might find ourselves fighting millions of Chinese troops in the jungles. In any event, I don’t see how we can make any move in Laos, which is 5,000 miles away, if we don’t make a move in Cuba which is only 90 miles away.”66

    He therefore worked to get the Russians to push the Pathet Lao into a cease-fire agreement. This included a maneuver on Kennedy’s part to indicate military pressure if the Russians did not intervene strongly enough with the Pathet Lao. The maneuver worked, and in May of 1961, a truce was called. A few days later, a conference convened in Geneva to hammer out conditions for a neutral Laos. By July of 1962, a new government, which included the Pathet Lao, had been hammered out.67

      

      

    In Vietnam, within two weeks of his inauguration, Kennedy encountered a proposal left by the outgoing administration for a stronger commitment to South Vietnam. This was presented to him by two men. One would end up being the resident hawk in the Kennedy White House, Walt Rostow. The other was the man who the Dulles brothers had originally sent to Vietnam to prop up Ngo Dinh Diem, General Edward Lansdale. Lansdale presented to the president a grim report he had prepared for the Eisenhower administration. It painted a dire picture of continuous communist encroachment into South Vietnam.68 This marked the beginning of an unrelenting campaign by several Kennedy advisers to get the new president to commit American combat troops to Saigon. The attempt occurred no less than nine times in 1961. Each attempt was parried by Kennedy.69 It all culminated in a week-long debate in the White House in November, 1961. Kennedy’s response to the fact that all his advisers wanted him to send in combat troops is memorialized in a memorandum made by Vice-President Johnson’s military attaché, Howard Burris. The Burris memo deserves to be paraphrased at length.

    After Secretary of State Dean Rusk requested full support for an American commitment to South Vietnam, Kennedy vigorously argued against committing combat troops. Kennedy stated that, unlike with Korea, the origins of the this conflict were unclear. Kennedy said Korea was a case of pure aggression from the north. The conflict in Vietnam was not so clear cut. Therefore, even leading Democrats would have a hard time defending such a position in public. The USA would also need its allies since such a program would undoubtedly lead to much controversy. He then added that much manpower and material had been spent there already and yet there was little to show for it. And, before that, the French had spent even more with very little success. Kennedy explained that this was because guerrilla warfare in the jungle was very difficult to fight, especially with an enemy who was nowhere and everywhere at the same time. When others tried to divert his thought process, Kennedy returned the discussion to what would be done next in Vietnam, not whether or not the U.S. would become involved.70 Kennedy’s ultimate decision was to send in 15,000 American advisers to help South Vietnam fight the war.

    Kennedy’s arguments for direct nonintervention clearly hark back to his 1951 conversations with Gullion in Saigon. Interestingly, as Gordon Goldstein points out in his book Lessons in Disaster, when Lyndon Johnson began his policy of escalation in 1965–66—that is, the direct insertion of tens of thousands of American combat troops—he drew succor knowing that former president Dwight Eisenhower would back him in that policy. In fact, Eisenhower wanted LBJ to request that his entire Cabinet resign as soon as he took office.71 Eisenhower then unhesitatingly backed Vietnam commander William Westmoreland’s recurrent calls for more ground troops. Eisenhower even went as far as saying “… he would use any weapons required, adding that if we were to use tactical nuclear weapons, such use would not in itself add to the chance of escalation.”72 This rather shocking contemplation of the use of tactical atomic weapons shows that Operation Vulture was only shelved because Vietnam was a foreign war at the time.

    But as several authors have shown, Kennedy was insistent that he was not going to insert American combat troops to fight the Vietnam War. And with Goldstein’s book about National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, we now have on record that all three of Kennedy’s chief military advisers—Bundy, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, and General Maxwell Taylor—concurring that this was not going to happen with Kennedy under any foreseeable circumstances. And, in fact, it did not. At the time of Kennedy’s death, there was not one more American combat troop in Vietnam than when he was inaugurated. As we shall see, this changed with remarkable speed once Johnson assumed office.

      

      

    The giant island archipelago of Indonesia had been colonized by the Netherlands in the late 1500s, and then dominated by the private Dutch East Indies Company for the next 200 years. In 1798, authority over Indonesia was switched back to the Netherlands, which retained control until the Japanese invaded the huge mineral rich country in 1942. When Japan was defeated, nationalist leader Achmed Sukarno declared Indonesia an independent country. But British army units soon began landing in Indonesia. They wanted to help the Dutch restore their colonial empire there. Sukarno and his Moslem Vice-President Mohammed Hatta tried for a diplomatic solution. This proved unpopular and a guerrilla war followed. International pressure finally made the Dutch cede control over to Sukarno in December of 1949. But the Dutch decided to keep hold of the eastern island of West Irian.

