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PREFACE

August 1960, Miami: a telltale bargain was struck between exiled Cuban politician Manuel Antonio Varona and organized crime leader Meyer Lansky. Lansky, the impresario of the Mafia gambling colony in Cuba since the 1930s, had owned Havana’s Hotel Riviera and the Montmartre nightclub and their fabulous casinos.

In Cuba, Lansky was known as the “Little Man” for his five-foot-four-inch stature, but his cold, hard eyes and intense demeanor were physical expressions of a man used to wielding power and getting his way. His dream of turning Havana into a tropical paradise for North American tourists had come true. Havana had a reputation for the best gambling and wildest nightlife in the Western Hemisphere in the 1950s. And since Lansky shared the Mafia’s profits with General Fulgencio Batista and senior Cuban army and police officers, that gambling paradise became the cornerstone of a full-fledged Cuban gangster state.

But when Fidel Castro’s bearded revolutionaries drove Batista from power on New Year’s Day 1959, Castro condemned the Mafia’s gambling colony for corrupting Cuban values, and shut it down. The Cuban revolution brought down the curtain on the era of gangsterismo in Cuba.1

In the meeting in Miami, Lansky offered Varona several million dollars to form a Cuban government-in-exile to replace Castro’s revolutionary regime. Lansky also promised to arrange a public relations campaign in the United States to polish Varona’s political image. In return, Varona, a stout man with heavy dark-framed eyeglasses, endorsed the Mafia’s single-minded objective: to reopen its casinos, hotels, and nightclubs in a post-Castro Cuba.

Several months before the Miami meeting, Varona, a leading member of the reformist Partido Revolucionario Cubano-Auténtico (Cuban Revolutionary Party-Authentic), had publicly broken with Castro. Ever since, he had been shuttling between cities in the Americas to confer with other anti-Castro Cubans in a bid for leadership of the Cuban counterrevolution.

Varona had been both prime minister and Senate president under Auténtico President Carlos Prío Socarrás. For their part, Prío and his brother Paco were closely connected to Lansky and Charles “Lucky” Luciano. In March 1952, Batista seized power in a coup d’etat (strike against the state), and Prío fled, leaving Varona to assume leadership of the Auténtico Party.

But the Auténticos’ reputation as a reform party had been badly tarnished by the ties of its leaders to the Mafia gamblers. Varona himself had been connected with smuggling and kidnapping, and he kept pistoleros (political gunmen) on his payroll. A CIA memorandum reported, “[H]e maintained action groups at his service to force political decisions both in his [Camaguey] province and in Las Villas province where he was once provincial leader of the Auténtico Party.”2 Varona had good reason to accept Lansky’s offer. And so, in a remarkable act of political surrealism, the American Mafia, notorious for gangland murders and corruption of politicians, cleaned up the image of its Cuban partners in crime.

They hired the public relations firm of Edward K. Moss in Washington, D.C. Moss was a good choice for the job. Documents in his CIA file reveal that he had “longstanding connections” to organized crime in the United States. One report stated, “Moss’s operation seems to be government contracts for the underworld and probably surfaces Mafia money in legitimate activities.” Other CIA records reported that Moss worked for the Defense Production Administration of the Department of Commerce in the early 1950s.

Julia Cellini, who ran Moss’s secretarial services, came from a family of Mafia gamblers. Her brothers Edward and Goffredo were managers of the gaming rooms of the Casino Internacional and the Tropicana nightclub in the 1950s. Another brother, Dino, a close associate of Lansky, Santo Trafficante, Jr., and Charles “The Blade” Tourine, was a manager of the casino at the Sans Souci nightclub. His connection to Moss could be traced back to 1957. The Cellini brothers passed Mafia money—estimated at between $2 and $4 million—for Varona through the Edward K. Moss Agency, and Moss also solicited contributions from U.S. businesses for Varona. Moss was connected to other anti-Castro Cuban exiles in addition to Varona. He had met with Manuel Artime, leader of the Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionario (MRR: Movement of Revolutionary Recovery), and discussed raising funds for him.

Moss also had ties to the CIA. When FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover reported that “[E]fforts are being made by United States racketeers to finance anti-Castro activities in the hope of securing gambling, prostitution and dope monopolies in the event Castro is overthrown,” in a December 31, 1960, memorandum to Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Allen W. Dulles, the CIA already knew that Varona had met with the Mafia gamblers. That was because Moss had told the CIA’s Domestic Contact Division about his work for Varona. An August 25, 1960, CIA cable from JMASH in Mexico reported that Varona had “solicited funds [from] Las Vegas gamblers on a recent visit to the United States.”

According to a CIA memorandum, “Moss commented that he had been in touch with President-elect Kennedy’s staff so that they will be informed of his activities. His purpose in doing this is that he does not know as yet what the policy of the new administration will be for publicizing foreign activities on U.S. soil.” CIA Inspector General J. S. Earman acknowledged that the Agency had an “interest” in Moss, but said the CIA did not use him in Cuba operations.3

But matters got even more complicated. While Varona was negotiating the terms of his partnership with the Mafia gamblers, he was also working out an arrangement with the CIA. Varona’s CIA security file indicates that he was “of covert interest” to the Agency in 1957. An October 1957 CIA memorandum stated, “Subject [Varona] is reported to be very close to one Carlos Prío Socarrás, ex-president of Cuba.” Varona frequently visited Prío at his residence in Miami at the Vendome Hotel.

Varona was given operational approval for “amended” use as an informant by the CIA’s Western Hemisphere Division on August 28, 1959. CIA headquarters recommended that “suitable controls” be used to keep Varona from “becoming an embarrassment to this Agency.” According to information in Varona’s CIA files, the Agency invited Varona “to the United States to set up an anti-Castro movement” in March 1960.

In June 1960, the CIA made Varona the general coordinator of the Frente Revolucionario Democrático (FRD) (Revolutionary Democratic Front), the CIA-sponsored Cuban government-in-exile. The CIA financially underwrote the FRD and the leaders of its member groups. Varona received a $900-a-month subsidy from the CIA beginning June 1, 1960.4

Varona would also take part in a covert operation with the CIA and the Mafia gamblers to assassinate Fidel Castro. Thus, the circle of gangsterismo was squared. And an unnerving collaboration was revealed. Why would the CIA turn to gangsters? As CIA Director of Security Sheffield Edwards explained to the FBI: “Since the underworld controlled gambling activities under the Batista government it was assumed that this element would still continue to have sources and contacts in Cuba which could be utilized in connection with CIA’s clandestine efforts against the Castro government.”5

In Washington, officials out of the intelligence loop on Cuba were unnerved when they learned how deeply the Mafia and their Cuban partners in gangsterismo were involved in the covert U.S. war in Cuba. Told by a “Washington businessman” about the Mafia’s subsidy of Varona, Assistant to the Secretary of Defense for Special Operations Graves B. Erskine became alarmed. The retired Marine Corps general warned the administration that Varona’s ties to the gangsters could have disastrous consequences both for the FRD and the United States.

In a January 1961 memorandum, Erskine wrote, “The Washington businessman was quite concerned about the impact and potential propaganda value of this alleged connection of Tony Verona [sic] and the alleged racketeers in the event their organization is penetrated by Castro’s intelligence organization. He enjoys many contacts throughout Latin America and fears any propaganda stories by the Castro regime regarding such a relationship between Verona, American businessmen and Edward K. Moss’s activities would have a serious impact upon United States prestige throughout Latin America.”

FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover alerted Attorney General Robert Kennedy to Erskine’s report in a January 23, 1961 memorandum. Hoover wrote, “We have received information to the effect that gambling elements in the United States have offered to distribute as high as two million to finance the anti-Castro operations of Varona and the organization he represents [Rescate], apparently in the hope of getting in on the ground floor should Castro be overthrown.”

The FBI was anxious about the political implications in the United States of Varona’s alliance with the Mafia. What if the Cuban revolution was undermined, and the Mafia returned to the island to reclaim its gambling colony? Would U.S. public opinion turn against the White House and intelligence community?

A January 1961 FBI memorandum asserted that a “critical public reaction could be expected to follow the reactivation of large-scale gambling operations in Cuba by top hoodlums should Castro be overthrown.” Even the veteran spy William Harvey called the CIA’s covert collaboration with the gangsters a “hand grenade” waiting to explode. Harvey, who ran the CIA-Mafia assassination operation in 1962–1963, warned CIA Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Helms that there was a “very real possibility” that the Mafia would use its inside knowledge of the plotting to blackmail the CIA.6

The baleful bargain struck by Lansky and Varona in Miami was a telling moment. Gangsterismo had migrated into exile in the United States along with tens of thousands of anti-Castro Cubans by August 1960. As we will see, gangsterismo was to play a major role in the secret machinations of the CIA and Cuban exiles to overturn the Cuban revolution in the years to come.




Gangsterismo is the story of the squaring of the circle of the politics of gangsterismo, using as sources U.S. intelligence documents on Cuba from the John F. Kennedy Assassination Collection (JFKAC) at National Archives II in College Park, Maryland. The JFKAC was created by the President Kennedy Act of 1992, which mandated the declassification of documents with possible relevance to Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963.

The JFKAC records include CIA, FBI, and Army Intelligence records, a unique vantage point from which to assess the Mafia gambling colony in Havana, as well as reports from the the U.S. intelligence community on the Cuban exile movement in the United States. Cuban exile commando operations in Cuba, the political intrigues of Cuban exile leaders, and their ties to the CIA and Mafia gamblers are all covered in the more than five million pages of documents.

The JFKAC documents were obtained by blue-ribbon commissions and special congressional committees in the 1960s and 1970s: the Warren Commission Inquiry into the assassination of John Kennedy; the President’s Commission on CIA Activities within the United States led by Vice President Nelson Rockefeller; Senator Frank Church’s Senate Select Committee to Study Governmental Operations with Respect to Intelligence Activities, which investigated CIA-Mafia plots to assassinate Castro; and the House Select Committee on Assassinations, which examined Cuban exile groups as part of its investigation of the assassination of John Kennedy.7

The story of gangsterismo is told in the context of the history of U.S. policy in Cuba and the Cold War in the tumultuous 1950s and 1960s. My narrative of U.S. policy in Cuba is based on thousands of highly classified executive branch reports, minutes of meetings, memorandums of conversation, and U.S. intelligence estimates on Cuba made available to researchers by the Eisenhower, Kennedy, and Johnson presidential libraries. The Department of State has published more than a thousand Cuba-related documents in the Foreign Relations of the United States series.

The declassified documents offer new insights into U.S. policymaking: from Eisenhower’s decision to seek the overthrow of the Cuban revolution in November 1959; to the CIA’s ill-starred Bay of Pigs operation in April 1961; to Kennedy’s ineffective but provocative Operation Mongoose in 1962; to the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962; to Kennedy’s covert funding of “autonomous” Cuban exile commando operations in 1963; to back-channel discussions between the Kennedy Administration and Castro in the weeks before President Kennedy’s assassination in November 1963; and President Lyndon Johnson’s deescalation of U.S. policy in Cuba.
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A 1953 cover of Bohemia magazine depicts masked male Afro-Cuban dancers in eye-catching costumes. Masked dancers began to appear in the streets of Havana and other cities during Carnaval and Kings Day celebrations in the 19th century.





CHAPTER 1:
PAST AS PROLOGUE

By early 1898, Cuba’s long anticolonial insurgency against Spain had reached a turning point. The Ejército Libertador de Cuba (Cuban Liberation Army) had gained the strategic advantage. Madrid and Washington had come to a similar assessment: Spain would not be able to regain control of its rebellious colony by military means.

The Cuban mambises (guerrillas), who had been fighting off and on since 1868, appeared to be on the road to victory when the United States intervened against Spain in mid-1898. The intervention struck like a bolt from the blue—and left a wound in the Cuban body politic that would define Cuban politics for decades to come.

With U.S. intervention, the Guerra de la Independencia de Cuba (Cuban War of Independence) became the “Spanish-American War.” With the defeat of Spain, the United States replaced Spain as the dominant power on the island. Cuba went from being a colony of Spain to a neocolony of the United States. For the United States, the Spanish-American War was a brief but exhilarating experience. “It’s been a splendid little war,” Secretary of State John Hay remarked, not long after the U.S. defeat of Spain at Santiago de Cuba in July 1898.8

For four years, U.S. military governors-general ruled Cuba as the U.S. Army remained on the island as an occupation force. When Cuba elected its first president in 1902, the pro-U.S. Tomás Estrada Palma, the U.S. Army withdrew from the island. Two years later Cuba elected a Congress. The Republic of Cuba was an electoral democracy. But the seat of power was in the United States.

As a condition of the end of official U.S. occupation, the Republic of Cuba was forced to substitute the trappings of self-government for real sovereignty. The Platt Amendment (crafted by Senator Orville Platt, a Republican from Connecticut) institutionalized the inequitable neocolonial relationship between the United States and Cuba. The United States had the legal authority to intervene militarily in Cuba, if Washington believed life, property, or public order were in jeopardy on the island. The amendment also gave the United States the right to a naval base at Guantánamo Bay, and barred Cuba from negotiating treaties with other countries.9

In his State of the Union message in December 1899, President William McKinley celebrated the new relationship between the United States and Cuba. “The new Cuba yet to arise from the ashes of the past must be bound to us by ties of singular intimacy and strength if its enduring welfare is to be assured,” McKinley stated. “The destinies of Cuba are in some rightful form and manner irrevocably linked with our own, but how far is for the future to determine in the ripeness of events.”10




The U.S. flag was raised over Santiago de Cuba in July 1898, and the island’s economic and political systems were reconfigured to accommodate U.S. power and influence. Former U.S. Ambassador Philip Bonsal (1959-1960) remarked on the rapid transformation of the Cuban economy after 1898. Bonsal wrote, “From only $50 million when the Spaniards departed to over $1.25 billion by 1925, Americans controlled the more modern sugar mills, half the railways… and the major utilities plus an impressive list of miscellaneous assets.”

By the middle of the 20th century, Cuba had become a virtual economic appendage of the United States. In 1958, fifty-eight percent of Cuba’s sugar and two-thirds of its other exports were sold in U.S. markets, and three-fourths of Cuba’s imports came from the United States. The brand names of U.S. companies—Goodyear, Procter and Gamble, Swift, and Texaco, for example—were well known in Cuba. Ford Motor Company had thirty-five dealerships on the island.

In the Republic of Cuba, leading Cuban politicians sat on boards of directors of U.S. companies operating in Cuba and bought stock in them. Legal and political structures were developed to promote the interests of the United States. The children of well-to-do Cubans were educated in the United States, and returned to Cuba to work for U.S. businesses.

The widespread availability of U.S. capital left few opportunities for Cuban entrepreneurs. As historian Louis A. Pérez, Jr. points out, ambitious Cubans turned to politics, instead of business, to accumulate wealth and power. “Public office symbolized opportunity in an economy where opportunity was limited to outsiders with capital or insiders with power,” Pérez writes.11 Not surprisingly, corruption began with Cuba’s first president Tomás Estrada Palma.

Initially, Estrada Palama drew on Cubans from across the political spectrum to form his government, but when he prepared to run for reelection in 1905, he declared himself a member of the Moderate party, and purged members of other parties from the government. He also rigged the electoral process. In 1906, an armed rebellion broke out against Estrada Palma, and U.S. troops were deployed to Cuba to restore order. They stayed in Cuba until 1909.

Corruption was institutionalized during the term of José Miguel Gómez (1909–1913), the second president of the Republic of Cuba. When he took the oath of office, Gómez was not a wealthy man, but he left the presidency a millionaire. Cuban politicians, from the president and cabinet ministers down to local officials, made money on Cuban government contracts. Between fifteen to twenty percent of Cuban customs revenue was lost to corruption.

Historian Hugh Thomas observed, of the Department of Public Works, “Plans and estimates were made for innumerable imaginary roads and mythical bridges over nonexistent rivers. Congressmen were corrupted wholesale by the appointment of lottery collectorships.” Corruption continued to flourish under President Mario García Menocal (1913–1921). Menocal was already worth $1 million when he became president, but when he left the Palacio Presidencial he had assets of $40 million.12

In the late 1920s, the Republic of Cuba descended into a prolonged period of authoritarian rule by strongmen with backing from the Cuban army. President Gerardo Machado (1925–1933) veered into authoritarianism when he staged a fraudulent election in 1928 to remain in power. The Cuban sugar export market collapsed in 1929, and when the unemployed took to the streets to protest their plight, Machado ordered the army and police to shoot. Cuba was convulsed by gun battles between the Cuban security forces and armed anti-Machado political groups. But Machado was unable to restore order. In August 1933, Machado fled into exile in the Bahamas with seven bags of gold and five pistols.

With Machado’s exit, Sergeant Fulgencio Batista, the new commander of the Cuban army, rose to power. From behind the facade of the Palacio Presidencial, he ruled Cuba with an iron fist. To the traditional mix of corruption and violence, Batista added a new form of neocolonial corruption called gangsterismo: Batista would partner with North American gangsters and share the profits from their colony of casinos, hotels, and nightclubs.13

Out of this environment of political decay grew a new Cuban nationalist movement led by Fidel Castro in the 1950s. Castro did battle with Batista, drawing on the legacy of Cuban independence leader José Martí. The past would be prologue in neocolonial Cuba.





CHAPTER 2: 
SEEDS OF GANGSTERISMO

With a handshake and abrazo, Cuba’s strongman Fulgencio Batista closed a deal for the purchase of Cuban molasses with North American gangster Meyer Lansky in 1933. He also sealed the deal on gangsterismo in neocolonial Cuba.

Why molasses? President Franklin D. Roosevelt had just repealed the notorious Volstead Act, ending the era of Prohibition and prompting the Mafia to invest in the liquor industry. The Mafia needed a steady source of the thick, dark-colored syrup byproduct of sugar refining, for use as a sugar substitute in its liquor distilleries. Lansky was in Havana on behalf of the Molaska Corporation, a Mafia business front in Ohio.

As Batista and Lansky negotiated the molasses deal, they also took the measure of each other. They liked what they saw. Lansky shared with Batista his dream of creating a colony of casinos, hotels, and nightclubs in Cuba. He offered to make Batista a partner in the endeavor. Batista would get regular payments from the gamblers. In return, the Mafia would be allowed to operate their establishments without interference from the Cuban army or police.

Lansky’s boyhood friend Joseph “Doc” Stacher recalled, “Meyer was the first one to think about Cuba, way back in the early thirties.” Stacher continued, “We knew the island from our bootlegging business, and what with the great weather and good hotels and casinos we would build, rich people could easily be persuaded to fly over to an exotic ‘foreign country’ to enjoy themselves.” Stacher, Lansky’s liaison with Batista, delivered graft payments to the Cuban dictator.14

Lansky’s Cuban scheme was a strategic business plan for North American organized crime in the post-Prohibition era. At a meeting of top Mafia leaders in 1933, Lansky proposed to invest some of the capital accumulated by Mafia alcohol bootlegging operations in a new business model based on gambling. As Stacher explained: “Our biggest problem was always where to invest the money.” He added, “What Lansky suggested was that each of us put up $500,000 to start the Havana gambling operation. At the end of the meeting Charlie [Luciano] said he was in on the deal and ten others, including Bugsy Siegel, Moe Dalitz, Phil Kastel, and Chuck Polizzi, also chipped in a half million bucks. Lansky and I flew to Havana with the money in suitcases and spoke to Batista, who hadn’t quite believed we could raise that kind of money.”15

In 1936, Army Chief of Staff Batista legalized games of chance in select casinos and nightclubs. Batista shifted the responsibility for monitoring casinos from civilian authorities to the Cuban army. He also used Lansky as a consultant to reform the Cuban government-owned Gran Casino Nacional, where the management was siphoning off house revenues.16

By the mid-1930s, Lansky was operating three casinos in Cuba. One was in the new Hotel Nacional, perched on a limestone bluff overlooking the Malecón, Havana’s seaside boulevard, and the Straits of Florida. Lansky also managed a casino at Oriental Park, a horse racetrack in suburban Marianao, and another gaming room at the nearby Gran Casino Nacional. The profits from the Mafia’s casinos grew steadily. The North American Mafia, with the collaboration of the Cuban strongmen, would turn the island into a gangster state.




Perhaps Batista and Lansky worked well together because they had a lot in common. Both were self-made men from impoverished backgrounds, who came to wealth and power through extralegal means. Lansky, who was Jewish, fled the disputed region between Poland and Russia with his parents in 1911, at age nine. He grew up on the streets of Manhattan’s rough-and-tumble Lower East Side with Charles “Lucky” Luciano, Ben “Bugsy” Siegel, and others who were later to gain notoriety in American organized crime. But because he was not Italian he could never become a “made” member of the Mafia. Batista, a mulatto, was the son of a sugar worker born in 1901 in a United Fruit company town in Oriente province. He left school early to go to work as a cane-cutter and later as a railroad laborer. He enlisted in the Cuban army at age twenty-one.17

With the country in chaos in 1933, Fulgencio Batista rose to power suddenly with U.S. backing. Cuban sugar production dropped thirty percent between 1929 and 1933, causing the wages of urban workers to fall as much as fifty percent.18 Thanks to global economic depression, demand for Cuban sugar had declined precipitously in the United States, Cuba’s biggest trading partner. The United States added to the island’s economic distress by enacting the Hawley-Smoot Tariff in 1930, which imposed higher duties on imports of Cuban sugar.

President Gerardo Machado had responded to the collapse of the Cuban economy by protecting the rights of U.S. economic interests while doing little to ease the misery of Cubans.

Historian Luis E. Aguilar writes, “A man raised under the shadow of American omnipotence in Cuba, Machado always believed… while he could handle his Cuban opponents, he could not survive a break with the Americans.” Machado also boasted that social unrest would not be a problem on his watch; he didn’t think he had much to worry about. During a 1927 visit to the United States, Machado was fêted at a luncheon on Wall Street given by Thomas J. Lamont of J. P. Morgan and Company, the powerful investment bank. Lamont, according to the New York Times, expressed his “hope that the Cuban people will find some way to keep him in power indefinitely.”19

So when jobless Cubans took to the streets to call on President Machado to ease their plight, the retired Cuban army general responded with an unprecedented iron fist. He banned demonstrations, jailed political opponents without legal cause, and instructed the police to shoot demonstrating trade unionists, students, and opposition party members. He also used private gunmen called porristas (big sticks) against his political opponents. Labor leaders were assassinated.

Despite his ruthlessness, Machado was unable to restore political stability. Opposition groups, on the left and right, formed armed action groups to do battle with the Machado on the streets of Havana and other cities. By 1933, protests, bombings, and kidnappings took place on a daily basis, all over the island. President Franklin Roosevelt lost confidence in Machado. In May 1933, he dispatched U.S. Ambassador Sumner Welles to Cuba with a mandate to get Machado out. Under intense pressure, Machado resigned in August 1933.20

With the fall of Machado, vengeance was played out in the streets. The ABC, a conservative, armed anti-Machado action group, had a list of porristas and Machado supporters, who were hunted down and killed. Dead bodies were dragged through the streets. There were daily executions for more than a week. As many as 1,000 people died, and 300 homes were ransacked.21 Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, a figurehead leader, was powerless to quell the continuing chaos. In August and September 1933, Batista led the “Sergeants’ Revolt,” in which he and other noncommissioned officers took control of the Cuban army from an officer corps corrupted during Machado’s rule.

Batista joined forces with Ramón Grau San Martín, a popular University of Havana professor, who led a coalition of liberal reformers, leftists, students, and Cuban nationalists. Batista and the Grau coalition drove Céspedes from power in September 1933. Grau’s Provisional Revolutionary Government assumed power. Batista promoted himself to colonel and army chief of staff.22 Grau’s coalition undertook a series of long-overdue economic and political reforms, which impinged on the privileged status of U.S. interests in Cuba. Grau also touched a raw nerve in Washington when he abrogated the Platt Amendment—which gave the United States the right to intervene in Cuba. Ambassador Welles turned against Grau, calling his policies “confiscatory” and “frankly communistic.”

In a memorandum to Secretary of State Cordell Hull in September 1933, Welles wrote, “It is… within the bounds of possibility that the social revolution which is underway cannot be checked.” Welles stated, “American properties and interests are being gravely prejudiced and material damage to such properties will in all probability be very great.”

Welles appealed repeatedly for U.S. military intervention in Cuba. Each time, the Department of State turned him down. Instead, Welles undermined Grau by convincing Roosevelt to withhold diplomatic recognition of the Provisional Revolutionary Government. In October, Welles met with Batista and encouraged him to move against Grau.

In a memorandum to Secretary of State Hull, Welles reported on his meeting with Batista. He praised Batista for the army’s “determined and effective action” in Havana “against Communistic and extreme radical elements.” He told Batista that “commercial and financial interests” in Cuba had “rallied” to his support because they were “looking for protection.” He stressed that Batista was the only true “authority” capable of resolving the political crisis in Cuba.

U.S. warships were deployed to Cuban waters in August 1933 and remained there until the end of the year. The Department of the Navy, worried about the possible loss of its base at Guantánamo Bay, circulated contingency plans in Washington for military intervention. U.S. Navy officers based in Cuba reviewed operational details for possible intervention.23

In January 1934, Batista withdrew his support from Grau and installed Carlos Mendieta as a figurehead president. Batista used the Cuban army and police to crush the opposition and consolidate his hold on power between 1934 and 1936. Gun fights in the streets between the Cuban army and police and the backers of the Provisional Revolutionary Government were frequent. There were also occasional political assassinations.

Welles’s interpretation of Grau’s coalition as “communistic” was overwrought. Grau was not a man of the revolutionary left. He was frequently at odds with the Partido Socialista Popular (PSP) (Popular Socialist Party), as the Cuban communist party was called, during the short tenure of the Provisional Revolutionary Government.

Cuba’s predicament stemmed from its neocolonial status. The end of Cuba’s sugar boom in 1929 laid bare the need for reform, but it also highlighted the limits of Cuban sovereignty. Historian Louis A. Pérez, Jr. writes, “So thoroughly had the United States penetrated Cuba that it was hardly possible for any social or economic legislation to not affect U.S. capital adversely.” Pérez continues, “The defense of Cuban interests jeopardized U.S. interests.”24

Following the ouster of the Provisional Revolutionary Government, the Roosevelt Administration applied its Good Neighbor Policy of nonintervention in Latin America to Cuba. The administration rescinded the Platt Amendment and negotiated a new trade agreement with Cuba, which reduced the U.S. duty on Cuban sugar. It also increased Cuba’s share of the sugar market in the United States, although the island’s quota remained less than before the Depression.25

With political stability restored in Cuba by the late 1930s, Batista eased his dictatorial grip. He started to act like a traditional politician, reinstituting the minimum wage and the social security and pension systems. He made alliances with the left and the right as he positioned himself to run in the 1940 presidential election. He won the support of Mario Menocal, a right-wing caudillo (charismatic political strongman) with ties to foreign capital and sugar-mill owners.

Batista also reached out to the Partido Socialista Popular. He lifted the ban on the PSP, which he had declared illegal in 1934, and allowed the party to publish its newspaper, Hoy. He also permitted Cuban workers to organize a conference to found the Confederación de Trabajadores de Cuba (CTC) (Confederation of Cuban Workers). He even brought two Cuban communists into his Cabinet, Juan Marinello and Carlos Rafael Rodríguez.

Historian Jules Benjamin writes, “Batista’s real leadership skills… were those of a non-charismatic caudillo. He rewarded his friends with government office, state preference, and outright graft. He lured his most vocal opponents with these same inducements. If they were unresponsive, he employed the legal and police power of the state against them.” Benjamin notes, “As a non-ideologue head of state, he did not wish to propel Cuban society in any particular direction. He wished merely to preside comfortably over it.”

Meanwhile, Batista, Grau’s Partido Revolucionario Cubano-Auténtico (PRC-A) (Cuban Revolutionary Party-Authentic), the PSP, and other political groups gathered together to draft a new Cuban constitution in 1940. It was a remarkably liberal charter, which provided suffrage for all Cubans, as well as mandating free, compulsory education for children. The Constitution included labor-friendly laws providing for an eight-hour day, a minimum wage, paid vacations, pregnancy leave, and the right to strike. It outlawed discrimination based on class, race, or gender. It also prohibited large-scale land-holding, promising that land owned by foreigners in the future would “be adjusted to the socioeconomic interests of the nation.”

With the election of Batista in 1940, however, Cuba’s constitution was put on hold. A CIA report later called the 1940 election “reasonably fair.” The report noted Batista liked to say he was “a democratic dictator,” adding Batista “maintained himself… by means of military dictatorship.”

Batista did not seek reelection in 1944. According to Lansky’s biographers Dennis Eisenberg, Uri Dan, and Eli Landau, Lansky convinced Batista not to run for president again after the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI) contacted him. Lansky had served as a go-between for ONI and the Mafia in counterintelligence operations on the New York waterfront in World War II. Lansky recalled, “It was made quite clear to me that the American government wouldn’t let Batista go on running the island if there were any danger it might go Communist.” He added, “I explained this to my good friend Batista, who was very reluctant to get out of politics.” The Roosevelt Administration was unhappy about the inclusion of two Cuban communists in Batista’s Cabinet.

Batista moved to Daytona Beach, Florida, just north of Broward County, where Lansky operated a number of “carpet joints” or roadside gambling rooms. Batista backed his prime minister, Carlos Saladrigas, for president in 1944. Saladrigas campaigned in favor of the status quo, while his chief rival the PRC-A’s Ramón Grau San Martín promised reform in the spirit of the Provisional Revolutionary Government of 1933. When the ballots were counted, Grau was declared the victor by a margin of 1,041,822 to 839,220 votes. The PRC-A was popularly known as the Auténtico party.26




Before he was sworn in as president, Ramón Grau San Martín traveled to Washington, where he was received warmly. President Roosevelt quipped, “And to think that I did not recognize you eleven years ago,” referring to his decision to use Batista to drive Grau’s Provisional Revolutionary Government from power. Former U.S. Ambassador to Cuba Philip Bonsal (1960-1961) wrote, “A new era seemed to be dawning, one in which Cuban politics, freed from military domination, would achieve a new vitality.” Grau had campaigned on a promise to rid Cuba of the culture of corruption that characterized the Batista years.

Senator Eduardo Chibás, a spokesman for Grau who had been arrested three times in the anti-Machado struggle, was optimistic at the start of Grau’s presidency. But he became disillusioned with the administration’s rampant corruption and the Auténticos’ ties to Mafia gamblers and pistoleros. Charging that Grau had “betrayed the revolution,” Chibás quit the Auténtico party, and became a voice for reform.27 In passionate speeches on the floor of the Cuban Senate and on his popular weekly Sunday news and commentary program on CMQ radio in Havana, he campaigned relentlessly for the deportation of Mafia Don Charles “Lucky” Luciano from Cuba. Luciano, Chibás charged, had slipped into Cuba illegally to deal “in drugs, gambling, and prostitution.” His presence in Cuba was a symptom of the administration’s endemic corruption. Chibás alleged that Senator Francisco “Paco” Prío, whose brother Carlos Prío Socarrás was Grau’s prime minister, had business ties to Luciano. He charged that Paco Prío was working behind the scenes to block Luciano’s deportation.

In March 1947, a scuffle broke out in the Capitolio Nacional off the Senate floor between Paco Prío and Chibás, a short man who wore distinctive wire-rim glasses with lenses as thick as the bottom of an old-fashioned bottle of Coca-Cola. Chibás shouted, “This is from Lucky Luciano!” as he threw a punch at Prío, grazing him on the neck. A stunned Prío pulled back as several senators intervened to stop the fighting.

Seven days later, Chibás and Paco Prío confronted each other again in the Capitolio. This time they dueled with sabers. The duel was called off after each man cut the other. On July 13, Prime Minister Carlos Prío Socarrás challenged Chibás to another duel with sabers. Prío was offended by Chibás’s sharp-tongued criticism of him in a radio broadcast. Once again, the duel was suspended after each man drew the blood of the other. At Carlos Prío’s side was Senator Manuel Antonio Varona, a leading Auténtico politician.28 Despite the power of his opposition, Chibás continued to fight. And as it turned out, he was right.

Years later, a memorandum from Ray Olivera, a U.S. Bureau of Narcotics agent in Cuba, described “the active participation of the Prío Socarrás brothers not only in bringing Lucky Luciano to Cuba but in the Prío Socarrás’ participation in all of Lucky Luciano’s criminal activities… there were no other members in Cuban official circles more active in the attempt to release Luciano from the hands of the Cuban Immigration than the Prío Socarrás brothers themselves.” The FBI also reported that Grau’s Minister of Education, José Alemán, “had dealings with many American gangsters in the 1940s and 1950s in Cuba, such as Vito Genovese, Lucky Luciano, Sam Mannarino and numerous others.”29

Luciano moved to Cuba after he was deported from the United States to Italy. He had been serving a thirty-to-fifty-year prison sentence for running an illegal prostitution ring in New York. In January 1946, New York Governor Thomas Dewey granted him clemency in return for his cooperation with the Office of Naval Intelligence during World War II. Early in the war Luciano had provided information for anti-Nazi counterintelligence operations on the New York waterfront. Luciano also supplied ONI with intelligence for the Allies’ amphibious landing in Sicily in 1943. Lansky acted as the go-between for Luciano and U.S. intelligence.30

But Luciano grew restless in Italy. He instructed Lansky to make arrangements for him to live in Cuba. Lansky negotiated with Interior Minister Alfredo Pequeño for a visa for Luciano, which included a provision for automatic extensions.

In October 1946, Luciano took a roundabout route to Cuba, in a private plane. Luciano became fast friends with Indalecio Pertierra, who had a financial interest in the Jockey Club near Oriental Park, where Lansky operated casinos. He also won the support of Senator Eduardo Suárez Rivas and Benito Herrera, chief of Cuba’s Secret Police.31

Luciano wanted a piece of the Mafia’s gambling action in Cuba. Lansky arranged for him to buy an interest in the casino at the Hotel Nacional, where Luciano stayed when he first arrived in Havana. Luciano told Lansky to organize a conference in Havana of the North American Mafia’s “top guys” in December 1946. The conference took place under the cover of a performance by Frank Sinatra, then a rising star.32

Luciano told his biographer Martin Grosch, “If anyone had asked, there was an outward reason for such a gathering. It was to honor an Italian boy from New Jersey named Frank Sinatra, the crooner who had become an idol of the nation’s bobby-sox set.” Luciano added, “Frank was a good kid and we was all proud of him, the way he made it to the top… [H]e was just showin’ his appreciation by comin’ down to Havana to say hello to me.”33

Several of the upper floors of the Hotel Nacional were sealed off for the weeklong Mafia conclave. Luciano sat at the head of a long conference table with Lansky at his side. Joe Adonis, Albert Anastasia, Frank Costello, Joe Bonanno, Vito Genovese; Charlie, Joe, and Rocco Fischetti; Joseph “Doc” Stacher; Carlos Marcello; and Santo Trafficante sat around the table.34 Stacher recalled, “Everybody brought envelopes of cash for Lucky, and as an exile he was glad to take them. But more important, they came to pay allegiance to him.”

One of the topics discussed at the weeklong Mafia conclave was a plan to expand the Mafia gambling colony in Cuba. Another item on the agenda was Bugsy Siegel’s Flamingo Hotel and Casino in Las Vegas, Nevada. The boyhood pals—Lansky, Luciano, and Siegel—shared a common vision: building a spectacular casino and turning the dusty desert town into a gambling oasis. But the Flamingo’s construction costs had gone way overbudget. Lansky had evidence that Siegel’s girlfriend Virginia Hill was skimming money and putting it into Swiss bank accounts. Lansky said, “There’s only one thing to do with a thief who steals from his friends. Benny’s got to be hit.” Siegel was assassinated in Los Angeles in June 1947.35

But the big topic of discussion for the Mafia’s “top guys” was a plan to make Cuba the heroin-distribution hub of the Western Hemisphere. Harry Anslinger, head of the U.S. Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs (BNDD), learned from his agents about the Mafia drug-trafficking plan. The BNDD gained access to telephone transcripts of Luciano’s long-distance telephone calls from Cuba to Chicago, Miami, New York, and elsewhere. Anslinger later wrote, “Luciano had developed a full-fledged plan which envisioned the Caribbean as his center of operations…. Cuba was to be made the center of all international narcotics operations.” Anslinger continued, “The report stated that Luciano had already become friendly with a number of high Cuban officials through the lavish use of expensive gifts.”36

Luciano’s network imported heroin into the United States with remarkable success, according to historian Alfred McCoy. “For more than a decade it moved morphine base from the Middle East to Europe, transformed it into heroin, and then exported it in substantial quantities to the United States—all without suffering a major arrest or seizure,” McCoy writes. “The organization’s comprehensive distribution network within the United States helped raise the number of addicts from an estimated 20,000 at the close of the war [in 1945] to 60,000 in 1952 to 150,000 in 1965.”

The Mafia gambling colony in Cuba was well suited to serve the needs of Luciano’s network, given Lansky’s expertise in money laundering. He would use the steady revenue stream from the Mafia’s casinos to conceal the ill-gotten profits from drug trafficking.37 According to Cuban writer Enrique Cirules, President Grau and the Auténticos were also connected to the Mafia’s heroin network in Cuba through Amleto Battisti, a Uruguayan of Italian descent. As a prominent businessman in Cuba, Battisti frequently appeared with Grau in public, and also worked closely with the North American gangsters.38

Ironically, Luciano’s active social life in Cuba led to his undoing. When stories about Luciano’s presence in Cuba appeared in newspapers in Havana and the United States—he had been spotted several times with Frank Sinatra at the Hotel Nacional, and seen often at the Oriental Park racetrack, nightclubs, and restaurants in Havana—Washington pressed President Grau to deport Luciano. Congressman Indalecio Pertierra organized Cuban lawmakers to lobby the U.S. Embassy in Havana in support of permitting Luciano to remain in Cuba.

Interior Minister Alfredo Pequeño and National Secret Police Chief Benito Herrera told the U.S. Embassy that there was no legal reason to deport Luciano. Pequeño conceded Luciano “is a dangerous character and a perjurer, to be sure. But his papers are in order.” Both Pequeño and Herrera were recipients of largesse from Mafia gamblers on Luciano’s behalf.39

When the Grau administration failed to deport Luciano, Anslinger took action. He had his BNDD agent in Cuba inform Cuban authorities: “As long as Luciano remains in Cuba, America will not send one more grain of morphine or any other narcotics for medicinal or any other needs. This goes into effect immediately.” Because the United States supplied Cuba with virtually all of its medicinal narcotics, Havana had little option but to capitulate.40

President Grau was outraged at the “injustice” of Washington’s threat. Cuban Ambassador Guillermo Belt expressed Havana’s “displeasure” to Secretary of State George C. Marshall about the U.S. “ultimatum” with regard to the deportation of Luciano.41

Once again Luciano summoned the Mafia’s top men to Havana. Luciano told his colleagues he would return to Italy. But he assured them his distribution network was capable of delivering a steady supply of heroin to the United States. He said Lansky would represent his interests in Cuba. On March 29, 1947, Paco Prío was on hand to bid Luciano farewell when the gangster departed Havana for Italy.