    Sukarno and Hatta tried to keep Indonesia a neutral in the Cold War. This way, the nation would be free to follow its own interests in its foreign policy. There were two prominent American-based oil companies at work in Indonesia at this time. They were both part of the Rockefeller owned Standard Oil empire: Stanvac and Caltex. Internally, these holdings were balanced by a large communist party called the PKI, which usually was loyal to Sukarno. In 1957 there was an assassination attempt on Sukarno. He blamed this on the Netherlands and used it to take control of the last Dutch business holdings in Indonesia. The CIA, which was already funneling money to the opposition, blamed the murder attempt on the PKI.73

    The large influence of the PKI, Sukarno’s seizure of the Dutch interests, and his desire to “go it alone” in his foreign policy now made him a target for another overthrow attempt by the Dulles brothers. As one CIA officer later wrote, the first step was to manufacture intelligence reports about Sukarno in order to generate alarm in Washington.74 When the American ambassador to Indonesia then wrote that he disagreed with these CIA assessments about Sukarno, John Foster Dulles had him removed and replaced with someone more amenable with his brother’s intentions.75 In late 1957, Allen Dulles secretly visited Indonesia to organize support for the upcoming coup attempt. This would use army officers, plus civilians who were bought off by the Agency, in order to arrange attacks on various islands. But the overarching goal was to make it appear as a local uprising. Not one in any way sponsored by the United States.

    This cover story was demolished on May 18, 1958. During a bombing run that was part of the phony uprising, CIA pilot Allen Pope was shot down. He had enough American ID on him to prove that he was in the employ of the American government.76 Since Pope’s bombing run had killed many civilians, Sukarno was able to use it as evidence that it was the USA that was killing innocent Indonesians. This helped turn the tide with both the Indonesian populace and the army. Spurred on by this propaganda victory, Sukarnos’s loyal forces now stopped the CIA-led rebellion. Prior to the Bay of Pigs, this was the Agency’s single largest failed operation.

    Three months after his inauguration, President Kennedy decided to invite Sukarno to the United States. Sukarno was at first reluctant to come, but he later relented. Since Kennedy wished to discuss the issue of Pope’s imprisonment, he asked Dulles for the report on how Pope became a prisoner of Sukarno. Dulles gave him a redacted copy of the internal CIA report.77 But even in this form, Kennedy understood what had occurred. After reading it, he exclaimed to an adviser, “No wonder Sukarno doesn’t like us very much. He has to sit down with people who tried to overthrow his government.”78 Well prepared, and sympathetic to Sukarno’s dilemma in relation to the USA, Kennedy managed to pull off a mutually beneficial meeting. He broached the idea of Sukarno freeing Pope, and he also arranged for a team of economists from Tufts University to come up with a plan on how economic aid could best be extended to Indonesia in nonmilitary ways.79 When, in 1962, at the direct request of Robert Kennedy, Sukarno agreed to release Pope, President Kennedy now took the lead in helping Sukarno talk the Netherlands into returning West Irian to Indonesia. This was an issue that Eisenhower and John Foster Dulles, in deference to the Netherlands, had kept bottled up at the United Nations.80 President Kennedy now made this transfer to Sukarno a priority. He sent his brother and veteran ambassador Ellsworth Bunker to personally visit both Sukarno in Indonesia and the Dutch at The Hague to hammer out an arrangement. In 1962, this agreement was approved at the United Nations and signed into law.81

      

      

    As the reader can see, in all four cases—Congo, Laos, Vietnam, Indonesia— not only did Kennedy break with previous policy, but he actually went beyond that. In the cases of Congo and Indonesia, he endangered relations with European allies in order to favor emerging nationalist movements led by local leaders. Movements and leaders who had been perceived by Eisenhower and the Dulles brothers as to be either communist or communist leaning. In the cases of Laos and Vietnam, unlike Eisenhower, he simply did not believe either place was crucial to the national security of the United States. And therefore, neither was worth sending American troops into action. And because of his understanding of the forces of nationalism in emerging colonial nations, Kennedy was not enthralled by the dangerously flawed domino theory. Which, it should be noted, was not actually originated by John Foster Dulles, but by the Democrat Dean Acheson.

  


  
    CHAPTER THREE

    Bay of Pigs: Kennedy vs. Dulles

    “That little Kennedy, he thought he was a god.”