Interestingly, Representative Pertierra was also involved in a domestic cocaine-trafficking network in Cuba with Mafia gambler Santo Trafficante, Sr. The cocaine was flown into Cuba on a weekly flight from Colombia on Aerovías Q, a Cuban air service. Enrique Cirules writes, “From the time of its founding in 1945, Aerovías Q operated from military airports. It used gasoline, replacement parts and maintenance staff and pilots of the Cuban Air Force with the express authorization of President Grau San Martín.” Cocaine was easily purchased in paper packets in nightclubs in Havana.42

Meanwhile, Meyer Lansky was able to maintain his influence in the Palacio Presidencial when Carlos Prío Socarrás was elected president in 1948. Lansky’s connection was Paco Prío. When Lansky introduced Luciano to Paco Prío, he referred to Prío as “one of our best friends.” Lansky added, “He is the brother of… [Carlos Prío]; without doubt, one of the most important politicians.”43 In addition to the Auténticos’ ties to the Mafia gamblers, the Grau and Prío regimes were also characterized by pistolerismo (violence by political gunmen).




President Ramón Grau San Martín gave pistoleros jobs in his administration, saying he could not turn his back on his ‘trigger happy boys.’ The pistoleros were tied to the Organización Auténtico. Pistolerismo was played out in public places in Cuba from the mid-1940s through the early 1950s. The first targets were army and police officers from the Machado and Batista eras, notorious for their brutality. But it was not long before the pistoleros degenerated into armed thugs, who used strong-arm tactics to extort money from government agencies and businesses.44

Pistolerismo fit hand and glove with the corruption and nepotism in the Grau Administration. Although Grau was a bachelor, his brother’s widow Paulina Alsina de Grau served as his “First Lady,” exercising power over appointments to government jobs. Grau also gave other family members—cousins, nephews, and nieces—jobs in his administration. Minister of Education José Alemán also diverted education ministry funds to political patronage jobs and his private army. Alemán’s pistoleros intimidated his rivals and, most of all, protected his bureaucratic turf, the source of future graft. Thirteen truckloads of arms and equipment for Alemán’s pistoleros were hauled away from Alemán’s country estate in a police raid in September 1947.45

When the Cuban Senate summoned Alemán and Minister of Commerce Cesar Casas to testify about allegations of corruption in their ministries, they balked. Grau feigned outrage and officially blocked their appearance before the Senate. Casas complained the inquisitive senators had “terrorized” him. Alemán’s pistoleros shot up the Senate chamber.46 Alemán’s misuse of funds for rural education illustrates the corrosive effect of gangsterismo on the Auténticos’ professed “Spirit of 1933.” Public education had been one of the Provisional Revolutionary Government’s highest priorities. Although the Grau administration earmarked one-quarter of Cuba’s national budget for education in 1947, illiteracy remained shamefully high. The illiteracy rate in Cuba in 1953 was 23.6 percent for the island as a whole, but it soared to 41.7 percent in rural areas.

Meanwhile, Grau appointed pistoleros to posts in the police and security forces. The Auténticos also used pistoleros to accomplish party objectives when political persuasion didn’t work. As labor minister, Carlos Prío employed pistoleros to intimidate communists in the Cuban Workers Confederation and drive them out of trade unions.47 Drive-by assassinations were a common form of pistolerismo, just like in the Hollywood gangster movies popular in Cuba in the 1930s.

In September 1947, the New York Times reported, “Capt. Raúl Avila of the Health Ministry’s Police was shot and killed in the Vedado residential section… [H]e was walking along a street when several individuals in an automobile drove alongside and fired pistols. Fifteen bullets entered the body, killing the captain instantly.” There were sixty-four murders attributed to pistoleros from 1944 to 1948.48

The most spectacular incident of pistolerismo was a three-hour gun battle between rival pistolero factions in the Cuban police in September 1947. Gunmen led by Mario Salabarría of the National Police of Cuba, who belonged to the Movimiento Socialista Revolucionaria (MSR) (Revolutionary Socialist Movement), surrounded a house in the Havana suburb Marianao, where Major Emilio Tro, director of the National Police Academy, was staying. Tro, a leader of the Union Insurección Revolucionaria (UIR) (Revolutionary Insurrectional Union), was wanted for the murder of Captain Raúl Avila. Both factions were armed political action groups tied to the Auténticos.49 When Tro refused to surrender, the gunfire started. Six people were killed and eleven others were wounded.

Grau’s pistoleros remained loyal to him after he left the Palacio Presidencial. Grau’s “boys” came to his defense when he was indicted for embezzlement from the Cuban treasury. On July 4, 1950, six masked gunmen broke into a courtroom and absconded with court documents. Grau, Treasury Minister Isauro Valdés Moreno, and four other ministry officials had been charged with misappropriating more than $175 million.50

In 1948, Carlos Prío was elected president with thirty-six percent of the votes cast. Emilio Núñez Portuondo was second with twenty-four percent, and Eddy Chibás came in third with thirteen percent. Prío denounced the “plague of gangsterismo.” He created a new army unit of 300 specially trained men to identify and arrest pistoleros. “These people are sheltered by politicians, even senators,” he asserted. “Some are put in the police. I believe that the solution would be to take away their blue [police] uniforms.”51 But Prío not only failed to purge the pistoleros from his administration, he continued to use the UIR and pistolero factions to advance his political agenda. According to a CIA report, “UIR was eventually sponsored by Carlos Prío Socarrás and used by him to eliminate various left-wing threats to his presidency.” The report stated, “It should be noted that while the UIR is in other respects a most unsavory group, it has in the past been primarily anti-communist.”52

Carlos Prío was jailed several times during the anti-Machado struggle as a leader of the Directorio Estudiantil (Student Directorate) at the University of Havana. But as historian Jaime Suchlicki writes, Prío’s commitment to progressive reform waned as he “enrich[ed] himself on the spoils of corrupt friends and crime figures.”53 Prío also used pistoleros as assassins. Prío was closely tied to Orlando León Lemus and Policarpo Soler, two of Cuba’s most notorious pistoleros. Despite evidence linking Lemus and Soler to the killing of two Federación de Estudiantil de la Universidad (FEU) (University Student Federation) leaders at the University of Havana in 1949, the Prío administration did little to investigate the murders. Lemus, a MSR leader, fled into exile after the gun battle in Marianao.

Soler was eventually arrested and imprisoned. But he escaped from the Castillo del Príncipe prison in Havana in a dramatic, but improbable, jailbreak in broad daylight in November 1951. The obese Soler descended 100 feet down the side of the prison on a rope ladder, crossed a wide moat, and climbed over a tall exterior wall to the street, where Lemus was waiting for him in a getaway car.

An informant later told the FBI that Soler’s spectacular escape from prison in Havana was an inside job.54 Meanwhile, President Carlos Prío was blunt about his associations with the gangsters. Maria Soledad Vázquez, who was married to Ricardo Artigas, a member of President Prío’s inner circle, later told the FBI “Prío merely explained that it was necessary to have such people because they had experience in killing.” The Prío administration was also notoriously corrupt. According to the British ambassador in Cuba, Prío took an estimated $90 million from the Cuban treasury while he was president.55

Historian Hugh Thomas observes, Paco Prío lived the “good life” when his brother Carlos was president. “He was primarily concerned to amass a fortune out of the import of a large variety of drugs—a task lightened by the presence as chief of police of the Acción Revolucionaria Guiteras [(ARG) (Guiteras Revolutionary Action)] chieftain Eufemio Fernández, his brother Carlos’ old friend.” Fernández was chief of the Policía Secreta Nacional (National Secret Police). The ARG was an anti-Machado action group aligned with the Auténticos.

The FBI also tied Paco Prío to drug trafficking in Cuba. A July 1952 report from FBI informant T-7 (described as an official of “a federal agency engaged in investigative work”),56 said “José Alemán, former Minister of Education in Cuba and later a Cuban senator told T-7 that all three Prío brothers [Antonio, Carlos, and Paco] were narcotics addicts.” Needless to say, Meyer Lansky found the corrupt political culture of neocolonial Cuba an ideal environment in which to experiment with new concepts in gambling.




According to the FBI, Meyer Lansky was the father of gambling in Cuba. Lansky first tested the principles of modern gambling in Cuba in the 1930s, principles he would later put to use in Las Vegas. With his mathematical turn of mind and street smarts, Lansky had been developing these insights ever since his Lower East Side boyhood, where street-corner craps games taught him a basic lesson about games of chance. As he was fond of saying, “There’s no such thing as a lucky gambler. There are just the winners and the losers. The winners are those who control the game.”

In Cuba, Lansky perfected the practice of “skim.” Skim is the superprofit casino operators take off the top of the daily revenue from the roulette wheels, slot machines, and baccarat tables before the start of the official money count. Skim is delivered confidentially to large investors with hidden interests in casinos.

Lansky also understood how to use glamour to attract tourists to casinos, and entice them to place bets. Popular entertainers and musicians from the United States and Europe were headliners in Mafia casinos and nightclubs. Lansky biographer Robert Lacey writes, “Running a casino is an art form all its own: the ability to conjure up the glamour and escapism that will entice others to wager—the illusion that money is not really money—while retaining your own workaday, bedrock restraint, the ruthless sense of business to make sure that the cash ends up in your pocket.” Lacey notes, “Meyer Lansky had that sense of style, and he had the discipline.”57 Perhaps it was Lansky’s sense of style that led him to integrate Cuba’s rich musical heritage into the Mafia-owned casinos, hotels, and nightclubs.




In the early 20th century, European and North American tourists were attracted to carnival festivities in Cuba. Carnival had its origins in the Día de los Reyes (Kings’ Day) celebrations of African slaves in Spanish colonial Cuba on January 6.58 With the abolition of slavery in Cuba in 1886, comparsas (neighborhood bands) continued the tradition of Día de los Reyes’ celebrations. Long lines of dancers snaked their way through the streets of Havana and Santiago de Cuba to the rhythms of congas, or groups of drummers. Other comparsa instruments included bells, frying pans, tire rims, trumpets and a variety of other brass horns.

Comparsas introduced sacred and secular African rhythms and songs into Cuban popular culture. In the late 19th century, masked Afrocuban male dancers appeared in eye-catching costumes as diablitos and íremes (African spirits) in Kings’ Day celebrations. Diablitos and íremes were associated with the Abakuá, secret male societies whose ceremonies featured drumming and singing derived from West African tribal traditions.59

Spanish colonial authorities allowed enslaved Africans in Cuba to form cabildos de nación (ethnic associations). The cabildos preserved African cultures and religious practices. Traditional forms of dance and music were passed from generation to generation. Robin Moore, a historian of Cuban music, writes, “Africans and their descendants organized and directed these black societies, whose members came from different ethnic regions.” The first Africans were brought to Cuba as slaves in 1513. By the time slavery was abolished in 1886, 780,000 Africans had been brought to Cuba. From 1817 until 1841, slaves represented more than 40 percent of the island’s total population.60

According to Cuban ethnomusicologist Fernando Ortiz, Cuban music is the offspring of the “love affair” between melodias and stringed instruments from Spain and polyrhythms and drums from Africa. In the 1940s, a blind tres player, Arsenio Rodriguez, revolutionized Cuban music. Rodríguez, popularly known as el ciego maravilloso (marvelous blind man), was also a band leader and composer. The tres is a guitar-like instrument with three sets of double strings.

Rodriguez transformed Cuban music when he created the conjunto (ensemble) to give his musicians a greater range of expression. He expanded the Cuban musical format of the traditional seven-member son band by featuring three trumpets, instead of one, and adding a conga drum and a piano. Son is the basic format of Cuban music. Rodriguez created guaguancos and other popular AfroCuban styles by integrating elements of African music into son. As a boy in rural Cuba, Rodriguez grew up surrounded by African derived culture, from Palo Monte and Santeria religious rituals to Abakua drumming and dancing ceremonies. He learned about Africa culture from his maternal grandfather, who was brought from the Congo to Cuba as a slave in the late 19th century.

Rodriguez was a pioneer of the mambo, one of Cuba’s most distinctive rhythms. The mambo is a popular dance music characterized by contratiempo (off-beat accentuation or syncopation).61 Rodriguez’s mambo evolved out of his experiments with jazz-like improvisations in the montuno, or last movement of a son. Rodriguez would shout “Diablo” at the start of the mambo. The horns would play a catchy, intense repeating rhythmic pattern, interwoven with multiple melodic lines and cross rhythms, gathering in intensity until climaxing in musical paroxysm.

Rodriguez said, “The word mambo is Africa, or the Congo dialect.” The chants of Palo Monte priests are called mambos in Cuba. Ned Sublette, a historian of Cuban music, observes, “If there is such a thing as a magic word, the best example I can think of, is mambo.” North American tourists were drawn to Cuba, enchanted by the mambo. The mambo also sparked a dance craze in the United States.62 Beyond the enchantment of Havana’s nightlife, however, Cubans were growing dissatisfied with the corruption and violence of the island’s political life.




Eddy Chibás continued his hard-hitting commentary on President Carlos Prío and other Auténtico leaders for their corruption and flagging commitment to political reform in his radio commentaries and speeches in the Senate. Chibás had come in third in the 1948 presidential elections as the candidate of the newly formed Partido del Pueblo Cubano-Ortodoxo (Cuban People’s Party-Orthodox), known as the “Ortodoxos.” The Ortodoxos were committed to the politics of the revolution of 1933.

Chibás was considered likely to run for president in the 1952 elections as the “conscience” of Cuban politics. But he made a fateful misstep in 1951, when he accused Minister of Education Aureliano Sánchez Arango of misusing ministry funds. This time he did not have credible evidence to back up his charges.

On August 5, 1951, when Havana residents tuned into Chibás’s radio show on CMQ, Chibás implored his listeners to “take a broom, and sweep away the thieves in the government.” And then he pulled out a handgun and blurted out, “Forward! People of Cuba, good-bye. This is my last call.” He then shot himself in the stomach.

Fidel Castro, a young lawyer and founding member of the Ortodoxos, rushed to the CMQ studio. Castro drove the gravely wounded Chibás to the hospital, and remained by Chibás’s bedside until he died, eleven days later.

On August 16, a crowd of 200,000 to 300,000 people escorted Chibás’s body in a funeral procession to Havana’s Cemeterio de Cristóbal Colón for burial. A period of national mourning followed.63 The suicide of Eddy Chibás marked a low point in Cuban political life. What Cubans did not know was that Cuban politics was about to reach a new low with the return of Fulgencio Batista to power.





CHAPTER 3: 
BATISTA’S SECOND COUP D’ETAT

News of General Fulgencio Batista’s coup d’etat (strike against the state) on March 10, 1952, was reported almost casually in the United States. Time magazine’s coverage was emblematic of the U. S. reaction.

“Batista is back,” Time reported. “The tough, smiling ex-sergeant who bossed Cuba for years of ‘disciplined democracy,’ this week toppled President Carlos Prío’s constitutional regime from power in an almost bloodless army revolution…. In noisy, politically turbulent Havana, all was calm and quiet as the Strong Man’s tanks once again brought ‘disciplined democracy’ to the streets.”

In a radio broadcast, Batista said that he acted “to save the country from chaotic conditions.” A more likely explanation is that Batista wanted to return to power, but concluded that he could not do so by legal means. In 1948, he returned to Cuba from exile in Florida and was elected to the Cuban Senate. He was a candidate in the presidential election, scheduled for June 1952, but was stuck in third place, according to public opinion polls.64

The ease with which the Cuban army drove Carlos Prío Socarrás from power revealed the degree to which corruption had sapped the vitality of the Partido Revolucionario Cubano-Auténtico. When Prío first learned that a coup d’etat was underway, he made no effort to resist. He fled into exile in such a hurry he forgot his cocaine stash in the Palacio Presidencial. His brother Antonio danced the night away at the Sans Souci nightclub.65

Historian Hugh Thomas concludes, “The Auténtico Revolutionary Movement was neither authentic nor revolutionary. It was a democratic party but most of the leaders were anxious to enjoy the fruits of power more than to press through such reforms as needed by Cuban society.” Thomas adds, “Their program turned out to be words.”66 In 1952, the United States was not complicit in Batista’s coup d’etat, as it had been in 1933–1934. From Washington’s vantage point, however, Batista’s usefulness as a Cold War ally outweighed the illegitimate nature of his rule.




The Truman Administration did not immediately offer diplomatic recognition to Batista’s illegitimate regime. Cuban Foreign Minister Miguel Ángel de la Campa told U.S. Ambassador Willard Beaulac that Batista would restore political order, as he had two decades earlier. Beaulac wrote in a March 22, 1952, memorandum, “He [Campa] said that an intolerable situation had developed in Cuba. Graft, gangsterism, and favoritism had made a travesty of democracy.” Beaulac added, “Batista once before had brought order out of chaos and Dr. Campa thought he was going to do it again.”

In Washington, there were concerns about Batista’s ties to the Partido Socialista Popular (PSP), the Cuban communist party. Two Cuban communists—Juan Marinello and Carlos Rafael Rodríguez —had held posts in Batista’s Cabinet in the late 1930s and early 1940s. And U.S. policymakers had qualms about the way Batista attained power: in a March 24, 1952 memorandum, Secretary of State Dean Acheson wrote to President Harry S. Truman, “The Department of State naturally deplores the way in which the Batista coup was brought about…” But, Acheson said, Batista promised that Cuba would continue to be a safe environment for “private capital” and would “curtail international communist activities in Cuba.”

Acheson concluded, “Under these circumstances I believe it would be detrimental to the special relations that this country has with Cuba to hold up [diplomatic] recognition any longer.” Acheson took note of “our very special position in Cuba which includes heavy capital investment, enormous international trade, the Nicaro nickel plant operation, the Guantánamo Naval Base, three armed services missions and the recent signing of a bilateral military assistance agreement which requires implementation.” On March 27, 1952, the United States recognized the Batista regime.67

In the meantime, Batista played his cards skillfully. Cuba broke off diplomatic relations with the Soviet Union in 1952. The next year he outlawed the Cuban communist party, which made the Cuban dictator a perfect fit for President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Cold War policy of anticommunism in Latin America.

Historian Stephen Rabe writes, “The United States needed Latin America’s support in the struggle with the Soviet Union, and it wanted to eliminate internal Communist subversion from the hemisphere. In pursuit of hemispheric solidarity, the Eisenhower Administration would, in 1953 and 1954, offer money, medals, and military support to Latin American leaders who were anti-Communists, including those who were dictators.”

Batista was one of the Eisenhower Administration’s best allies against “communist subversion” in the Western Hemisphere. U.S. economic and military assistance to Cuba increased steadily during the 1950s. U.S. military aid to Cuba for “hemispheric defense” went from $400,000 in 1953 to $3 million in 1958. A U. S. Military Assistance Advisory Group, including Army, Air Force and Navy advisors, was set up in 1955. The CIA established a station in Cuba, placing intelligence officers in the U.S. Embassy in Havana and the Consulate in Santiago de Cuba.68

In February 1955, Batista got at least some part of the legitimacy he sought when Vice President Richard Nixon visited Cuba to attend Batista’s inauguration. Nixon was photographed raising his glass in a toast to Batista, comparing his Cuban host to Abraham Lincoln. (Batista had declared himself the winner of a presidential election in November 1954, although Cuban opposition parties boycotted the balloting.)

When Nixon returned to Washington, he told Eisenhower’s Cabinet that Batista “will give stability to Cuba.” Nixon assured the Cabinet that Batista was “more desirous this time of doing a job for Cuba than for Batista,” a subtle reference to Batista’s self-enrichment during his earlier rule from 1934 to 1944.69 One of Nixon’s main priorities was to urge Batista to crack down on Cuban communists. Nixon’s briefing notes stated, “U.S. wants Batista to follow through on drive against communism by enforcing existing adequate anti-communist laws.”70

While Nixon was in Havana, he met with the leaders of Cuba’s security forces, including Colonel Antonio Blanco Rico, chief of the Military Intelligence Service (SIM), Brigadier General Eulogio Cantillo, adjutant general of the Cuban Army, General Francisco Tabernilla, chief of staff of the Cuban army, and Rafael Salas Cañizares, chief of the Cuban National Police.71 In May 1955, Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Allen W. Dulles met with Batista in Havana to discuss the establishment of the Buro de Represión a las Actividades Comunista (BRAC) (Bureau for the Repression of Communist Activities). The U.S. Embassy pressed BRAC to share information on “subversive activities” with the United States.

At the same time, the Eisenhower Administration turned a blind eye to Batista’s periodic imposition of news-media censorship, suspension of civil liberties, and harsh repression of his political opposition.72 As the Eisenhower Administration drew closer to Cuba in a Cold War alliance of convenience, Batista formalized his partnership with the Mafia gamblers.




Upon his return to power, Batista made a formal arrangement with Mafia gambling impresario Meyer Lansky to expand and upgrade the Mafia’s colony of casinos, hotels, and nightclubs in Havana. By the early 1950s, Havana’s attractions had lost their luster. Cuba was losing tourists to Acapulco, a new vacation destination on Mexico’s Pacific coast, and other resorts in the Caribbean. No new hotel had been built in Havana since the mid-1930s. A U.S. Embassy report stated that Cubans were more eager to invest in “hotels and apartments” in Florida than they were to put money into real estate in Cuba. A United Nations mission even recommended that Cuba build more hotels, beaches, and other tourist attractions.

To compensate for falling casino revenues, a new game of chance called “razzle-dazzle” was introduced in Havana in the 1952–1953 winter season. Cabaret Quarterly reported, “Several Havana nightclubs installed razzle-dazzle, a tricky dice game in which customers have virtually no chance of winning—but can, and usually do, lose heavily.” The Miami-based quarterly added, “With this game the nightclubs were milking tourists of hundreds of thousands of dollars weekly until finally the Cuban government banned the game.”73

Batista worried Cuba’s reputation would suffer for “clean” gambling as news about the crooked razzle-dazzle game spread among tourists. He declared razzle-dazzle illegal and ordered the Cuban police to protect tourists from unfair gambling practices.74 Batista hired Lansky as a consultant to reform gambling in Cuba, as he had in the 1930s.

A Saturday Evening Post article, “Suckers in Paradise,” exposed the rigged games of chance in Havana in March 1953. The popular magazine reported that Mafia gamblers Sam Mannarino and David Yaras, owners of the Sans Souci casino, were running crooked razzle-dazzle games. Soon Batista’s Servicio de Inteligencia Militar (SIM) (Military Intelligence Service) took action against the operators of gambling scams.

Organized crime writer T. J. English writes, “It had been beautifully played by Batista’s adviser on gambling.” English notes, “Lansky did not have to kick out the mobster-sponsored card cheats and razzle artists. He let Cuban military intelligence do it for him, but only after the cheater’s actions had been exposed in the pages of a major U.S. magazine. This way their mobster sponsors could not object.”75

The FBI reported that Batista asked Lansky to bring “his men into Cuba to operate gambling.” According to Lansky, “Batista wanted American tourists in Havana and was concerned over the strong possibility that ‘bust-out operations’ [like razzle-dazzle] would keep the American trade away.”76 Batista’s friendship with Lansky had grown closer during his exile in Florida. Batista had settled in Daytona Beach, not far from Hollywood, Florida, where Lansky lived. Lansky operated a number of “carpet joints” and other gambling establishments in Broward County, Florida, during World War II. The two men continued to share ideas about gambling.77

With Batista’s return to power in Cuba, Lansky had a unique opportunity to experiment with new concepts of gambling. He would attract more tourists to Cuba by building luxurious hotel-casino complexes with good restaurants. He would also upgrade the Montmartre, Sans Souci, and Tropicana, the Mafia’s flagship nightclubs.

Lansky drew on the experience of the Mafia gamblers in Las Vegas. After the initial failure of Bugsy Siegel’s Flamingo Hotel and Casino, the Mafia built big hotel-casino complexes in Las Vegas. Within a few years, millions of visitors a year were streaming in, lured both by gambling and first-rate entertainment: Abbott and Costello, Harry Belafonte, Rosemary Clooney, Ella Fitzgerald, and Frank Sinatra and the “Rat Pack” were among the headliners.78 Meanwhile, Batista laid the foundation for Lansky’s new gambling business model with Hotel Law 2074, which offered financial incentives, underwritten by the Cuban treasury, to the Mafia to build new hotels and casinos.

The law made casino licenses available for $25,000. Nightclubs, with $200,000 worth of upgrades, were eligible for casino licenses. In return, licensees were required to make a $2,000 graft payment to the Batistianos.

Hotels and casinos were exempted from paying corporate taxes in Cuba. Customs duties were eliminated for imported gaming equipment and building materials. Visa restrictions for pit bosses, stickmen, and dealers were eased.79 All this spurred a hotel-construction boom in Havana in the mid-1950s.

Four new hotels with casinos opened between 1955 and 1958: the Capri, the Hilton, and the Riviera in Havana, and the Comodoro in suburban Miramar. The number of hotel rooms in Havana increased from 3,000 in 1952 to 5,500 in 1958. A new casino also opened at the Sevilla-Biltmore Hotel.80

Lansky set up a headquarters in the Montmartre Club, where he met with Mafia-linked businessmen and gangsters from the United States. His goal was to raise $100 million in cash for new hotel and casino refurbishing projects. He hired executives to run his hotels and casinos from among his associates—Clifford A. Jones, Eddie Levine, and Irving Devine. He selected gamblers with technical expertise like brothers Dino and Eddie Cellini to manage day-to-day operations of the casinos.

In November 1955, tourism in Cuba got a boost when the New York Times published a detailed report on Batista’s plan to upgrade Havana’s casinos and hotels in its Sunday travel section. The Times wrote, “Havana [is] now making a bid for the title of the ‘Las Vegas of the tropics.’”81 When the Hotel Nacional reopened under Lansky’s management in December 1956, it featured a new casino and luxury suites for high-stakes professional gamblers. Lansky’s brother Jake was the floor manager of the new casino. Lansky associates Wilbur Clark and Moe Dalitz invested in the casino. Singer Eartha Kitt was the star attraction on opening night at the Hotel Nacional, a preview of the Mafia gamblers’ new emphasis on top-notch entertainers.82

With its grand view of the Straits of Florida, the Hotel Riviera was the crown jewel of Lansky’s new paradigm for gambling in Cuba. Cuban development banks subsidized one-half of the cost of the $14 million project; the rest of the funds came from investors linked to the Mafia. The Riviera, the largest Mafia-owned hotel-casino outside of Las Vegas, was an immediate success when it opened its doors in December 1957. The hotel’s 440 double rooms were occupied for the entire winter season of 1957–1958. The Riviera’s Copa Room casino quickly became a favorite of professional gamblers.83

One of Lucky Luciano’s most ardent Cuban backers in 1946–1947, Senator Eduardo Suárez Rivas, brother of Batista’s Minister of Labor José Suárez Rivas, was secretary of the Compañía de Hoteles La Riviera de Cuba, which operated the Riviera hotel and casino. In the mid-1950s, North American tourists vacationed in Cuba in record numbers, drawn by gambling, the mambo, and cha cha cha. Nearly 300,000 tourists from the United States visited Cuba each year in the late 1950s.84




There was glamour galore in Havana in the 1950s. Celebrities from the United States liked to be seen in Cuba. Frank Sinatra and Ava Gardner honeymooned in Havana in November 1951. Actors Gary Cooper, Errol Flynn, Johnny Weismuller, William Holden, and Stewart Granger; boxing champions Jack Dempsey and Joe Louis; and baseball legend Ted Williams enjoyed visiting Cuba.85

The Tropicana, with its award-winning modernist architectural design, stands out on an island famous for its Spanish colonial architecture. Its signature performance space, which featured top musical stars from the United States and Cuba, is under the Arcos de Cristal (glass arches), with live tropical trees enclosed by walls of glass. The Tropicana orchestra was known for its big band mambo arrangements and great jazz musicians. The nightclub also has two other circular dance floors with orchestra stages. The music was continuous from 8 pm to 4 am. And so was the gambling.

Cuban jazz writer Leonardo Acosta observes, “Many American jazz musicians passed through the Tropicana, either to play there or simply as tourists…. It wasn’t unusual to see Frank Sinatra, Benny Goodman, or Tito Puente at one of the tables.” Sunday descargas (jam sessions) were special occasions at the Tropicana. But for many tourists it was the sexually charged floorshows that made a visit to the “Paraiso Bajo las Estrellas” (“Paradise Under the Stars”) memorable.

For fifteen years, Roderico Neyra, better known as “Rodney,” choreographed the Tropicana’s floorshows. He had his first big hit with his rumba troupe Las Mulatas de Fuego (The Fiery Mulattas). Las Mulatas included six dancers and three singers led by Celia Cruz, a rising young star with an extraordinary alto voice. Cuban music historian Ned Sublette writes, “The group’s dancers wore bikinis on stage, which was the height of both chic and daring. It was also daring to put so many dark-skinned girls out there at once; there was still a color bar.”86

Senator John F. Kennedy of Massachusetts was a big fan. Senator George Smathers, a Democrat from Florida, recalled a memorable evening with Kennedy. “Kennedy wasn’t a great casino man,” Smathers said. “But the Tropicana nightclub had a floor show that you wouldn’t believe.”87

In the 1950s, Cuba’s “nuevo ritmos” (“new rhythms’), the mambo and cha cha cha, were popular with North American tourists. The cha cha cha got its name one night as Orquesta América played Enrique Jorrín’s hit-song “Silver Star.” The muscians improvised new lyrics, singing “The cha-cha, the cha-cha is a brand new dance.” To the musicians, the feet of dancers shuffling on the floor sounded like “cha cha cha.” The cha cha cha’s slow beat and recognizable one-two-three accent at the end of each musical phrase made the music a big-hit with North American tourists, who found it difficult to dance to the up-tempo, syncopated mambo. Like the mambo, Jorrín’s catchy new rhythm sparked a dance craze in the United States.88

However, it was Benny Moré and his Banda Gigante (Big Band) who won the hearts of Cubans in a way no other musician has before or since. Moré, a charismatic performer, cut a dramatic figure on stage with his signature hat, oversized suit, and a Congo cane, like those used by rumba dancers and diablitos. He had a distinctive voice and exquisite timing, sometimes shrieking like a tropical bird to punctuate a musical phrase. He was known affectionately as the “bárbaro del ritmo” (wild man of rhythm).

Moré formed his Banda Gigante, when he returned to Cuba after touring abroad with Dámaso Pérez Prado’s big mambo band in 1953. Moré augmented his metales (horn section) to include four trumpets, three trombones, and four saxophones. His metales featured legendary musicians and musical arrangers like trombonist Generoso Jímenez and trumpeter Alfredo “Chocolate” Armenteros.

Benny Moré biographer John Radanovich writes, “Moré’s legacy is taking African polyrhythms and transferring them to a big-band format without losing the original vitality and uniqueness of the drum sessions where he learned his rhythms.” Moré spent his boyhood in Santa Isabel de las Lajas, a rural village near Cienfuegos. Three of his grandparents had been slaves. The center of Moré’s life was the Casino de los Congos, a church and cultural center, where he studied African musical traditions from rumba to the sacred dancing and drumming rituals of Palo Monte and Santeria.89

According to Isabel Leymarie, a historian of Cuban music, Havana was an “enchanted city” in the 1950s. “There are, in the history of mankind, privileged moments when the genius of a people and exceptional circumstances combine to turn certain cities—Athens, Peking, Alexandria, Venice, Paris, New York—into incomparable cultural centers,” Leymarie writes. “Few places on earth have been as exciting as Havana in the 1950s.”90

At the same time, however, gangsterismo’s grip on Cuba tightened with Batista’s return to power.




Santo Trafficante, Jr.’s gambling interests grew rapidly after Batista’s golpe de estado in March 1952. Trafficante’s attorney Frank Ragano writes, “He either owned or was the head of syndicates that controlled five casinos.” Ragano adds, “One was in a nightclub, the Sans Souci, and the remainder in the Capri, Comodoro, Deauville, and Sevilla-Biltmore hotels.”91

FBI reports indicate Trafficante also had financial interests in other hotels and casinos. One FBI report noted that Trafficante had investments in the Tropicana casino, Havana Hilton Hotel, and the Hotel St. John Casino.92 With his investment in the Tropicana, Trafficante deepened his ties to Cuban gangsters with close ties to Batista and his inner circle. The principal owners of the Tropicana were Cuban gangsters: the Fox brothers Martin and Pedro, Alberto Adura, and Oscar Echemendia. Martin Fox and Echemendia got their start running bolita numbers and sponsoring roving casinos in Havana in the 1930s. Ardura was a close friend of General Roberto Fernandez Miranda, Batista’s brother-in-law. Martin was a good friend of Santiago Rey, Batista’s defense and interior minister. Batista, his wife Marta, his son Papo, Fernandez Miranda, and Rey were known to frequent the Tropicana.93

The Tropicana was an epicenter of gangsterismo. According to CIA and FBI reports, Santiago Rey granted a “concession” to Martin Fox and Ardura “to bring slot machines to Cuba.” Mafia gambler Norman Rothman supervised the transfer of slot machines from the United States to Cuba. Ardura managed the slot machine concession in Cuba, while Fernandez Miranda got fifty percent of the “take.”94

Trafficante had operated in Cuba since 1946 as an “emissary” for his father, Santo Trafficante, Sr., the organized crime boss of Tampa, Florida. When his father died in 1954, Santo Jr. took over the family in Tampa and inherited his father’s financial interests in Cuba. The next year Trafficante moved to Cuba, where he ingratiated himself with Batista and his security forces. Santo Trafficante and Meyer Lansky were the top two gamblers in the Mafia gambling colony in the 1950s. But Lansky, who was not a ‘made man,’ was a junior partner in the Mafia power structure to Trafficante, who was a godfather.95

According to FBI reports, Trafficante gained a controlling interest in the Sans Souci nightclub in the mid-1950s. Trafficante kept a small apartment at the Sans Souci, which was owned previously by the Gabriel and Sam Mannarino crime family of Kensington, Pennsylvania, in the late 1940s and early 1950s. Norman Rothman managed the Sans Souci for the Mannarinos. When the Sans Souci reopened after renovations on December 31, 1954, Trafficante put Eddie Cellini in charge of the casino. Cellini’s brother Dino managed the casino at the Tropicana. An FBI report stated Dino Cellini was a “longtime associate of Trafficante.”96

Like the Tropicana, the Sans Souci, with its close ties to Cuba’s security forces, was a nexus of gangsterismo. The Legal Attaché at the U.S. Embassy reported that Eufemio Fernández, chief of the Policía Secreta Nacional (Secret National Police) under President Prío, “owned an interest in the Sans Souci nightclub and casino.” Fernández was the former head of Guiteras Revolutionary Action, an armed action group tied to the Auténticos. According to FBI records, Colonel Manuel Ugalde Camilo, head of the Military Intelligence Service in the early 1950s, was “close” to the “group operating the San Souci.”97

Meanwhile, Trafficante deepened his role in the “numbers” racket in Cuba, when he gained control of the casino at the Sevilla-Biltmore Hotel. The Sevilla-Biltmore, with its Moorish-influenced architecture, was gangster Al Capone’s favorite hotel in Cuba in the 1920s. It was owned by Amleto Battisti y Lora, a Uruguayan businessman of Italian descent who also had close ties to Meyer Lansky, who used Battisti’s Banco de Créditos e Inversiones to launder casino profits. In addition to his involvement in the Mafia’s Cuban heroin distribution network, Battisti became known as the “numbers King of Havana.”98

According to FBI records, Trafficante ran “a numbers organization” out of the Sevilla-Biltmore in the 1950s with the backing of General Eulogio Cantillo, commander of the Cuban army headquarters in Havana in 1957. Trafficante also had a financial stake in the Hotel Capri. The Capri featured the Salon Rojo, a casino with red damask walls and chandeliers, and a rooftop swimming pool. George Raft, a Hollywood actor famous for his gangster roles, was a “greeter” at the casino. Raft had grown up on the Lower East Side with Meyer Lansky and Ben Siegel.

FBI records indicate Charles “The Blade” Tourine, a friend of Cuban Congressman Ramón Granda y Fuentes, had a “substantial interest” in the Capri Hotel. Tourine and Nicholas di Costanza managed the Capri’s Salon Rojo casino. There, Tourine met frequently with Trafficante for long discussions. Meyer Lansky was another stakeholder in the Salon Rojo.99 The Mafia gamblers’ business deals with corrupt Cuban politicians was another defining characteristic of gangsterismo.

The Hilton Hotel was pure gangsterismo. The Hilton was a joint venture of Batista and the Mafia gamblers. Batista financed the $32 million hotel by dipping into the Cuban treasury and the Cuban Hotel and Restaurant Workers Union’s pension fund. The Havana Hilton, with 630 rooms, was the largest hotel on the island. Roberto “Chiri” Mendoza, whose construction company built the hotel, was the principal owner of the casino at the Havana Hilton. Mendoza was a business associate of Batista and Trafficante.

The FBI reported, “Mendoza, in combination with a group from Las Vegas… offered President Fulgencio Batista directly a flat million dollars per year in return for the complete concession in the gambling casino at the Havana Hilton.” At the same time, Mendoza was involved in several other business ventures with Batista. Mendoza’s brother Mario, a prominent Havana attorney, was Batista’s “legal advisor.”100

A struggle over the ownership of the Havana Hilton casino may have figured in the murder of gangster Albert Anastasia. Anastasia’s bullet-riddled body was found lying in a pool of blood on the floor of the barbershop at the Sheraton Park Hotel in New York on October 25, 1957. At the time of his murder, Anastasia was negotiating aggressively to buy a sizeable share of the Havana Hilton casino from Mendoza in a move to expand his presence in Havana. Trafficante and Mendoza traveled to New York to meet with Anastasia on October 24. According to a police report obtained by the House Select Committee on Assassinations, “It was rumored that Anastasia had attempted to move in on Trafficante’s operations in Cuba and this was one of the reasons that he was killed.”101

The Mafia gambling colony was the cornerstone of gangsterismo in Cuba. The gangsters’ graft bound Batista, his inner circle, leaders of Cuba’s security services, and his business associates together in defense of a repressive, but for them profitable, political status quo on the island.

A CIA report stated, “In return for the loyalty they gave him, Batista always backed his security services. In times of crisis, he often suspended civil guarantees… and gave the services a free hand.” The report added, “Even when civil guarantees were in effect, the services had great freedom… especially in political cases. They frequently made arrests without warrants and were never rebuked for any sort of severity of treatment, third degree methods, or even killing of suspects.”102 As gangsterismo flourished in Cuba, Meyer Lansky earned the respect of North American crime families by fairly distributing the profits from the Mafia casinos in Cuba.