    —Allen Dulles

    The Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba was first designed during the last year of the Eisenhower administration. It was meant to be the culminating action of the battle plans that originated in the White House in March of 1960. It was originally drafted by the CIA’s guerrilla warfare expert Jake Esterline as a small-scale infiltration plan.1 The idea was to unite with a larger group of dissidents on the island. It was thought this could be done since there was a group of anti-Castro rebels in the Escambray Mountains that this landing force could locate and unite with.2

    This design was called the Trinidad Plan and had been approved by Eisenhower on March 17, 1960. It consisted of a group of 500 trainees and 37 radio operators. The CIA-trained Cuban exiles could be used as an invasion force, or as infiltration teams. But Esterline noted that any successful paramilitary operation would be “dependent upon widespread guerrilla resistance throughout the area.”3 In other words there had to be a significant number of resistance forces already on the island to recruit from. For even if all five-hundred men went in, this would not be nearly enough to combat Castro’s standing army, plus his reserve forces.

    Somewhere around the time of Kennedy’s election, this concept was changed. A cable from Washington directed a reduction in the guerrilla teams to only 60 men. The rest of the exiles began to be formed into an amphibious and airborne assault strike force.4 This may have been caused by Castro’s aggressive internal war to eliminate any opposition forces to him inside of Cuba. By the end of 1960, all dissenting newspapers had been closed, and radio and television stations were under strict state control. Neighborhood spy teams had been set up to turn in counter revolutionary suspects. And thousands of them had been jailed.5 The main organized counter revolutionary group on the island, UNIDAD, advised the CIA it was not yet ready to support any large military actions. Another factor impacting this decision was the difficulty the CIA had in supplying dissidents on the island by aerial drops. Only four of the thirty drops were successful.6

    Therefore, in late 1960, CIA Director of Plans Richard Bissell altered the concept. It went from a slow, clandestine build-up of guerrilla forces to an overt assault which consisted of an amphibious landing of a strike force accompanied by aerial bombing. The idea now was to trigger an uprising, instead of preparing for one in advance.7 The budget of the operation now tripled.8 As Inspector General Lyman Kirkpatrick noted in his highly critical report: as the operation expanded, it reached a point where it simply was not plausibly deniable.9 But yet, even with this, the departing Eisenhower still recommended the project to president elect Kennedy. He said all was going well with the plan, and he urged Kennedy to continue with it.10 In fact, Eisenhower had broken off relations with Cuba on January 3.

    Once this switch in concepts occurred, the preparations now became large scale. Kirkpatrick’s report is highly circumspect of the preparations for the personnel. He criticized the training the Cuban exiles received in advance of the assault. For instance, the supervisor in Guatemala, which was one of the main training bases, never got written instructions from CIA HQ as to what type of training he was supposed to carry out. Kirkpatrick noted that the training in New Orleans was also confused, and the supplies never arrived as planned.11 As we will see, CIA Officer David Phillips was likely involved in the training in New Orleans, as was David Ferrie.12 There was also a diversionary element to the plan. This aspect was also trained in New Orleans.13 Yet, in a mystery that has never been fully explained, this diversionary landing never came off.14

    In the face of all these logistical and tactical problems, the CIA was still telling President Kennedy on March 1, 1961 that, “The Cuban paramilitary force if effectively used has a good chance of overthrowing Castro.” And, in fact, one of the techniques used to prod a reluctant Kennedy into going along with the plan was to say that if the USA waited any longer, the Cuban military would be greatly strengthened and much harder to dislodge.15 Another technique the Agency used was to tell Kennedy there would be a “disposal problem” with the Cubans. That is, what would America do with thousands of Cuban exiles who had been primed and ready to invade their homeland and take it from this Communist usurper?16 When a skeptical Kennedy would ask Dulles and Bissell probing questions about tactics, Dulles would ultimately reply that he felt more confident about this operation than he did the operation against Guatemala in 1954.17 (As we will see, there is strong evidence that, not only was Dulles prevaricating here, but he knew he was doing so at the time.) But no matter how hard the Agency tried, Kennedy was never enthusiastic about the plan. When Arthur Schlesinger asked him what he thought about the invasion, Kennedy replied that he thought about it as little as possible.18 And Dulles understood Kennedy’s distance. He later referred to the CIA invasion plan as “a sort of orphan child JFK had adopted—he had no real love and affection for it.”19 Therefore, he and Bissell knew they had to boost his enthusiasm for it, by any means necessary. In the middle of March, about one month before the invasion, the CIA gave Kennedy one of its most boldly tendentious reports of all. It said that Castro’s popularity was diminishing and that only 20 percent of the public supported him. It further said that many Cubans thought Castro would fall soon. Worst of all, it predicted that if a real fight against Castro were to begin, 75–80 percent of the militia units would defect.20 The true facts indicated the opposite: Castro had just rounded up the last of the active resistance groups hidden in the Escambray Mountains.21 Therefore, when the invasion occurred, not one resistance fighter from the island ever got to the beach. In other words, there was no real, organized dissident force for the invasion to unite with at all.

    Kennedy also asked: What would the force do if it got pinned down on the beach? Dulles and Bissell replied that they would then “go guerrilla.” But yet, the guerrilla-style training had never really been part of the training camp curriculum. And the new location for the invasion was separated from the mountains by eighty miles of swamp. How could any surviving force trek that far if they were under fire?22 Yet according to Arthur Schlesinger, who was in the White House at the time, it was the contingency of “going guerrilla” that ultimately convinced Kennedy to go along with the plan.23

    In the middle of March, Kennedy asked that the original plan, with a landing at Trinidad, be changed. He thought that it too much resembled “a small-scale World War II type of amphibious assault.”24 He requested an “unspectacular landing” with minimal, if any, air support. The idea was to land small groups, or cadres, which were thoroughly prepared for guerrilla operations. In fact, at one meeting in February, Kennedy asked, “Could not such a force be landed gradually and quietly and make its first major military efforts from the mountains—then taking shape as a Cuban force within Cuba, not as an invasion force sent by the Yankees?25 So clearly, Kennedy did not like the CIA’s frontal assault plan. Further, and this was to be a point of heated controversy after the operation failed, Kennedy’s revision envisioned air operations only after the landing force had secured a beachhead.26 In light of this, the CIA therefore switched the landing site from Trinidad, in the center of Cuba on the south coast, to Playa Giron, which was slightly west. One of the specific reasons this site was chosen was because, “The beachhead area contains one and possibly two airstrips adequate to handle B-26’s.”27 But it became obvious that the CIA needed some air cover to land their strike force version of the plan, and they insisted on this. Yet even under those circumstances Kennedy still resisted. He asked Bissell, “Do you really have to have these air strikes?” To which Bissell replied that they would work to have minimum noise from the air and that Cubans on the island would join in an uprising quickly28 Another reason that the Playa Giron site was chosen was because there were no known “enemy forces (even police) in the area, and it is anticipated that the landing can be carried out with few if any casualties and with no serious combat.”29

    If there were to be “few casualties” and “no serious combat” then Dulles and Bissell must have been anticipating the element of surprise. Two things tended to mitigate this idea of “surprise.” First, numerous stories on the guerrillas’ training in Guatemala began to appear in the American press: The Nation ran an editorial in its November 19, 1960, issue; pictures appeared in the Miami Herald the same month; in January 1961, a detailed account finally made the front page of the New York Times.30 Then, on March 17, one month before the invasion, that paper actually predicted an invasion of Cuba.31 Any Castro spy or sympathizer—of which there were many in the U.S.—could have sent him any of these articles. Beyond that, Castro was getting intelligence reports about riots taking place in Guatemala over the training of the Cuban brigade there.32 Secondly, in direct contradiction of the above, there was a police force at Playa Giron the night of the invasion.33 That force relayed a message to Castro. And Castro—who had placed his army on high alert in early April and placed his troops near probable landing sites—quickly deduced that this was the awaited invasion and not a diversion. Within ten hours he had his regular troops at the beach. In fact, Castro had been informed as to when the last landing ship had left Guatemala.34

    We should note here that there was a political element to the plan. The CIA project officer, Tracy Barnes, had appointed E. Howard Hunt to piece together a group of leaders who, if the invasion succeeded, would then constitute a new government in Cuba.35 Hunt, now reunited with his Guatemala coup colleague David Phillips—who was director of propaganda on the project—was happy to be working again with his old chums like Phillips and Barnes. As he himself noted, it was “a cadre of officers I had worked with against Arbenz.”36 In fact, Hunt was informed that Phillips—who had been stationed in Havana for three years prior to the revolution—had already been at work on organizing Cuban students, women, and professional groups against Castro.