Under Lansky’s profit-sharing plan, “connected” members of organized crime were eligible to buy “points” (stock-like investments) in Mafia casinos in Cuba. “Point owners” were required to spend time in Cuba, often as “watchers,” who monitored dealers from the casino floor to make sure the house was not cheated. The revenue stream from the Mafia’s gambling colony in Cuba became an important source of income for organized crime families in the United States.103

Mafioso Johnny Rosselli spent time in Cuba representing Chicago Godfather Sam Giancana’s “hidden interests” in the 1950s. Rosselli worked as a manager at the Sans Souci, where Chicago gangsters, including Lenny Patrick and Dave Yaras, had financial interests. He also organized gambling junkets to Cuba for wealthy North Americans.104

Mafia gamblers rolled out a red carpet for Rosselli at the Hotel Nacional. When Rosselli walked into the casino, he was often accompanied by Lansky associates Charlie Baron or Moe Dalitz. Refugio Cruz, floor manager of the hotel’s casino, recalled, “It was as if royalty was visiting.” Baron, a former Chicago gambler, was manager of the Hotel Riviera and Dalitz, head of the Cleveland Syndicate, was an owner of the Hotel Nacional casino.105 Rosselli also visited Cuba several times with Sam Giancana.106

“Confidential sources” told the FBI Chicago field office that “Sam Giancana… has had interest in gambling in Havana, Cuba and… in Las Vegas, Nevada.” Another FBI memorandum stated Giancana derived “the bulk” of his “income from gambling in its various forms.”107

Rosselli was Sam Giancana’s man in Las Vegas. Giancana rose in power in the Chicago Mafia as the Outfit’s revenues from gambling in Las Vegas grew steadily in the 1950s. According to FBI records, Rosselli represented Giancana’s hidden interests in the Desert Inn, the Riviera Hotel, and the Stardust Hotel and Casino.108

Luis M. González-Mata asserted that Rosselli was “a friend” of Batista. González-Mata was chief of security for Generalissimo Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic.109

Meanwhile, FBI records indicate Mafia families from New Jersey, New York City, and Philadelphia were also well represented in Cuba. Charles Tourine “secured a gambling license” for a group of Mafia investors from New Jersey and Philadelphia. A group led by Angelo Bruno and Carl “Poppy” Ippolito, bought an interest in the casino at the Plaza Hotel, a few blocks from the Capitolio.110

An FBI report noted that Philadelphia-based Bruno “spent a great deal of time in Miami, Fla., and Havana, Cuba [in 1957–1958.]” Bruno was a member of the Mafia Commission.111

Another FBI report described Salvatore Granello’s interests in Cuba, calling him “a rising hoodlum power” in New York. Granello and George Levine purchased the Oriental Park racetrack and “held the gambling concession” at the nearby Jockey Club casino in 1953–1954. Granello and Levine ran the bar and restaurant at the Sevilla-Biltmore Hotel. Granello and Levine lived in Miami but “traveled back and forth to Cuba approximately once a week.”112

Meanwhile, Batista and the Mafia gamblers got a public-relations gift when comedian Steve Allen broadcast his popular Sunday night variety show from the Hotel Riviera’s Copa Room casino in January 1958, featuring Skitch Henderson’s orchestra and ventriloquist Edgar Bergman and Charlie McCarthy. Allen was the first North American entertainer to telecast a show from Cuba to the United States. The Times of Havana was ecstatic: “The show, a strong plug for Cuban tourism throughout the United States, contained many references to gambling and casinos in which this city abounds.”113

In the short term, Batista’s partnership with the North American gangsters strengthened his hold on power. But Batista’s corrupt and repressive rule also created the political conditions that would lead to his downfall.

Ambassador Philip Bonsal described the political culture of Batista’s brand of gangsterismo in a closed-door session of the House Committee on Foreign Relations in May 1959. “The corruption and the sadism of many Batista henchmen united most Cubans against the regime.” Bonsal said thousands of Cubans had been killed by Batista’s security forces, and “many, many more were arrested on no charges and kept in jail for indefinite periods.”114




Batista’s coup d’etat had created a political vacuum in Cuba. The Auténticos were discredited and ineffective. Eddy Chibás, leader of the Partido del Pueblo Cubano-Ortodoxo, was dead. Young Fidel Castro, a recent graduate of the University of Havana Law School, who had been a candidate for the Cuban House of Representatives on the Ortodoxo ticket in the aborted elections in 1952, soon emerged as the leader of the Cuban resistance. In a speech Castro declared, “The coup was not against Prío but against the people.” He asserted, “It was right to remove from office a government of murderers and thieves, and we were trying to do so peacefully with the support of public opinion and the aid of the people. But by what right do the military do so, they who have murdered and stolen without limit in the past?”115

Castro grew impatient with the Ortodoxo’s electoral focus. On July 26, 1953, he led a daring, but ineptly executed, assault on the Cuban army’s Moncada Barracks in Santiago de Cuba. The 400 Cuban army troops based at the barracks inflicted a decisive defeat on the 120-member rebel attack force. Seventy of the rebels were killed in the fighting or executed as prisoners of war. More than thirty others were captured, including Castro. He later conceded, “We were a little too confident…. We underestimated the enemy.”

But he was defiant in the courtroom when he and twenty-nine other Moncadistas were put on trial: “We have incited a rebellion against a[n] illegitimate power…” Asked if he were the “intellectual author” of the Moncada assault, he replied, “The only intellectual author of this revolution is José Martí, the Apostle of our Independence.”

“Condemn me. It does not matter,” Castro declared. “History will absolve me!” Castro and his fellow Moncadistas were found guilty. Castro was sentenced to fifteen years in prison on the Isle of Pines off the southwest coast of Cuba. However, he managed to turn the disastrous assault on the Moncada Barracks into a political asset. Historian Thomas Paterson observes, “The brutalities suffered by the brash insurrectionists and the publicity generated by the attack soon elevated Fidel Castro and his movement to near folk-hero status among Cubans.”116

Pressure mounted on Batista to grant amnesty to Castro and the Moncadistas. Castro was released from prison in May 1955. The next month he took part in the founding of the Movimiento de Julio 26 (July 26th Movement), a group named for the date of the attack on the Moncada barracks, which had marked the start of open insurrection against Batista. Cuban youth were inspired and radicalized. They would increasingly organize protest marches, engage in clashes with the police with sticks and stones, and carry out bombings of targets associated with the Batista dictatorship.117

In the meantime, Castro went into exile in Mexico, promising to return with a guerrilla army to drive Batista from power. More than 100 Cubans joined Castro in Mexico for military training, including Ernesto “Che” Guevara, a young Argentine medical doctor. Guevara had heard about Castro’s plan for revolution in Cuba from Moncadistas exiled in Guatemala, where Guevara lived in the mid-1950s.118

On November 25, 1956, Castro and eighty-one others crowded onto the yacht Granma, docked in Tuxpan on Mexico’s Gulf coast. According to Castro’s battle plan, the Granma would arrive in Oriente on November 30. To divert the Cuban army from the Granma’s landing, the July 26th Movement urban underground would launch sabotage raids in Santiago de Cuba on November 30.

But the Fidelistas did not arrive in Oriente until December 2, when the Granma ran aground on a sandbar 100 yards off Alegría de Pio. The July 26th Movement guerrillas had to wade ashore with small arms only, leaving behind equipment, food, and medical supplies. By this time, the Cuban army had already hit back hard against the July 26th Movement underground in Santiago de Cuba.

The Cuban coast guard spotted the Granma, air force planes and naval vessels converged around Alegría de Pio, and the July 26th Movement guerrillas spent the next several days hiding from surveillance planes and dodging Cuban army patrols as they made their way to the Sierra Maestra mountains.

On December 5, near-disaster struck. A Cuban army patrol took the Fidelistas by surprise and inflicted heavy casualties. Guevara was hit in the neck, but he, Castro, and several others escaped into the jungle. Of the eighty-two July 26th Movement guerrillas onboard the Granma, only twelve survived the first week of combat in Cuba.119

The opposing forces could not have been more mismatched. Batista had a combined army, navy, and air force of 40,000 men at his command. The United States had supplied Cuba with artillery, hand grenades, machine guns, tanks, and T-33 jet trainer aircraft, which could be used in combat. The July 26th Movement guerrillas merely had a few light arms. When Castro and other survivors reached the Sierra Maestra in early January 1957, they got rid of their uniforms and took refuge in the homes of the mountain guajiros (peasants). Castro biographer Tad Szulc wrote, “The story of how Castro was able to recover from a terrible initial defeat, regroup, fight, start winning against Batista units, and form an ultimately victorious Rebel Army is the story of the extraordinary support he received from the Sierra Maestra peasants.”120

From their mountain outposts, the July 26th Movement guerrillas staged ambushes on Cuban army patrols. July 26th Movement urban underground cells also conducted sabotage operations in Camaguey, Havana, Oriente, and Las Villas provinces against bridges, railroads, and industrial properties owned by Batistianos.

According to a study by the U.S. Army-funded Special Operations Research Office, the Fidelistas “shifted into full-scale revolutionary warfare” in 1958. They conducted increasingly bold surprise attacks on the Cuban army. They also lured army patrols into remote mountain valleys and opened fire on the trapped soldiers. They had become “a formidable military threat” to Batista.121

Carlos Prío Socarrás, who had helped finance the Fidelistas’ return voyage to Cuba on the Granma from his exile in Miami became “resentful” of the July 26th Movement’s military success in the Sierra Maestra, according to an FBI report. Prío took steps to develop an anti-Batista rebel alternative to counterbalance the July 26th Movement. He funneled funds to the Directorio Revolucionario (DR) (Revolutionary Directorate) and the Organización Auténtico (OA) (Authentic Organization), the armed action group of the Auténtico party. The Directorio, founded in 1955, grew out of the University Student Federation at the University of Havana.

Szulc explained, “Prío wanted his fingers in every pie.”

On March 13, 1957, the Directorio Revolucionario launched a bold assault on the Palacio Presidencial, intending to “hit at the top,” to kill Batista and call on the people of Cuba to rise up in revolt against the illegitimate regime.

Directorio commandos penetrated the security perimeter of the Palacio Presidencial and burst into Batista’s office with guns blazing. But Batista was not there. The palace security force returned fire, causing casualties, and the DR commandos beat a retreat from the palace.

To make matters worse, the DR’s charismatic leader José Antonio Echeverria was killed in a failed attempt to take over CMQ radio station. By the end of the day, forty DR combatants had been killed. Over the next several weeks, Batista’s security forces exacted revenge, killing and jailing DR leaders and rank-and-file cadre. A few survivors took refuge in the Sierra del Escambray.

Two months later, a joint Directorio Revolucionario–Organización Auténtico expeditionary force left Miami onboard the yacht Corinthia bound for Cuba. On May 24, the Corinthia landed on the northern coast of Oriente in an ill-fated attempt to open a second guerrilla front against Batista. On May 28, the Cuban army captured the Prío-funded force. All but three of the guerrillas were executed on the spot.122

In the meantime, Batista’s aggressive strikes against the rebel guerrillas and urban underground stirred controversy in Washington. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles criticized “Batista’s strong arm tactics.”

In March 1958, Foster Dulles approved an embargo of U.S. arms to Cuba. He concluded that Cuba had used U.S.-supplied weapons against July 26th guerrillas and peasants in the Sierra Maestra in violation of the Mutual Defense Act (MDA). U.S. arms provided under the MDA were designated for “hemispheric defense,” not for use in “civil strife.”

To soften the blow to Batista’s prestige, the Eisenhower Administration kept the U.S. Military Assistance and Advisory Group in Cuba. But a memorandum from Department of State official William P. Snow to Dulles predicted the U.S. arms embargo would “accelerate the downfall of the Batista regime.”123

In May 1958, Trafficante’s supporter General Eulogio Cantillo launched Operación Fin de Fidel (Operation End of Fidel) with great fanfare. With 10,000 soldiers under his command, Cantillo enjoyed overwhelming military superiority over the July 26th Movement. Cantillo had planned to surround the Sierra Maestra, close in on the rebels, and annihilate them in a decisive battle. But Cantillo’s troops got bogged down in the Sierra Maestra as the July 26th Movement countered the Cuban army’s conventional military advantage with guerrilla tactics. By mid-August, Operación Fin de Fidel had collapsed, presaging Batista’s rapidly eroding power.124

Che Guevara recalled, “Batista’s army came out of that last offensive in the Sierra Maestra with its spine broken, but it had not yet been defeated.” Castro seized the opportunity. He ordered Guevara and Camilo Cienfuegos, his two best commanders, to lead their “columns” down from the Sierra Maestra to Cuba’s llano (plains). He instructed them to “strike relentlessly” at the Cuban army as they marched west toward Havana.

Guevara biographer Jon Lee Anderson writes, “For the next six weeks, through the unceasing downpours of the Cuban rainy season, Che and Camilo’s columns waded through the rice fields and swamps of the llano, forded swollen rivers, dodged the army and came under frequent aerial attacks.”125

As Guevara and Cienfuego’s troops marched across the island, the tide of the war turned in favor of the July 26th Movement. Local peasants joined their ranks, swelling Castro’s guerrilla army to 3,000 by the end of 1958. The Cuban army command at Santiago de Cuba estimated that 90 percent of the population in Oriente supported the July 26th guerrillas.126

At the same time, Cuban army morale plummeted, and conscripts lost their will to fight, according to UPI reporter Jack Skelly. In August 1958, Skelly informed the Department of State, “The average soldier in Oriente… has absolutely no will to fight and in fact has no fighting capacity.”127 The July 26th Movement seized on the corruption of senior Cuban army officers in political appeals to low-ranking soldiers. The July 26th Movement dropped leaflets from small planes over Cuban army units in Oriente. The leaflets included photographs of Cuban army commanders indulging themselves in the commercialized vices of gangsterismo available in Havana’s nightclubs and houses of prostitution. A September 1958 FBI report noted that even soldiers “loyal” to Batista were “disgusted” with the “lack of leadership and graft on the part of commanding officers.”

An American University Foreign Area Study analysis of Cuba concluded, “Repression, corruption and violence characterized political life and led some sectors of the military to withdraw support for the dictator.” The study added, “Paralleling the final days of the Machado dictatorship, the armed forces began to sense not only the absence of popular support for Batista but also growing antimilitary sentiment among the general population.”128

In October 1958, Guevara and Cienfuegos arrived in the Sierra del Escambray. Other anti-Batista rebel groups had already initiated guerrilla operations against the Cuban army in the isolated mountains of central Cuba.

Faure Chomón Mediavilla and Rolando Cubela Secades commanded the Directorio Revolucionario’s two columns. The DR regrouped in the Escambray after its botched attempt to assassinate Batista in March 1957.

Eloy Gutierrez Menoyo commanded the Segundo Frente Nacional del Escambray (SFNE) (Second National Front of the Escambray). Menoyo’s brother Carlos Gutiérrez Menoyo was killed leading the DR assault on the Palacio Presidencial. The SFNE was based near Trinidad on Cuba’s south-central coast. Victor Bordón Machado’s July 26th Movement guerrilla force, and a column of the Partido Socialista Popular (PSP) also operated in the Escambray mountains.

Carlos Prío and arms dealers tied to the Mafia gamblers supplied the DR and SFNE with weapons and ammunition. In December 1958, the Eisenhower Administration discussed “getting arms” to the DR and SFNE as a move to contain to the July 26th Movement, according to a Department of State memorandum.

Guevara and Cienfuegos proposed a coordinated military campaign against the Cuban army in the Escambray to the other rebel commanders. But no agreement was reached as the rival commanders squabbled with each other. But Guevara won their respect, when his July 26th guerrillas seized an armored train carrying arms and ammunition to the Cuban army in Santa Clara in December 1958. Time was running out for Batista.129





CHAPTER 4: 
TRIUMPH OF THE CUBAN REVOLUTION

On December 31, 1958, General Fulgencio Batista, his family, and inner circle gathered to celebrate the arrival of the New Year at the Cuban army headquarters at Camp Columbia on the outskirts of Havana. Instead of toasting the New Year at midnight, however, Batista informed his guests that the military situation in Cuba was hopeless. He had been advised that Santa Clara and Santiago de Cuba would fall soon to the July 26th Movement. He told the celebrants to report to the Camp Columbia airfield in two hours, ready to go into exile.

Historian Thomas Paterson writes, “They fled so fast that they left sheaves of documents behind—evidence of corruption and crimes that the victorious rebels would soon use to demonstrate why the insurrection had been necessary.”

Batista had already moved the bulk of his fortune, estimated at $300 to $400 million, out of Cuba. His money was deposited in secret bank accounts and invested in real estate in Florida, New York, Switzerland, and elsewhere. But in his haste to flee Cuba, he left behind $11 million in stock certificates.

In the wee hours of January 1, 1959, the pilots of three Cuban air force DC-4s at Camp Columbia fired up their engines, roared down the runway, and lifted their U.S.-supplied aircraft into the darkness of the night. Batista wanted to return to his old home in Daytona Beach, Florida, but President Dwight D. Eisenhower would not allow him to land in the United States. Instead, Batista flew to the Dominican Republic.

When Habaneros turned on their radios on New Year’s Day and heard the song “Mama, They’re from the Hills,” they knew something big had happened overnight. Batista had banned the song from Cuban airwaves because of its association with the July 26th Movement guerrillas in the Sierra Maestra. As the news spread that Batista had fled the island, people filled the streets and celebrated.

A few hours later, angry Habaneros gathered outside Mafia establishments. Men with sledgehammers smashed the plate-glass windows of the Sevilla-Biltmore Hotel; others swarmed into the hotel and tore up the lobby and casino. The damage was estimated at $250,000. A few blocks away, a crowd broke into the casino at the Plaza Hotel. Gaming tables, roulette wheels, and slot machines were dragged into the street and set on fire.

Menacing throngs were turned away from the Hotel Nacional and the Hotel Capri, although not before they inflicted considerable damage on the Capri’s lobby. Seven of the thirteen casinos in Havana suffered major damage, including the gaming rooms of the Deauville, Plaza, and Sevilla-Biltmore hotels. Slot machines were stolen from the Sans Souci.

The July 26th Movement set up their headquarters in the Havana Hilton, a luxurious symbol of gangsterismo, and renamed it Hotel Habana Libre. As the long-haired July 26th Movement guerrillas, known as barbudos (men with beards), arrived in Havana, they took up residence in the hotel built with funds from the hotel- and restaurant-workers union controlled by Batista.130 Cubans also vented their pent-up anger on curbside parking meters, a galling reminder of Batistiano corruption. The Times of Havana reported, “Young boys with sticks smashed parking meters and threw them into the streets.” When the Bastistianos installed the parking meters, they had said the revenues would be used to support soup kitchens and other charitable projects. Instead, the money from the meters went into the pockets of Batista’s brother-in-law General Roberto Fernández Miranda.131

There was also looting in suburban Miramar. The houses of Brigadier General Pilar García, Batista’s relatives, and senior government officials were burglarized. García, chief of the National Police, was infamous for his ruthless use of the police to break up demonstrations and intimidate opponents of the Batista regime.

From Oriente province, Fidel Castro called for calm in Havana. Public order was restored in the capital as Habaneros awaited the arrival of Castro and his triumphant July 26th Movement guerrillas.132




In Santiago de Cuba, Fidel Castro tapped into Cuban nationalist sentiments in his first remarks about the Cuban revolution. He compared it to the Cuban War of Independence, the long anticolonial insurrection against Spain that started in 1868. “This time the revolution will not be thwarted,” Castro declared on January 2, 1959. “This time fortunately for Cuba, the revolution will be consummated. It will not be like the war of 1895, when the Americans arrived and made themselves the masters of the country; they intervened at the last minute and later did not allow [Cuban General] Calixto García, who had been fighting for thirty years, to enter Santiago de Cuba.”

Castro continued, “It will not be like 1933, when Machado was ousted and the people began to believe that a revolution was taking place, but then Batista took over the reins and instituted a dictatorship lasting eleven years. It will not be like 1944, when the multitudes were fixed with the idea that at last the people had come to power, but those who had really come to power were thieves. Neither thieves nor traitors, nor meddlers, this time it will really be the revolution.”