    As anyone who has studied him knows, Hunt was quite conservative in his politics. A former cohort said that, “Howard was a regular rightwing nut” and a big backer of McCarthy in the fifties.37 Therefore, like certain business organizations we have mentioned, he proposed killing Castro in 1960 as a part of the operation.38 This murder reflex came from two things. First, his vehement Cold War attitude, which is exemplified by the following: “There can be no peace and security in the Western Hemisphere until communism is eradicated from Cuba. This can only be done with force of arms—and time is running out.”39 It also stemmed from his experience from the overthrow of Jacobo Arbenz a decade earlier. As Larry Hancock has amply demonstrated, assassination was clearly a part of that operation, which Barnes, Allen Dulles’s Golden Boy, also was project officer on.40 After analyzing the evidence in newly declassified documents of the successful coup, Hancock writes: “Clearly … CIA field staff were very much involved with the subject of assassination and actively involved in preparing surrogate personnel to carry out political eliminations.”41 Further, the Agency had prepared an assassination manual in advance as part of the project. The manual had an organization chart showing how elimination teams would work during the coup. At a meeting of the coordinating team in March of 1954, three months before the coup, there was a discussion of the killing of fifteen to twenty top Guatemalan leaders using trained assassins from the neighboring Dominican Republic.42 Therefore, from this previous experience, Hunt understood that assassination was something not just to be tolerated, but planned upon.

    Because of this outlook, as the CIA evolved its political front (originally called the Frente Revolucionario Democratico, or FRD) for the operation, two things became prevalent. First, these men were to be mostly figureheads. As both Arthur Schlesinger and Lyman Kirkpatrick have pointed out, the Agency looked upon these men with condescension. Kirkpatrick concludes in his internal Agency review that the political leaders visited the brigade recruits only one time, in March.43 Kirkpatrick then goes on to comment that this was an example of the Agency’s “high-handed attitude toward Cubans that became more and more evident as the project progressed.”44 He then says that this attitude contributed to the state of mind of the exiles that this was really an American project, not a Cuban one. And since this was the case, the Agency pitched many of their written FRD propaganda manifestos at investors and bankers. Therefore, Kennedy adviser Schlesinger asked: How could they be expected to win the hearts and minds of the working class? Especially since Castro had been trying to help those men and women for the two years he had been in power.45 Further, at least one of the leaders, Jose Miro Cardona, asked Schlesinger on April 12 why he, a Cuban exile leader, did not know any specifics about the plan.46 This was just five days before the launch of the invasion.

    When Hunt was added to the political arm of the operation, the name of the Cuban political group evolved into the CRC, or Cuban Revolutionary Council. Its main members were Miro, Tony Varona, and Manuel Artime (the last was extremely close to Hunt). And a second point now becomes more obvious. As Kirkpatrick writes, this was essentially a centrist spectrum, which eventually tilted right when Ricardo Rafel Sardinia was added in August of 1960.47 This was by design. One internal CIA report stated that the Agency had “plenty of flexibility to choose the Cuban group we would eventually sanction as a provisional government.”48 In January of 1961, with Hunt now firmly in control of this aspect, another report stated that it was the Agency rather than the Cubans who were making all plans and decisions: “We have charted five different lists of proposed assignments for any future provisional government of Cuba and are compiling biographic data on those Cubans who might be utilized by us in forming a future Cuban government.”49 This last statement seems even stranger upon reflection. Because it seems to say that it will be the United States that charts out both policy and the people leading it if the invasion succeeded. In other words, it faintly sounds like a return to the days of Batista. And, although Kirkpatrick does not cite the author of the memo, the language and attitude seem reminiscent of Howard Hunt, who, with the exception of Artime, thought little of the leaders. And, in fact, Hunt himself writes in his book on the subject, Give Us this Day, that he was in charge of escorting the CRC exile leaders into a liberated Havana and staying on as an adviser after the first post-Castro elections.50 Further, according to Hunt, until Kennedy was inaugurated, Richard Nixon was the action officer in charge of the Bay of Pigs at the White House. Any bottlenecks would be cleared by his representative General Robert Cushman, and Hunt could call Cushman anytime. Nixon, and his friend, the wealthy industrialist William Pawley, clearly favored more conservative recruits for the operation. And this is how Hunt was gladly proceeding. Until Kennedy was inaugurated.