In subsequent speeches, Castro returned to the dream of Cuba libre of Cuban patriot José Martí, who had been killed leading the last phase of the Cuban war of independence in 1895. On February 23, Castro declared, “The mambises (the 19th century Cuban guerrilla fighters) initiated the war for independence we completed.” His references to the dashed hopes of 1898 struck a responsive chord after the defeat of Batista as Cuban national pride swelled.133

Castro and his guerrillas set out from Santiago de Cuba on a five-day journey to Havana in a motley caravan of civilian and military vehicles. The guerrilla fighters were welcomed as heroes by cheering crowds along the 600-mile route. Images of Castro, a bearded warrior with a rifle slung across his shoulder and a cigar in his hand, were broadcast on live television from one end of the island to the other.134

In Havana, Castro spoke briefly at the Palacio Presidencial and later at Camp Columbia. Castro praised the rebel army and stressed the need for unity. He called on all anti-Batista rebels to lay down their arms. A white dove, one of several palomas set free in an opening ceremony, landed on Castro’s shoulder as he spoke. The crowd chanted wildly, “¡Fidel! ¡Fidel! ¡Fidel!”

But the Directorio Revolucionario, which occupied the Palacio Presidencial and the Universidad de la Habana, refused to lay down its arms. DR Comandantes Faure Chomón Mediavilla and Rolando Cubela Secades insisted that their July 26th Movement rivals share power with them. As we have seen, Carlos Prío and the Mafia gamblers provided arms to the DR and the SFNE to create a counterweight to the July 26th Movement.

The Directorio Revolucionario reluctantly agreed to disarm, and Chomón and Cubela accepted mid-level posts in the revolutionary government. But Cubela, in particular, remained at odds with the Castro-led revolution.

He was appointed military attaché at the Cuban Embassy in Spain in March 1959. Before his departure for Madrid, Cubela had a meeting with Castro in which he expressed strong dissatisfaction with the course of the Cuban revolution. At the same time, according to an FBI memorandum, “Cubela… privately told intimates that he was so disgusted with Castro that if he, Cubela, did not get out of the country soon, he, himself, would kill Castro.”

Nonetheless, the balance of power in Cuba had shifted decisively to Castro and the July 26th Movement in January 1959. With the swearing-in of Manuel Urrutia Lleó as provisional president of Cuba on January 3, the July 26th Movement signaled its intention to reach beyond its ranks in forming a revolutionary government. Urrutia had been a judge in Oriente province who had acquitted July 26th members in a 1957 case, ruling it was not a crime to rebel against the Batista dictatorship.

Paterson writes, “The naming of Judge Urrutia’s cabinet reassured observers who had warned against Castro’s radicalism.” He notes, “Many of the appointees were professionals, moderates from the middle class.” The Cabinet also included José Miró Cardona, dean of the Faculty of Law at the University of Havana, Rufo López-Fresquet, finance minister under President Carlos Prío Socarrás, and the respected economist Felipe Pazos. Castro did not attend Cabinet meetings, but he was the preeminent leader of the revolution as comandante en jefe (commander-in-chief) of the Cuban rebel army.135 But Washington was slow to respond to the rapid developments in Cuba.




President Dwight Eisenhower had not paid close attention to the situation in Cuba in 1958. The minutes of an October 30, 1958 meeting of the National Security Council (NSC) stated, “The President inquired why Batista had apparently never really made a genuine effort to quash this rebellion.” The memorandum noted, “[Director of Central Intelligence] Allen Dulles replied that Batista had tried, but simply had been unable to achieve success.”

Eisenhower searched for a means by which to prevent Castro from coming to power. He approved former U.S. diplomat William D. Pawley’s plan to persuade Batista to resign. Pawley, owner of the Havana Trolley Co. and Havana’s bus system, had been U.S. ambassador to Brazil and Peru, and knew Batista personally.

Pawley met with Batista at the Palacio Presidencial for three hours on December 9, 1958. According to Pawley, he proposed a quid pro quo designed to isolate Castro: Batista would hand over power to a “caretaker government,” which would receive U.S. support; Batista could return to his residence-in-exile in Daytona Beach. But Batista turned him down. Nine days later, Allen Dulles informed the NSC that the end was near for Batista. A memorandum on the NSC meeting stated, “The Intelligence Community believed that Batista would be unable to muster enough strength to save himself and that Castro would probably emerge the victor in what had now become a civil war.”

Atomic Energy Commission Chairman John McCone told the NSC that Castro and the July 26th Movement enjoyed enormous popularity in Cuba. The memorandum stated, “McCone reported that during his recent trip to Cuba he was told that 95% of the people supported Castro.” At a December 23 NSC meeting, Eisenhower expressed hope that a “third force” could be organized to counterbalance the July 26th Movement. A memorandum on the NSC meeting stated, “The President saw hope of a ‘third force’ growing in strength and influence if it were organized around an able man and provided with money and arms.” To his chagrin, Eisenhower learned that there was little the United States could do to stop Castro and the July 26th Movement.

Instead, the Eisenhower Administration pondered why Batista was “hated.” Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Roy Rubottom found two reasons; “First, because he took [the] constitutional process away from the people, and second, because of recent repression and some brutal treatment of the people.” Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Burke focused on Batista’s corruption: “Admiral Burke felt that Batista’s private interests had gotten in the way of his public interests.”136

In a memorandum, Under Secretary of State C. Douglas Dillon reminded Eisenhower that Batista had been a valued Cold War ally. “He outlawed communism in Cuba in 1953. He favored American investments in Cuba and this country generally found bilateral relations with Cuba more satisfactory while Batista was in power.”137 In the meantime, the Eisenhower Administration took a wait-and-see attitude toward the Cuban revolution.

A “consultative committee” of U.S. business interests in Cuba advised Ambassador Earl E. T. Smith that “prompt recognition was necessary to establish [the] most favorable possible climate in which to carry on business.”138 And on January 7, 1959, the United States recognized diplomatically the July 26th Movement–led government in Havana, at the urging of the U.S. business community in Cuba.

Eisenhower outlined U.S. policy in Cuba in a letter to British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan. Eisenhower said his initial response to the revolution was one of “deep skepticism.” He was troubled by the “known radical and anti-American background of the Castro brothers.” But he conceded, “The great popularity which Castro then enjoyed throughout the Hemisphere and the world gave us no alternative but to give him a chance.” He added, “We simply could not afford to appear the bully.”139

Meanwhile, in the aftermath of Castro’s revolution, Batistianos were being publicly executed by revolutionary tribunals, set up hastily with two or three members of the July 26th Movement rebel army and a local resident. There were not enough trained jurists untainted by ties to Batista for professionally staffed tribunals. Defendants found guilty were often promptly executed by firing squads.

On Capitol Hill, liberal Democrats were outraged by the revolutionary tribunals. Senator Wayne Morse of Oregon denounced the “blood baths” occurring in Cuba. On January 12 Morse declared, “I deplore what appears to be the adoption of the old police state technique of kill your enemy.”140 The Eiseinhower Administration refrained from comment.

The editors of the New York Times noted the fall of the Batista regime “was well received in this country.” But the Times warned, “Unhappily, this honeymoon has been punctuated by rifle fire as the execution squads cut down men hastily convicted of outrageous crimes under the Batista regime…. We would appeal to them, not to let butchers and torturers go free, but to try them soberly and according to civil procedures.”141

Rufo López-Fresquet, Cuban treasury minister in 1959, disputed Morse’s claim that the revolutionary tribunals caused “blood baths” in Cuba. López-Fresquet asserted that the tribunals, imperfect as they were, prevented a bloodier “massacre” from taking place.

López-Fresquet recalled bitterly the long silence of the United States about the murder and torture of innocent Cubans during Batista’s reign of terror. Nonetheless, he would defect to the United States in 1960.142

Ruby Hart Philips, veteran New York Times correspondent in Cuba, agreed that the revolutionary tribunals saved lives. “It was apparent… that these masses wanted blood, demanded retribution,” Philips later wrote. “There is no doubt that hundreds of Batista’s supporters would have been torn to pieces in the public plazas had it not been for Castro. Castro himself would have been powerless had he not promised summary trials and executions of the guilty.”143

In retrospect, there was less revenge played out in 1959 than there was when Machado officials were executed in the streets by angry mobs in 1933. Historian Hugh Thomas writes, “At least a thousand were killed and 300 houses were sacked.” When the revolutionary tribunals were shut down in mid-1959, 557 Bastistianos had been executed.144 But Cuba’s revolutionary tribunals and the presence of Batistiano “war criminals” in the United States would continue to roil diplomatic relations between Havana and Washington.




In the lobby of the Hotel Habana Libre, a U.S. journalist asked Fidel Castro about the uproar in the United States over the revolutionary tribunals on January 15, 1959. Would the United States intervene in Cuba? “I am not selling out to the Americans,” Castro replied. “Nor will I take orders from the Americans.”

On January 21, 500,000 Cubans assembled at the Palacio Presidencial in a show of support for the Cuban revolution. When Castro asked the crowd rhetorically if “revolutionary justice” was appropriate for Batista “war criminals,” the answer was “¡Sí, sí!” in what the Times of Havana called “thunderous approval.” Castro demanded the return of the “Cuban war criminals and the money they stole.”145 Havana lodged a formal diplomatic protest with the Eisenhower Administration, demanding the return of the Batistianos to Cuba.146

But the Eisenhower Administration turned a blind eye to the Batistianos streaming into the United States. Assistant Secretary of State Rubottom addressed the diplomatic implications of allowing Batistianos to live in the United States in a memorandum to Secretary of State Christian Herter in December 1959: “Following the fall of the Batista Government… there was a large influx into the United States of officials of the former regime, many of whom have settled in Florida,” Rubottom wrote. “Many Cubans find it increasingly hard to reconcile our professions of friendship for the Cuban people with the continued presence in Florida of persons commonly regarded in Cuba as butchers guilty of unspeakable atrocities against the Cuban people.”147

Meanwhile, President Eisenhower snubbed Castro by refusing to meet with him when he visited Washington in April 1959. Instead, Eisenhower conspicuously left Washington to play golf with friends in Georgia.148 Communist influence in the Cuban revolution was becoming an increasingly controversial topic in the United States.

“We are not Communists,” Castro told the American Society of Newspaper Editors conference in Washington. “Our revolution is a humanistic one.” On NBC’s “Meet the Press,” he said that if there were any Communists in the new Cuban government, “their influence is nothing.” He also touched on another sensitive political issue in Washington—elections in Cuba. He asserted there would be no elections for another three or four years until Cuba’s sweeping economic and social reforms had been completed.149

Castro met with Vice President Richard Nixon and Christian Herter, who had recently replaced the ailing John Foster Dulles. Herter briefed Eisenhower on his meeting with Castro, noting “Castro made a plea for patience while his government tries to deal with the situation in Cuba.” He said Castro did not seem to have a grasp of the magnitude of the problems Cuba faced.150 While Castro was in the United States, the revolutionary regime in Havana continued the process of shutting down the Mafia gambling colony in Cuba.




From the beginning, the July 26th Movement had taken an uncompromising position on the gangster-owned casinos, hotels, and nightclubs. The Fidelistas announced they would shut down the casinos when they came to power. They deplored the corrosive effect of the Mafia colony on traditional Cuban values. Batistianos and the Mafia gamblers had become wealthy by turning Havana into a Caribbean tourist destination for commercialized vices: drugs, gambling, pornographic theaters, and prostitution.151

On January 5, 1959, Meyer Lansky offered an olive branch to the Cuban revolution. “All we know now is that there is a new government in power,” Lansky told the Times of Havana. “We want to do everything possible to cooperate with it.”152

On January 8, Castro referred to the North Americans as “gangsters” in a television interview broadcast in New York. He promised to “clean out all the gamblers who used the influence of Dictator Batista’s regime to build an empire here.” A few days later, the Cuban rebel army took Mafia gambler Nick di Costanzo into custody and interrogated him for nine hours. Di Constanzo was president of the Casino Capri Corporation. Rumors circulated in Havana that the July 26th Movement planned to interrogate Mafia gamblers, causing the gangsters to drop out of sight for the time being.153

A confidential source told the FBI that a group of fifty Mafia gamblers met with Santo Trafficante to discuss what “course” to take. Trafficante told his Florida-based attorney Frank Ragano that he did not plan to leave Cuba. Ragano estimated Trafficante had more than $20 million invested in casinos, hotels, and nightclubs in Cuba in 1959.154 Trafficante minimized the staying power of Castro and the Cuban revolution. “He’s not going to be in office or power for long,” Trafficante told Ragano in 1959. “Batista will return or someone else will replace the guy because there’s no way the economy can continue without tourists, and this guy is closing all the hotels and casinos. This is a temporary storm. It’ll blow over.”155

By order of the Cuban revolution, however, the casinos remained shut down. The Mafia gamblers mounted a campaign to reopen their casinos. Casino and hotel employees organized protests and petition drives to stress gambling’s importance to the Cuban economy. Casinos and hotels employed 27,000 Cubans in 1958, according to the Cuban National Council of Economy.156

Castro had second thoughts. On January 16 he asserted, “We have now arrived at the conclusion that total suppression of gambling would cause the laying off of numerous workers who depend on it to earn a living.” On February 19, the revolution allowed Mafia gaming rooms to reopen after imposing a tax on casinos to fund social programs.157

As a result of the turmoil, however, tourism in Cuba dropped off sharply. Newsweek reported, “Tourists were staying away in droves.” The Cuban Tourist Commission sponsored advertising in the United States to lure tourists back to the island. A low-flying plane trailed a banner over Miami in February announcing, “Casinos Reopen in Havana.” Meanwhile, Lansky shuttled back and forth between Havana and Florida.

Cuban officials suspected that Lansky was manipulating the Hotel Nacional’s books to camouflage the movement of large sums of money out of Cuba. The Riviera claimed unusually large losses of revenue in 1959. The National Bank of Cuba worried that the Mafia gamblers were moving their liquid assets out of Cuba and would default on their loans from the bank.158 The FBI also received reports that Lansky was moving Cuban currency out of Cuba and selling it at a discount to bankers in Miami.”159

In the meantime, the revolutionary regime arrested two of Lansky’s lieutenants. Lansky’s brother Jake and Dino Cellini, who managed the Hotel Riviera casino, were detained for a few days on drug trafficking charges and then released.160

On May 22, 1959, Meyer Lansky contacted the FBI in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. Lansky told the FBI, “The entire [Cuban] government will soon be communistic.” He offered to provide the FBI with additional intelligence about communist activities in Cuba, acknowledging the possible loss of his gambling interests in Cuba had “contributed to his decision to discuss the Cuban situation.”161 The confrontation between the Cuban revolution and the Mafia gamblers would culminate with Trafficante’s arrest.




On June 6, 1959, Cuban authorities arrested Santo Trafficante and Henry Saavedra, who represented Trafficante’s interests at the Hotel Capri. They and other Mafia gamblers—Jake Lansky, Charles “The Blade” Tourine, Tourine’s son Charles de Monico, Guiseppe de George, and Lucien Rebard—were held at the Triscornia immigration prison outside Havana.

Trafficante spoke to his attorney Frank Ragano by telephone after his arrest. Ragano later wrote, “I thought he was trying to bribe his way to freedom, that he still believed the revolutionaries could be bought the same way the Batista bureaucrats had been corrupted…. [H]e was playing for time so as to remain in Cuba as long as possible, to salvage his money, property, and other holdings.”162

A source told the FBI that Trafficante and the other gangsters “lived like kings” at Triscornia, a minimum-security immigration detention center. In an interview with the FBI, Trafficante recalled, “They would let anybody come in,” adding most of his visitors were from Mafia establishments in Havana. He noted, “We would cook, we would have food brought in, we would eat, we would drink…”163

According to a CIA memorandum, Trafficante recruited Sal Morgan, an agent of the Cuban G-2 (military intelligence), to act as a go-between with the Cuban revolution. The memorandum stated, “Subject [Morgan] reports that Trafficante wanted to remain in Cuba and was prepared to cooperate with the Castro government in order to obtain the right to continue business as usual in Havana.”

Trafficante used Morgan in an attempt to bribe G-2 Chief Ramiro Valdés. But Valdés rejected Morgan’s offer. The memorandum reported, “Valdés himself had frequently warned Subject [Morgan] that he was being ‘taken in’ by Trafficante, and that a criminal type like that was not to be trusted.” Valdés told Morgan that Fidel Castro ruled out using Trafficante as an intelligence asset. Castro referred to the Spanish translation of the Mafia gambler’s name, repeating “santo” and “trafficante.” Castro joked, “He is either too much of a saint or too much of a [drug] peddler.”

On August 18, 1959, Trafficante was released from Triscornia. Cuban officials later told the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) that Cuba had no evidence Trafficante had broken Cuban laws. Ragano asked why Trafficante was being deported. A Cuban official explained: “In the first place he was a Batista supporter… Furthermore, Trafficante is a drug trafficker, and there is no room for drug traffickers under the new government.”

Cuban officials told the HSCA that they detained Trafficante at the request of the U.S. Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs (BNDD). The Mafia gambler’s name was on a BNDD list of fifty alleged drug traffickers in Cuba who worked “behind the facade of their gambling operations.” The BNDD had pressed Havana to deport the people on the list in order to break up the Mafia drug trafficking network in Cuba and stem the flow of cocaine and heroin into the United States.164

Although the BNDD pressed Havana to arrest Trafficante, it did not provide sufficient evidence to convict him in court.165 Crime writer Scott Deitche points out that there was a trail of evidence of Santo Trafficante’s Cuba-based drug trafficking that went back to the 1940s. FBI sources reported that casinos in Cuba were used as fronts for heroin traffickers. One FBI report stated, “[C]asinos, while potentially lucrative in themselves, are additionally far more important as fronts for narcotics transactions of large size.”166

A former drug trafficker told the FBI that the Batistianos were complicit in the drug trade. The FBI reported, “It was his opinion that narcotics from Italy to Cuba [arrived] aboard ships that were hauling cargo and passengers… Cuban customs personnel were paid off…”167

Trafficante returned to the United States after his release from the Triscornia. He would maintain a residence in Havana, but he spent most of his time in Florida. He traveled back and forth between Florida and Havana until May 1960, when he settled permanently in Miami.168 Lansky turned bitter when he looked back on his quarter century of gambling in Cuba. “I crapped out!,” Lansky said bluntly.169

Trafficante did not get over the loss of his investments in Cuba either. “I thought we would never stop making all that money in Cuba; those were great times,” Trafficante told Ragano. “Who would have known that crazy guy, Castro, was going to take over and close the casinos?” Trafficante misjudged the U.S. response to the Cuban revolution: “I thought the Marines were going to straighten everything out.”170

Sam Giancana would fly into an uncontrollable rage at the mention of Castro’s name. Giancana’s daughter Antoinette learned not to refer to Castro or Cuba. Giancana yelled at her, “Don’t ever mention that bastard’s name in this house again… ever.” Giancana added furiously, “Do you have any idea of what he’s done to me… to our friends?”

She summed up the significance of the Mafia casinos in Cuba to organized crime families in the United States: “Those casinos were the golden lode whence the profits flowed into the Chicago mob’s treasury—and into the coffers of other crime families across the country. Those losses made Sam a bitter man when the subject of Cuba came up.”171 As the curtain came down on the Mafia gambling colony, Jack Ruby, a Dallas stripclub owner, was on a mysterious “vacation” in Cuba.




Jack Ruby was in Cuba from August 8 until September 11, 1959, according to Cuban tourist cards and U.S. travel records. Four years later, after Ruby gunned down Lee Harvey Oswald, witnesses came forward to the FBI to say that they had seen Ruby at the Tropicana nightclub in September 1959. The Warren Commission questioned Ruby about his stay in Cuba. Ruby said he was in Cuba on vacation in late summer 1959. He spent several nights at the Tropicana, where his friend Lewis McWillie was manager of the casino. He recalled that Martin Fox, one of the Cuban owners of the Tropicana, took him out for a night on the town in Havana. Earlier in the summer Martin, on business in Texas, treated Ruby to dinner in Dallas.