    At that point, Schlesinger, with Kennedy advisers Richard Goodwin and Chester Bowles, now recommended that the CRC become more liberal. The man they wanted for that liberal position was Manolo Ray. Ray was a civil engineer in Cuba who turned against Batista in 1957. He formed a highly effective underground movement against him, and when Castro took charge, he appointed Ray Minister of Public Works. Ray resigned when Castro began to nationalize industries and expropriate land. He now formed a resistance movement against Castro. In November of 1960, Ray left Cuba and entered the USA. Because he was considered to the left of the other CRC leaders, Artime and Hunt strongly resisted him. In fact, in the coming years, there would be a rivalry between Artime and Ray. Hunt despised Ray so much that when one of the directors of the CRC supported his joining the group, Hunt essentially expelled him.51 But Kennedy insisted on including Ray in the CRC. He even had Bissell call Hunt to make sure it happened. This was something Hunt could not tolerate. Therefore, near the eve of the invasion, Hunt resigned his post rather than work with Ray. He moved over to the propaganda arm and worked with his friend Phillips.52 But interestingly, Hunt writes in his book that this was just for him to get away from Ray. If the invasion had succeeded, he was still to fly with the CRC into Havana.53

    The number of CIA employees and Cuban refugees involved in the April 17 invasion exceeded 3,000. As stated above, Dulles and Bissell assured Kennedy of its success. But from the beginning, the assault devolved into a debacle.

    The fact that the planes used in the preliminary bombing expeditions on April 15 were owned by the United States was exposed. And since Castro understood an attack was coming, he had dispersed his Air Force over several sites so that no one sortie could eliminate them all.54 Therefore, that mission failed to eliminate the T-33 jet fighters, which were active with machine guns two days later when the actual invasion began. Allegedly due to heavy waves, the diversionary landing near Guantanamo Bay could not take place. The main invasion force at the Bay of Pigs landed successfully, but two ships were sunk, with ammunition, communications gear, and aviation fuel, crippling radio contact among the exiles.55

    But the two biggest mistakes were in the Agency’s predictions of Cuban responses. Dulles and Bissell had told Kennedy it would take days for Castro to get troops, artillery, and tanks to the front. They also had stated that large numbers of Cubans would join the brigade once it landed. Both assertions were wrong. The Cuban people rallied to the island’s defense, and, as stated above, large forces were deployed against the invaders within ten hours. In fact, by that time, the invasion force was already outnumbered. And Castro already had tanks and mortars at the front.56 Conversely, and in a complete reversal of what the CIA told Kennedy, not one sympathizer reached the shore to aid the exile army. In fact, Castro later crowed how the relatively small amount of people in that area completely backed him.57

    Just how bad was the planning for the operation? If anything, the coruscating Kirkpatrick report may understate it. Former Castro Air Force Chief Pedro Diaz Lanz had been a favorite of both Hunt and Phillips. But they could not find a position for him in the invasion in 1960. Out of the blue, he was recalled by the CIA in March of 1961. He was told to create a small landing force of about 160 men. When the CIA told them to leave for Cuba to land at Oriente province, some of them did not even have one week’s training. Worse, they were not told of their landing site until they were at sea.58 Worse still, no one was awaiting them upon their arrival. When Diaz Lanz sent a reconnaissance patrol ashore, they found that instead, there was a large Cuban force lurking there. They retreated. Diaz then radioed back to the CIA and asked for an alternative landing site. There was none for them. Diaz actually called this utter incompetence “complete treason.”59

    After twenty-four hours, Castro had enough infantry and armor at the front to prepare to polish off the brigade.60 By April 19, forty-eight hours after the initial landing, the invasion force was completely frozen, unable to advance at all. With no beachhead secured, and in fact with Cuban tanks shelling the beach, the rest of the supply boats now retreated well over fifty miles offshore.61 By the end of the second day, two of the three landing zones had been taken by Castro’s forces.62 Deputy Director Charles Cabell went to analyst Victor Marchetti and told him there were Soviet MIGs strafing the landing force. He tried to get Marchetti to relay that message to the White House. Cabell hoped to use this piece of false information to get Kennedy to send in Admiral Arleigh Burke’s naval task force, which was about ninety miles off the coast of Cuba at the time. Marchetti refused since he knew by previous information collection that there were no MIGs in Cuba at that time.63 Even with that fact in mind, there were still appeals to Kennedy to send in air power. He decided against direct U.S. intervention. But then, the CIA overruled Kennedy. They gave orders to fly missions to bomb Castro’s airfields. But according to Kirkpatrick and Peter Kornbluh, fog prevented the pilots from locating the targets.64

    In the midst of this disaster, the CRC was sending out messages—many of them penned by Hunt and Phillips—saying that Castro’s regime was about to fall.65 In reality, on April 19, less than seventy-two hours after the initial landing, the last part of the brigade in the last landing zone surrendered. Since the supply ships were stationed well over fifty miles offshore, the resupply effort was considered futile. This final force, with ammunition running out due to both the sunken and distant ships, was confronted with thousands of regular Cuban troops and several tanks.66 When the invasion was defeated, U.S. ships ferried some survivors back to Florida. Castro captured more than 1,200 soldiers. Over a hundred members of the brigade were killed. On April 21, Kennedy stated in public that he took full responsibility for the failure. But in private, the very next day, he commissioned a White House inquiry led by General Maxwell Taylor into what had actually happened.67 Taylor’s report was filed in June. Kirkpatrick’s report was filed in October. In November, Kennedy fired Dulles, Cabell, and Bissell.68 What were the grounds?

    One of the most interesting aspects of the Taylor Commission report is the testimony of Allen Dulles. Dulles understood that his job and career were on the line. Therefore his answers to difficult questions were evasive. When Admiral Arleigh Burke asked him if the responsibility for the conduct of the operation was not all at CIA, the following dialogue appeared:

    Dulles: But that was done by military personnel.

    Burke: But not under our command structure.69

    General Lyman Lemnitzer, chair of the Joint Chiefs at the time, also scored Dulles on this point. When asked if he “or the Joint Chiefs were the defenders of the military aspects of the operation, or was it the CIA?” Lemnitzer replied that “The defenders of the military parts of the plan were the people who produced it; and that was the CIA. We were providing assistance and assuring the feasibility of the plan.”70

    Dulles also tried to take back his and the CIA’s earlier promises about the key component of internal uprisings that would aid the strike force. He said that in the revised plan, this was not so crucial. Robert Kennedy pounced on this denial:

    Kennedy: Then what was the objective of the operation?

    Dulles: Get a beachhead, hold it, and then build it up.71

    Kennedy was flabbergasted at this reply: “How could you possibly do that—take 1000 or 1,400 men in there and hold the beachhead against these thousands of militia?” Later on, Dulles was further exposed on this point. For both Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara and Secretary of State Dean Rusk said the operation was reliant on the contingent uprisings. In fact, Rusk said that “the uprising was utterly essential to success in terms of ousting Castro.”72 When General Shoup, the Marine Commandant, was asked the same question, he said dependence on the uprisings was absolute; the operation’s ultimate success relied on them. When Shoup and Lemnitzer were asked for the source of the intelligence on the uprisings—for which the ships were loaded with 30,000 extra rifles—both said the intelligence came from CIA.73 So clearly, Dulles was prevaricating on this point.

    The Taylor Commission then caught Dulles in another lie. Both Dulles and Bissell had told the White House that if the landing failed, the option was to “go guerrilla.” The Taylor proceedings spent much time adducing this point. Dean Rusk said that if there were not an uprising, he had been told the landing force would head for the hills. He was then asked, “Was the point made that this area had not been used for guerrilla operations in this century?” Rusk replied that he did not recall that point being made.74

    Lemnitzer said that he had been informed by the CIA that this was the contingency option also. In fact, he actually said, “Every bit of information that we were able to gather from the CIA was that the guerrilla aspects were always considered as a main element of the plan.” He was then told that President Kennedy had that same impression, but the commission had discovered that this possibility never existed. Lemnitzer replied, “Then we were badly misinformed.”75

    In a rather surprising development, it turned out that not even the troops were informed that they were to go to the hills and fight guerrilla style if the landing failed. Two Cuban exiles testified that there was no plan to retreat to the mountains and fight like guerrillas. In fact, such an option was never even mentioned to them.76 When Dulles was confronted by this above testimony, he was then asked: How could the troops have gone guerrilla without training or instruction? His reply was startling: “I wouldn’t wholly buy that. These people had a cadre of leaders—20 percent to 30 percent would be the leaders. They knew about guerrilla warfare. The guerrillas in World War II never had any training until they got into a guerrilla operation.”77

    In other words, the brigade members were supposed to invent techniques as they went along. These are the gyrations of a man frantically treading water to (unsuccessfully) avoid going under. And for good reason. One of the most significant witnesses undermining Dulles’s oversight of the plan was Hunt’s nemesis Manolo Ray. As author Michael Morrisey points out in his analysis of Maxwell Taylor’s report, it seems that the CIA never really wanted what Kennedy actually envisioned, a true guerrilla-style counterrevolutionary force in the Escambray Mountains of central Cuba. For instance, Ray wanted the CIA to aid in his plan to take the Isle of Pines, a large island off the southwest corner of Cuba, thereby freeing political prisoners located there and maintaining a good geographic launching pad for raids on Havana and also to unite with rebels in the Escambrays. Ray testified that the Agency never supported, or seriously entertained, these guerrilla tactics.78 As previously stated, much of this is probably due to Hunt’s sneering and imperious attitude toward Ray. Ray went on to tell the commission that he—and others—were never for the strike-force plan. Ray wanted to use his contacts on the island, especially in the labor movement, to cause genuine uprisings that would unite with tactically trained guerrillas. Then came a colloquy that harks back to the CIA’s control of the political arm and Howard Hunt’s political philosophy. Ray stated that: “Another thing that was wrong with the plan was the fact that many of the elements of the invasion force represented the old [Batista] army. We felt that it was wrong to give the impression that the old army was coming back, and we protested.”