The Warren Commission accepted Ruby’s explanation, concluding that Ruby’s visit to Cuba was “purely social.” Ruby’s explanation invites skepticism, however, given the personalities and circumstances involved. Ruby had ties to organized crime figures first in Chicago and later in Dallas. McWillie was a well-connected gambler. The Tropicana was an epicenter of gangsterismo with connections to Trafficante, as we have seen. And Ruby knew McWillie from Dallas, where McWillie represented the interests of Las Vegas gambler Benny Binion. When McWillie moved to Havana in 1958, he worked closely with Meyer and Jake Lansky, Dino Cellini, and Santo Trafficante.

As manager of the Tropicana’s casino, McWillie worked closely with Martin Fox to move large amounts of money out of Cuba, depositing it in U.S. banks in 1959 and 1960, according to Fox’s widow Ofelia and McWillie’s testimony to the HSCA.

G. Robert Blakey, former general counsel of the HSCA, is among the skeptics. Blakey sees a link between Ruby and Trafficante’s detention. “Trafficante told us that while he was in Triscornia, the Foxes were trying ‘their best to get me out,’” Blakey and his coauthor Richard Billings write.172 They add, “Ruby’s trips to Cuba were an important, but minor, part of an organized-crime operation, which may have had to do with Trafficante’s detention.” The HSCA final report suggested that Ruby was a “courier” for the Mafia gamblers carrying cash between Havana and banks in Miami.

The HSCA report noted that Ruby made at least two trips to Cuba in 1959. Cuban tourist cards indicate that Ruby was in Cuba from August 8 until September 11, when he flew to Miami and returned to Cuba the next day. A day later he flew to New Orleans. FBI and Immigration and Naturalization Service records corroborate Ruby’s trips to Cuba.

Trafficante was released from Triscornia on August 18. There is also evidence that Ruby may have visited Trafficante at Triscornia. John Wilson, a British journalist imprisoned at Triscornia, said that he saw Ruby with Trafficante in 1959. According to a CIA message to President John Kennedy’s National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, Wilson told the U.S. Embassy in London that he met a prisoner at Triscornia, “an American gangster gambler named Santos [sic].” The message continued, “While Santos was in prison Wilson says, Santos was visited frequently by an American gangster-type named Ruby.”173

The CIA also suspected some kind of link between Ruby and Trafficante. S. D. Breckinridge, CIA liaison with the HSCA, wrote in a memorandum for the record, “[O]ur study had a few comments on a possible connection between Ruby and Trafficante in 1959, but that we could not take it beyond that.”174 Burt W. Griffin, the Warren Commission’s expert on Ruby, was another skeptic. Griffin questioned the commission’s conclusion that Ruby’s trip Cuba was “purely social.” “Ruby did very few things that were ‘purely social,’” Griffin wrote in an August 1964 memorandum. “In light of the fact that his Cuban visit is tied closely in time to his own interest in selling jeeps to Cuba… I think we should have considerably more information about Ruby’s visit to Cuba before we arrive at such a conclusion.”175




Griffin was referring to the Warren Commission testimony of Ruby’s sister Eva Grant. Grant told the commission that her brother’s trip to Cuba in September 1959 was related to a plan to sell jeeps to Cuba. The Warren Commission reported that in January 1959 “Ruby made preliminary inquiries, as a middle man, concerning the possible sale to Cuba of some surplus jeeps located in Shreveport, Louisiana, and asked about the release of prisoners from a Cuban prison.”176

Ruby contacted Robert McKeown in connection with the jeep sale. McKeown had been arrested for smuggling weapons to Cuba in February 1958. McKeown sold guns for former President Carlos Prío Socarrás to the July 26th Movement.177

McKeown told the FBI that he got a telephone call from “Mr. Rubenstein of Dallas” in January 1959. “Rubenstein” offered him $15,000 to contact Fidel Castro and help arrange the release of three unnamed people from jail in Cuba. McKeown said he could obtain the release of the prisoners but wanted $5,000 in cash before contacting Castro.

Three weeks later, an unidentified man visited McKeown outside of Houston. He said he had an option to buy jeeps in Shreveport, Louisiana, which he wanted to sell to Castro. He wanted McKeown to write a letter of introduction to Castro. McKeown said he would do so for a $25,000 fee. But the visitor did not follow up.

When McKeown saw news photographs of Oswald’s assassin, he realized his visitor was Jack Ruby.178 Ruby corroborated McKeown’s account in an interview with the FBI. Ruby said he telephoned a man, who lived near Houston, about the sale of jeeps to Cuba. The man had been involved in “gun running” to Castro. But the jeep deal fell through.179

The FBI also had evidence linking Ruby to arms shipments to Cuba from Florida in 1959. One of the Bureau’s sources was Blaney Mack Johnson, a Florida gambler. Johnson was a former owner of the Colonial Inn in Hallandale, Florida, one of Meyer Lansky’s “carpet joints” in the Sunshine State.

An FBI memorandum reported, “He [Johnson] stated that Jack Ruby, known then as Rubenstein, was active in arranging illegal flights of weapons from Miami to the Castro organization in Cuba.” The memorandum added, “T-2 [Johnson] stated that one Donald Edward Browder was associated with Ruby in the arms smuggling operations.” Browder was a weapons dealer linked to the Mafia, who sold guns to all sides in Cuba in the 1950s.180

Had the Warren Commission attempted to connect the dots of Ruby’s trips to Cuba and his ties to gangsterismo, it would have opened a Pandora’s box. At a minimum, a thorough investigation of Ruby would have embarrassed the FBI. Ruby was a Bureau informant during the period of his Cuba-related activities. FBI Special Agent Charles Flynn met with Ruby eight times between March and October 1959. FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover explained in a memorandum to the Warren Commission that Ruby “had knowledge of the criminal element in Dallas.”181

The full story of Jack Ruby and Cuba has yet to be told, according to Blakey and Billings. “Our belief that there was something to hide in the Ruby-McWillie relationship was borne out by a remark Ruby made to Wally Weston, a comedian who worked in his nightclub,” Blakey and Billings write. “It was after Ruby had been convicted of murdering Oswald, and they were talking in Ruby’s jail cell. ‘Wally, they’re going to find out about Cuba,’ Ruby said. ‘They’re going to find out about the guns, find out about New Orleans, find out about everything.’”182 With the end of the era of gangsterismo in Cuba, the Mafia gamblers and the Batistianos would regroup in exile.





CHAPTER 5: 
GANGSTERISMO REGROUPS IN EXILE

A Cuban air force DC-4, with General Fulgencio Batista and his inner circle onboard, touched down in the Dominican Republic in the early morning darkness of New Year’s Day 1959. Two other DC-4s, carrying other Batistianos, were on their way to the United States. The U.S. Ambassador in Cuba Earl E. T. Smith later wrote, “The government of the Dominican Republic was not aware of Batista’s intention to seek asylum in Ciudad Trujillo. It was a case of ‘Here I am.’”

Smith had been the one to inform Batista that he would not be permitted to return to his old home in Daytona Beach, Florida, where he had lived in exile from 1944 to 1948. When Batista turned down William Pawley’s December 1958 proposal that he leave Cuba in order to prevent Fidel Castro’s rise to power, President Dwight Eisenhower ruled out exile for Batista in the United States.

Dominican military intelligence chief Arturo Espaillat was sound asleep at 5:30 a.m. when the telephone rang. It was Generalissimo Rafael Leónidas Trujillo, who told Espaillat to go to the airport immediately to meet with Batista. Espaillat recalled the scene at the airport. “Batista and his entourage were assembled in the airport building,” Espaillat later wrote. “All were clean-shaven, wearing immaculate uniforms, and looking as unruffled as if they had arrived on a holiday. They had fled, they said, ‘to avoid further bloodshed.’”




The Batistianos began almost immediately to plan the overthrow of the Cuban revolution. General José Eleuterio Pedraza, one of Batista’s most able commanders, met with Trujillo, the longtime strongman of the Dominican Republic. Trujillo was enthusiastic about Pedraza’s plan to train a Cuban expeditionary force in the Dominican Republic for an invasion of Cuba.

Espaillat wrote, “A ‘Cuban Liberation Army’ was organized and its ranks swelled as hundreds of refugees began to arrive from Florida and Cuba. An exile training camp was set up, former Cuban naval personnel began invasion preparations at our Las Calderas navy base, and exiled air force pilots began service with our own squadrons.”

There was no love lost between Batista and Trujillo. “El Benefactor,” as Trujillo liked to be called, had been hostile to Batista in the past. But Trujillo disliked the Cuban revolution even more, so he was willing to join ranks with the Batistianos to overthrow the new Fidel Castro–led government in Havana.183 In contrast, Batista and Pedraza had been allies for the previous twenty-six years. Pedraza played a major leadership role in the Sergeants’ Revolt of 1933, and as Havana’s military governor he led Batista’s brutal crackdown in Cuba between 1933 and 1935, and later served as Batista’s army chief of staff.

Retired Brigadier General José García Tuñón told the Department of State “Pedraza represents one of the worst elements of the former Cuban military and has a notorious reputation as a killer.” Retired Colonel Raúl Corzo referred to Pedraza and his associates in exile in the Dominican Republic as “gangsters and assassins.”184

The FBI monitored the progress of the Pedraza plan. A credible source briefed FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover that “A total of six million dollars has been contributed by Cuban business leaders and exiles to finance the new anti–Fidel Castro movement.” Hoover stated in a memorandum, “Former Cuban President Fulgencio Batista has contributed two million and thirty or forty other wealthy Cubans… [also made large contributions]. The source described the promoters, leaders and financial backers as influential Cubans who are anti-communist and pro-United States.”185

Pedraza and Francisco Cajigas, who had made a fortune in mining in Cuba, put up money to finance the invasion force. Other Batistianos contributed financially to the Pedraza plan, including Colonel Orlando Piedra and Roberto “Chiri” Mendoza, both of whom were connected to the Mafia gamblers in Cuba.

According to FBI reports, Piedra amassed a fortune of “between two and four million dollars from the take on gambling operations” when he was chief of the Bureau of Investigations of the Cuban National Police. A CIA memorandum adds, Piedra was “directly involved in the torture and killing of Cuban citizens.” Mendoza, a close associate of Batista, Pedraza, and Trafficante, was the principal owner of the casino at the Havana Hilton.186

Comandante William A. Morgan of the Cuban rebel army also became involved in the Pedraza plan. He offered to establish a front against the Cuban revolution in the Escambray mountains in support of the Pedraza expeditionary force. Morgan had left his home in Cleveland, Ohio, in 1957 for Cuba, where he joined the Second National Front of the Escambray. He earned a reputation for bravery in battle against the Cuban army.

In May 1959, Morgan attended a meeting with Dominican Counsel General Augusto Ferrando at the Dupont Plaza Hotel in Miami. Ferrando made a down payment to Morgan. Espaillat wrote, “The promised $500,000 in cash was turned over to Morgan in Miami, plus another $100,000 thrown in as ‘expense money.’” Espaillat added, “Large sums were sent to Cuban exile groups in Miami.”

The meeting between Morgan and Ferrando took place in a room registered to Dominick Bartone, an arms dealer tied to the Mafia and corrupt Teamsters union officials in Cleveland. Bartone also had connections with anti-Castro Cuban exiles in Florida. Morgan told the FBI that he and Bartone were “personal friends.”187

Bartone also hired Tony Beacon, a stringer for the Philadelphia Daily News, to handle “Morgan’s press relations.” Included in Morgan’s CIA file are copies of articles in Time, Newsweek, and Look magazines on Morgan’s exploits in Cuba.188

Morgan did not turn against the Cuban revolution for ideological reasons. He was a soldier of fortune without firm political beliefs. A North American, who fought with Morgan in Cuba, told the FBI that he believed Morgan had enlisted in the anti-Batista cause “in the hopes of being rewarded financially in the event they were victorious.”189

According to FBI reports, Morgan was to receive $1 million and a senior position in a post-Castro regime under the terms of his agreement with the Dominican Republic. The Bureau pointed out that Morgan had been arrested for armed robbery in 1950 and was a known “associate of the hoodlum element in the city of Toledo.”190

Interestingly, the Eisenhower Administration turned a blind eye to the use of Florida by the Batistianos to plan General Pedraza’s invasion of Cuba in apparent violation of the U.S. Neutrality Act. Pedraza, his emissaries, and Morgan traveled frequently to Miami for planning meetings. Guns and planes were shipped from Florida to Cuba and the Dominican Republic for Pedraza plan conspirators.

A confidential source told the FBI that Pedraza was in Miami in April 1959 to meet with Augusto Ferrando and Johnny Abbes García, chief of the secret police in the Dominican Republic. Emilio Núñez Portuondo, Batista’s former chief delegate to the United Nations, served as an emissary for Pedraza, shuttling back and forth between the Dominican Republic and Miami.191

The FBI reported that Fredesvindo Bosque Cueto was also in Miami “recruiting and sending men to the Dominican Republic.” Bosque, an associate of Santo Trafficante, was a part owner of the Oriental Race Track casino and Havana-Madrid Jai Alai. Pedraza told the FBI that Bosque was his “political adviser.”192

Cuban exiles in the United States planned to join the Pedraza invasion force when it landed in Cuba. A June 1959 FBI memorandum stated, “Several loosely knit groups of anti-Castro Cubans in Miami, under the leadership of [Rolando] Masferrer, [Emilio Núñez] Portuondo and Julio Luis Pozo, are all looking toward Pedraza for the first stroke of action against Castro, as Pedraza has the means, men, and opportunity to make such a move… [and] all the anti-Castro elements inside and outside Cuba will immediately join the action.”193

According to FBI Director Hoover, Batista’s former Defense and Interior Minister Santiago Rey was also in the United States in July on a visit “sponsored by the CIA.” Rey’s first stop was Washington. His next stop was Miami, where he met with senior Batistianos. Hoover suspected the CIA’s sponsorship of Rey’s travel might be a sign of “official or semiofficial encouragement” of the Batistiano plan to invade Cuba from the Dominican Republic. Hoover noted, “A definite date” for the invasion would be set at the end of Rey’s “current trip.”194




In late July 1959, Morgan was back in Miami. He met with a group of Cuban exiles at the home of his friend Dominick Bartone. A source advised the FBI that Dominican Consul General Augusto Ferrando gave Morgan $200,000 during this visit. Morgan told the Bureau that he was in Miami to seal the deal with Ferrando “to send a shipment of arms to Cuba for anti–Fidel Castro revolutionaries.”195 Morgan was to throw the knock-out punch by assassinating Castro. A CIA report stated, “The group headed by Morgan planned to assassinate Castro between July 31 and August 3 and immediately thereafter touch off an uprising by 5,000 members of the Cuban Army.”196

But the Pedraza plan began to unravel. On May 22, 1959, Bartone, Ferrando, and five others were arrested in Miami by U.S. Customs agents. Bartone and Ferrando were caught loading guns and ammunition into a C-74 Globemaster aircraft for delivery to the Dominican Republic for the Pedraza expeditionary force.197

Morgan also negotiated a deal with Edward Browder, a Mafia-connected arms dealer. According to an FBI memorandum, Browder delivered a shipment of “arms, ammunition and green uniforms to Morgan in Florida in August 1959.” Browder told the FBI that the Mafia put up the money for the guns.198

In the meantime, Morgan’s attempt to recruit Eloy Gutiérrez Menoyo backfired. As we have seen, Menoyo was the leader of the anti-Batista guerrilla group Segundo Frente Nacional del Escambray, which Morgan joined. After the triumph of the revolution, Menoyo was promoted to comandante (commander), the highest rank in the Cuban army. Menoyo told the FBI that he became disgruntled because the senior “positions of command in the army were given to followers of Fidel Castro.” He said he had “already decided to do something about it” before he was approached by Morgan about the Pedraza plan. But Menoyo got cold feet. An FBI report stated, “Subject [Menoyo] stated he then realized he could not work with the group because it was made up of Batista officials and because it was sponsored by Trujillo whom he felt was little better than Batista.”

Menoyo insisted on telling Fidel Castro about the planned invasion of Cuba, and he and Morgan briefed Castro on the Pedraza plan. Morgan was trapped and turned into a double agent for Cuban intelligence. An FBI report stated, “Castro ordered them to continue negotiating with Pedraza but to keep him informed of developments.”199

Ever more recklessly, Morgan continued to lead Pedraza and Trujillo on as the August 1959 date for planned invasion drew near. Espaillat recalled, “He [Morgan] and Johnny Abbes [Trujillo’s chief of secret police] had long since thrown away their [code] dictionaries and talked to each other in the clear for hours on end. Morgan demanded immediate action. He talked endlessly, pleading, demanding, giving orders… in transmissions which could have been monitored in Helsinki, let alone Havana.”

Morgan shouted over an open radio to Generalissimo Trujillo, “Trinidad is ours! Don’t let us down! We need guns, supplies!” The taking of Trinidad was the designated signal for the start of Pedraza’s amphibious invasion of Cuba. But Pedraza and Trujillo’s confidence in Morgan had been shaken by his erratic behavior. Trujillo ordered two planes loaded with munitions to fly to Trinidad, but held back the rest of the invasion force.200

On August 13, Castro and a Cuban army unit watched from a nearby mangrove thicket as the first plane from the Dominican Republic landed and unloaded. When the second plane landed, Castro and the Cuban army unit rushed the planes and took the crews into custody. Cuban intelligence had been monitoring Menoyo and Morgan’s activities. The Cuban army G-2 (intelligence section) had become suspicious because of Morgan’s repeated trips to Miami. The G-2 had infiltrated the Pedraza network in Miami.201 Cuban intelligence took advantage of the collapse of the Pedraza plan to arrest counterrevolutionaries on the island, according to a despatch from the U.S. Embassy to the Department of State.

“One of Morgan’s subordinates is said to have gathered the entire leadership of the conspiracy at Morgan’s home on the night of August 7,” the embassy reported. “The house was then surrounded by revolutionary authorities and the leaders of the plot were all captured. Subsequently, a wave of arrests took place all over the island. By August 10, over 1,000 persons had been arrested, including 500 members of the Army, all of whom, however, were ex-soldiers of Batista’s army who had been integrated into the revolutionary forces.”202 With the implosion of the Pedraza invasion plan, Batista set up an operational headquarters in the United States.




In September 1959, Fulgencio Batista dispatched his wife, Marta, and his brother-in-law General Roberto Fernández Miranda to Florida with $2 million in hand. Señora Batista purchased the Biltmore Terrace Hotel on the Miami Beach strip as a front for a Batistiano headquarters to organize covert paramilitary attacks in Cuba.

The Biltmore Terrace Hotel operation was pure gangsterismo. Cuban gangster Alberto Ardura also had a financial stake in the Biltmore Terrace Hotel. Ardura, a close friend of Batista and General Fernández Miranda, was one of the owners of the Tropicana nightclub. Mafia gambler Norman Rothman was the manager of the Biltmore Terrace Hotel. Sam “Stretch” Rubin, Rothman’s Mafia colleague from Cuba, was the chief doorman.

As we have seen, Fernández Miranda and Ardura profited handsomely from the take from the slot machines in Mafia casinos in Cuba in the 1950s. Rothman worked under Ardura in the slot machine concession in Cuba. Colonel Orlando Piedra was another principal in the Biltmore Terrace group. Piedra had amassed great wealth from Mafia gaming establishments when he was head of the Bureau of Investigations of the Cuban National Police.

Cuban gangster Evaristo García, “a very close friend” of Batista tied to the Biltmore Terrace group and a partner with Santo Trafficante in several casinos and hotels in Havana, told the FBI that Batista passed $700,000 to Fernández Miranda to subsidize paramilitary operations against Cuba. Rothman distributed the funds to Cuban exile commando groups. He also made arrangements for exile groups to obtain guns and explosives.