    In fact, in Ray’s eyes, even the leader of the brigade was a Batista man:

    Q: Did you approve of Pepe San Roman as the commander?

    Ray: No. Everyone knew that he liked Batista. His brother had also fought against

    Castro in the Sierra Maestra.79

    One of the points that Morrisey brings up about the failure of the invasion and the inability of the CIA to coordinate things properly with the White House is this: Where was Allen Dulles while the disaster was happening? After all, he was the Director of the Agency at the time. This was really his baby, since he was one of the first to declare Castro an enemy of the USA. Dulles chose to be in Puerto Rico on the day of the landing. But further, in the two major reports about this operation, there is no record of him phoning in from there to contribute instructions or relieve bottlenecks and confusion. For all intents and purposes, while his operation was collapsing everywhere, it was his deputy, General Charles Cabell and Director of Plans Bissell who were running the operation. As we have seen, Cabell tried to get Victor Marchetti to fabricate a story about Russian MIGs in Cuba. But further, as Morrisey notes, these two men made two serious errors in judgment. When Dean Rusk gave them the opportunity to phone President Kennedy about air strikes from Nicaragua the morning of the invasion, they declined. Then, on the third day, when the brigade was running out of ammunition, Cabell had the opportunity to request naval assistance in escorting supply boats to the front. The CIA refused to make any request. And this marked the end of the invasion.80

    Yet, on April 19, when the invasion was now defeated, when the operation he had been preparing for over a year was now in tatters, Dulles appears to have met with, not President Kennedy, but Richard Nixon.81

    As Morrisey asks in his essay, could such a string of errors and incompetence, such confusion, such rudderless leadership, could this all be just happenstance? Or was there something else at work underneath it all? As both Larry Hancock and David Talbot have noted, there was important information that was kept from the White House about the operation. In 2005, a primary source CIA history on the invasion was finally released to the public. In it was a November 1960 CIA memo prepared for Bissell that said that “our concept … to secure a beach with airstrip is now seen to be unachievable, except as joint Agency/DOD/CIA/Pentagon action.” Peter Kornbluh states that this memo demonstrates, five months in advance, that the Agency knew it could not achieve a beachhead without direct Pentagon intervention. But they went ahead with the project anyway. But more to our point, there is no evidence that Bissell ever forwarded this to President Kennedy.82 Colonel Jack Hawkins, the Marine amphibious expert detailed to the project by General David Shoup, wrote a similar memo. This one centered on the number and type of planes to be used, and the number or air sorties to be flown. Again, there is no evidence that this memo ever got to Kennedy’s desk. It stopped with Bissell.83

    But Hawkins and Esterline go even further in this vein. Esterline states that he was never present at any high level White House discussion of the project. As he should have been. He and Hawkins later concluded that this was most likely deliberate. And in their absence, Bissell had given unfounded assurances to Kennedy about two key elements of the plan. First, that in its revised form it would still be plausibly deniable. Second, that it would need minimal air support. Hancock states that Bissell had many opportunities to misinform Kennedy. As the discussions about the project were heating up, he had thirteen “off the record” meetings with the president from January to March of 1961.84

    In the wake of this strategic and tactical incompetence, this arrogance and superiority toward Cubans risking their lives, this maneuvering to keep crucial information from President Kennedy, the CIA hatched a cover story. It was essentially this: the operation failed not because of them, but because of Kennedy. How was it the president’s fault? The Agency and its media assets now created the myth of the “cancelled D-Day air strikes.” And since both Lyman Kirkpatrick’s CIA Inspector General Report and the White House’s Taylor Report were both classified for three decades, that myth began to gain ground. Before dealing directly with that controversial issue, let us address the point that Kirkpatrick makes early in his review. For the sake of argument, let us assume the CIA launched the D-Day air strikes and they managed to knock out all the jet fighters on the ground. What situation would that have left for the exile army? As Kirkpatrick notes, the 1,500 man army would no doubt have eventually “been crushed by Castro’s combined military resources strengthened by Soviet Bloc-supplied military materiel.” Later on, Kirkpatrick enumerates the size of this combined force at 32,000 regular army troops supplemented by a 200,000 man reserve militia.85
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