FBI reports indicate that Rothman supplied dynamite to an unnamed Cuban exile group to blow up Cuban aircraft at the Miami International Airport in August 1959. He sold more than 100 pounds of dynamite to another Cuban exile group “to blow up the Revolución newspaper” in Havana. Rothman also assembled a private air force to carry out bombing missions in Cuba. North American mercenary pilots flying small airplanes set sugar-cane fields ablaze with incendiary bombs, and destroyed sugar mills with iron bombs in a campaign to destabilize the Cuban economy.203

According to the FBI, the Biltmore Terrace group hired a group of pilots to fly ten fire-bombing missions over Cuban sugar-cane fields, naming Paul Joseph Hughes, Matthew Duke, Roy Pinkston, Robert Ellis Frost, and Eduardo Whitehouse.204 At the request of the U.S. Embassy, the FBI investigated allegations in the Cuban press about a bombing raid on January 12, 1960. Havana charged that the plane, which bombed Cuban sugar-cane fields, took off from the United States. An FBI source reported that the Biltmore Terrace group was “flying men and munitions (including phosphorus to destroy Cuban sugar cane fields) from New Orleans and Mobile to Mexico.”

Among the CIA files on Rothman is a report on a trip he and Eduardo Whitehouse took to Mexico in December 1959. Rothman wanted to secure a “landing strip” in the Yucatán peninsula for “a base of operations.” The anti-Castro operation was to be led by Colonel Piedra and General Fernández Miranda.

In February 1960, the FBI discovered another link between the bombing raids in Cuba and the Biltmore Terrace group: “Inquiry indicated that subject [Roberto Fernández Miranda], Rothman and others associated with the Batista group were connected with the bombing mission over Cuba in February 1960, in which Robert Ellis Frost was killed.”205

FBI records also disclose that Rothman, Stretch Rubin, and Mafia arms dealer Joseph Merola purchased a B-26 aircraft for bombing missions in Cuba. Ricardo Madan Rivas and Eduardo Whitehouse, head of the Cuban Civil Aeronautics Administration under Batista, were also involved, along with Rothman, in the acquisition of small planes. Madan, described by the FBI as “a Prío man,” was a bridge between former President Carlos Prío and the Batistianos and Mafia gamblers. Madan served as treasurer for the Prío group in Florida after Prío was driven from power in 1952.206 In the meantime, Rothman collaborated with Rolando Masferrer Rojas, a man with a most sinister reputation. Rothman met with Masferrer at the Biltmore Terrace Hotel on August 23, 1959. They plotted vengeance for William Morgan’s “double cross” of the Batistiano plan to invade Cuba a few weeks earlier.

According to an FBI report, Rothman and Masferrer discussed a contract with “an American syndicate” to assassinate Morgan on behalf of Generalissimo Rafael Trujillo, who had put $500,000 on Morgan’s head. Rothman expected to get $100,000 for his role in the assassination. On October 24, 1959, Rothman had dinner with Masferrer at the Biltmore Terrace Hotel. Rothman told Masferrer that he was “in solid” with the Mannarino organized crime family in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. The gangster offered Masferrer financial assistance for sabotage operations in Cuba “in exchange for certain concessions” for the Mannarino family if Masferrer were “successful in toppling the government of Fidel Castro.” Rothman gave Masferrer $120,000. As we have seen, Rothman managed the Sans Souci nightclub and casino for the Mannarino family in the early 1950s.207

When Masferrer went into exile in the United States, Park Wollam, U.S. consul general in Santiago de Cuba, sounded a warning: Masferrer could become a political embarrassment for the Eisenhower Administration. A CIA memorandum reported that Masferrer was infamous for the use of his private army, known as the “Tigers,” to terrorize Batista’s civilian opponents. “Masferrer is considered here to typify the worst of the former [Batista] regime,” Wollam wrote from Foggy Bottom in January 1959. “The name ‘Masferrista’ connotes assassination, torture, and extortion, and many local people have been subject to shakedowns by alleged members of his private army.”208

A report for the Special Research Office at the American University in Washington, D. C., called Masferrer “one of the most hated men in Cuba.” Norman LaCharite writes, “In Oriente, Batista’s close friend and ally, Senator Rolando Masferrer, had a personal army of 2,000 men who wore army uniforms and rode in khaki-colored short-wave radio cars…. [T]his vigilante force known as the Socialist Revolutionary Movement, worked hand-in-hand with the [Cuban] army in suppressing disorders and eliminating revolutionaries.”

A CIA document stated, “Masferrer was accused by the Castro regime of having committed seventy murders and having absconded with 17 million dollars.”209 Meanwhile, U.S. Ambassador Philip Bonsal worried about diplomatic backlash from the Eisenhower Administration’s decision to allow 300 Batistianos to live in exile in the United States. In August 1959, in a telegram to Secretary of State Herter, Bonsal urged the administration to make the Batistianos “move on to some other country.”

Bonsal wrote, “One basic cause of the revolutionary leaders’ persistent hostility toward U.S. is asylum which they consider U.S. has voluntarily given to Cuba’s ‘war criminals,’ notably [Rolando] Masferrer, [Esteban] Laurent and [Conrado] Carratalá, ‘freedom’ in which they believe these individuals are permitted to carry on their counterrevolutionary activities in U.S.”210

Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Rubottom was also uneasy about the Eisenhower Administration’s hands-off policy toward the paramilitary operations of Cuban exile groups. He noted that Cuban exile groups in Florida were numerous and “well financed,” adding their activities have been “steadily increasing in recent months.” Rubottom urged the Administration to stop Cuban exile commando attacks in a memorandum to Herter in October 1959.211

But the Eisenhower Administration did little to clamp down on the Biltmore Terrace group’s paramilitary operations in Cuba, and local police were paid to look the other way. According to an FBI informant, “Rothman had various police officials and officers on his payroll.” Ultimately, however, President Eisenhower’s refusal to allow Batista to live or travel in the United States, or endorse Batista’s leadership of the Cuban counterrevolution in exile, put a crimp in the Batistiano strategy.

Batista had hoped the Biltmore Terrace group’s paramilitary operations would bolster his claim to leadership of the anti-Castro Cuban exile movement, but the exile community in the United States did not rally around him. The FBI report added, “Batista is disenchanted with the anti-Castro movement, the lack of backing by the United States for him, and for such a movement, and the way the United States and Cuban exiles are handling the problem of Castro.” Batista pulled the plug on the Biltmore Terrace operation.212 Nonetheless, Mafia arms merchants continued to be attracted to the turmoil in Cuba.




When Batista was Cuba’s leader, the Mafia provided him with specialized weapons not available through regular channels from the United States. Weapons dealers connected to the Mafia also sold arms to the July 26th Movement and other anti-Batista groups. Arms sales were the incentive at the heart of the quid pro quo the Mafia gamblers offered. The recipients of arms were required to support the Mafia’s ambition of reopening its casinos, hotels, and nightclubs in post-Castro Cuba. After the victory of the Cuban revolution, the gangsters sold arms to Cuban exile action groups in the United States for sabotage operations in Cuba.

The career of Joseph Merola opens a window on the world of Mafia arms merchants in Cuba. In 1956, Merola moved to Miami Beach from Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to look after Gabriel and Sam Mannarino’s gambling interests in Cuba. An FBI report stated, “He will work in Havana and will act as the Mannarino representative in order to see that they get a fair share of the proceeds from the slot machine business.” The Mannarino brothers shipped 2,000 slot machines to Cuba in 1957. A CIA memorandum reported that Merola cultivated a close relationship with Batista and General Roberto Fernández Miranda. Merola served as a “personal pilot” for both Batista and his brother-in-law.213 At the same time, however, Merola sold arms to anti-Batista guerrilla groups to hedge the gangsters’ bets on the future of Cuba.

An FBI report stated, “Mannarino began watching the activities of Fidel Castro and his July 26th Movement with a view toward gaining favor with him in the event the Rebellion was successful.” A CIA memorandum reported, “Merola… stated that he had actively engaged in gunrunning on behalf of Fidel Castro during the revolt against Batista.”214

For similar reasons, former President Carlos Prío also supplied the July 26th Movement and other anti-Batista rebels with arms and ammunition. Merola told the FBI that he was “in close and frequent contact” with Prío. According to FBI informants, an intermediary for Prío consulted with Merola about buying napalm in 1958. Merola also allowed Prío to use his boat to infiltrate anti-Batista rebels into Cuba.215 Prío did not hide his connections to the Mafia gamblers. He told the U.S. Embassy “he learned that the people whom it was necessary to hire for these [arms] smuggling operations—[were] the gangsters…”

In exile in Miami, Prío established a discreet relationship with Norman Rothman. A June 22, 1953, FBI report stated, “[Rothman] made an appointment to see Prío at his home under rather confidential circumstances.” The Bureau received numerous reports of Rothman’s “arms purchases on behalf of Prío.” Most of the weapons Robert KcKeown delivered to Cuba for Carlos Prío were purchased from the Mafia.216

According to FBI records, the Mafia also turned to crime to obtain weapons for Cuba. In October 1958, the Mannarino family broke into a National Guard armory in Ohio to get “arms and ammunition for the rebellion in Cuba.” Merola and Rothman were indicted for the theft of $25,000 worth of weapons from the National Guard armory in Canton, Ohio. The 317 stolen weapons included M-1 rifles, submachine guns and two .50 caliber Browning machine guns. They were also charged with arranging the transport of the weapons from western Pennsylvania to Florida and then on to Cuba.217

Rothman was also indicted for a Mafia bank robbery in Canada related to an arms-for-Cuba scheme. Bank robbers stripped clean the vaults of the Trust and Savings Company of Brockville, Ontario in May 1958, taking $13.5 million in bonds and other valuables. According to a CIA memorandum, Rothman was charged for his role in “disposing of the loot of securities, gems and cash in a labyrinthine international conspiracy…”

The CIA memorandum reported, “The robbery was touched off when the Canadian branch of the Mafia received a hurry-up order from the Caribbean for arms. The Canadian Mafia did not have the money to buy arms, but it knew how to get hands on the contents of the Brockville, Ontario bank. It called upon the U.S. Mafia for assistance, and it was then that Rothman entered the picture…”

Guiseppe Cotroni and Rene Robert were also indicted in the Canadian bank robbery. Cotroni, a French Corsican, was Canada’s biggest heroin trafficker.218 A year earlier, Mafia arms shipments to Cuba were on the agenda of a historic meeting of Mafia leaders in Apalachin, New York in 1957.

According to a confidential FBI source, “[T]he Apalachin meeting had been called for the purpose of each member contributing $10,000 to a fund which was to be used in backing Fidel Castro….” An FBI report stated, “In return for this support, they would obtain the concession for gambling in Cuba.” Santo Trafficante attended the meeting in Apalachin.219 Frank Fiorini also smuggled arms to Cuba for the July 26th Movement in the Sierra Maestra as a means by which to gather intelligence on the Fidelistas for Carlos Prío.




When Virginia Beach nightclub owner Frank Fiorini arrived in Cuba, he was on a mission for former President Carlos Prío. Prío told Fiorini, “Go to Cuba, join Castro’s army and let me know what he’s doing.” Fiorini met Prío through his uncle’s Cuban wife, who worked for Prío in Miami. In 1957, Fiorini traveled to the Sierra Maestra mountains, where he met Fidel Castro and volunteered his services. He served as a courier for the July 26th Movement, carrying messages between the guerrillas in the Sierra Maestra and the underground in Havana and Santiago de Cuba. He also organized arms shipments to the Sierra Maestra.

In the mid-1970s, Fiorini testified about his Cuba-related gun running to Vice President Nelson Rockefeller’s Commission on CIA Activities within the United States. By the time he testified, Fiorini had gained notoriety, using the name “Frank Sturgis,” as one of President Richard Nixon’s “Watergate burglars.” “In order for me to get very close with Fidel personally, I went to a great risk in buying guns and equipment and smuggling guns and equipment to Cuba,” Fiorini testified.220

The Eisenhower Administration was aware of arms sales related to Cuba. According to a Department of State memorandum, an unnamed company in the Washington, D.C. area informed the U.S. Munitions Control of an August 1957 sale of weapons “to Cuban exiles,” who loaded 500 machine guns, twenty-five bazookas, and Italian rifles into a trailer. U.S. law enforcement officers followed the trailer to Florida, where they seized the arsenal. The memorandum added that Carlos Prío was likely “involved” in the arms deal.221

Fiorini told the Rockefeller Commission that he had set up “an elaborate system” to ship weapons from the United States to Cuba. He arranged for arms and ammunition to be delivered to the Sierra Maestra by air and automobiles brought into Cuba from the United States on the ferry from Key West, Florida.222 In late 1958 and early 1959, Fiorini provided intelligence to U.S. officials in Cuba on the July 26th Movement.223

A CIA cable reported on a meeting between Fiorini and a CIA officer in Cuba in January 1959. Fiorini volunteered to “cooperate 100 percent supplying info.” The cable noted, “Frank Fiorini… claims he has confidence friendship Fidel Castro and other top commanders. Personal friendship Pedro Díaz Lanz chief Rebel air force.” The cable recommended developing Fiorini as a potential asset: “Known background is subject [Fiorini] made several trips to sierras…. Possible he may lose value to Rebels but believe worthwhile KUBARK [CIA] endorse his staying on.” The message added, “C/S comment: *Stated would try develop Fiorini.”224

Fiorini told the Rockefeller Commission that he made contact with leading Mafia gamblers when he arrived in Havana from Santiago de Cuba. Fiorini’s new friend Samuel “Stretch” Rubin introduced him to the North American gangsters. Rubin took Fiorini around Havana to meet Santo Trafficante, Jake Lansky, Joe Rivers, Charles “The Blade” Tourine, and two of the Cuban owners of the Tropicana nightclub, Martin and Pedro Fox.

Stretch Rubin was indebted to Fiorini. Rubin, who collected the take from slot machines in Santiago de Cuba for Norman Rothman, was taken into custody by the July 26th Movement in early January 1959. Fiorini intervened on Rubin’s behalf and convinced the guerrillas to release him. According to the Legal Attaché in the U.S. Embassy in Havana, Rubin was also an associate of Trafficante.

Fiorini also looked up Juan Orta y Cordova in Havana. Orta, whom Fiorini called “a friend,” was director of Fidel Castro’s executive office. Orta was a member of the July 26th Movement in Florida and a trusted aide of Carlos Prío. As an aide for Prío, Orta got to know the Mafia gamblers, when he was responsible for dispersing money for arms and ammunition to anti-Batista rebel groups.225

As Fiorini was leaving Santiago de Cuba, he was given the names of two men to look up in Havana: “Colonel Nichols” and “Major Van Horn.” Erickson Nichols and Robert Van Horn were air force attaché and assistant air attaché at the U.S. Embassy.226

Fiorini told the Rockefeller Commission that he met with Colonel Nichols “quite a number of times” at the U.S. Embassy. At their first meeting, Fiorini agreed to supply intelligence on the Cuban revolution. Nichols encouraged Fiorini to get “in a good position” to gain access to intelligence in the Cuban air force.227 Shortly thereafter, Air Force Chief Pedro Díaz Lanz appointed Fiorini head of security and intelligence of the Cuban air force, and supervisor of training for the Military Police. Díaz Lanz and Fiorini became friends through their work in the July 26th Movement arms-procurement network. Díaz Lanz earned a reputation as a brave and skilled pilot flying small planes loaded with guns and ammunition to the Fidelistas in the Sierra Maestra. Both Fiorini and Díaz Lanz had joined the arms network as agents of Carlos Prío.228

In March 1959, Fiorini traveled to FBI headquarters in Washington. Fiorini volunteered to furnish “information concerning the growth of Communism in Cuba as well as revolutionary plans which were being made to overthrow Caribbean countries.”229

When Fiorini returned to Havana, he continued to meet with Colonel Nichols at the U.S. Embassy. Fiorini told the Rockefeller Commission, “Colonel Nichols was very interested in the Communist infiltration into the military forces.” Fiorini also kept Nichols informed about his meetings with senior military officers in the Cuban air force critical of Castro’s leadership. The anti-Castro group included Pedro Díaz Lanz, his brother Marco Díaz Lanz, Inspector General of the Cuban air force, and Comandante Ricardo Lorie.

Fiorini also shared with Nichols two scenarios for the assassination of Fidel Castro under discussion by the Díaz Lanz group. Fiorini recalled, “There was a lot of talk about assassination.”230 Fiorini testified about a “black bag job” he did at the Cuban army headquarters. “I broke into the chief of the army’s headquarters,” Fiorini stated, referring to the office of Army Chief Camilo Cienfuegos. “I broke into their files, and I did photograph and steal documents.” He turned the stolen documents over to Colonel Nichols.231

The Díaz Lanz group’s plotting against Castro did not go unnoticed by the Cuban G-2. In June 1959, the Díaz Lanz brothers and twenty-three other senior officers were cashiered from the Cuban air force with dishonor. In July, Pedro Díaz Lanz fled Cuba on a chartered sailboat to Florida, where Fiorini met him. A few days later Díaz Lanz was the star witness at a hearing on Capitol Hill.232




On July 10, 1959, Pedro Díaz Lanz, the former chief of the Cuban air force, appeared as the sole witness at a special closed-door session of the Senate Internal Security Subcommittee on “The Communist Threat to the United States through the Caribbean.” Díaz Lanz put the growing confrontation between the United States and Cuba in a stark, but exaggerated, Cold War framework. He condemned the Cuban revolution for turning Cuba into “a beachhead of communism in the Caribbean.” Vice Chair Thomas Dodd, a Democrat from Connecticut, called Díaz Lanz’s secret testimony “shocking.” Dodd promptly leaked Díaz Lanz’s remarks to the Washington press corps. When Díaz Lanz appeared before the panel four days later in an open session, he repeated his previous testimony, declaring that the Cuban revolution had become “a tool of Russia.”233 Díaz Lanz’s testimony inspired others in Washington foreign policy circles to make the case that Cuba was a dangerous new front in the Cold War.

Three days later, Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Burke declared that Communists were “using” Castro. Burke warned that the “danger” of a communist takeover of Cuba was “great” in a seminar on U.S. strategy at Fort McNair, a mile south of the Capitol on the banks of the Washington Channel. Inside the Eisenhower Administration, Ambassadors Robert Hill (Mexico) and Whiting Willauer (Costa Rica) were advocates of a tougher policy toward Cuba. Hill and Willauer considered Castro a surrogate for the Soviet Union and a threat to Latin America.234

The CIA handled Díaz Lanz at arm’s length, but kept him away from the Washington press corps. Díaz Lanz was portrayed as an “anti-communist” freedom fighter. His plotting with senior officers of the Cuban air force and Frank Fiorini to assassinate Castro remained a well-kept secret.235 The wisdom of the CIA’s decision to keep Díaz Lanz under wraps was proven a few months later, when he fully embraced gangsterismo. In October 1959, Díaz Lanz sent Fiorini to the Dominican Republic to negotiate with Batista’s top commander General José Eleuterio Pedraza. According to a CIA index card on Fiorini, Díaz Lanz wanted arms and financial support from the Batistianos to organize an anti-Castro guerrilla force of 200. To curry favor with the Batistianos, Díaz Lanz enlisted the support of Roberto “Chiri” Mendoza. Pedraza, however, was not impressed with Díaz Lanz, whom he dismissed as “a little boy playing a man’s game.”236

The CIA also wanted to keep Pedro’s brother Marcos Díaz Lanz under wraps. In October 1953, Marcos had been indicted in the United States for running guns to Cuba for Carlos Prío, in violation of U.S. neutrality laws. According to FBI records, Marcos and his sister Yolanda, a “personal friend” of Prío, were part of an arms-trafficking scheme which involved Q Airlines, a Cuban airline with a popular Havana to Miami route, where Yolanda worked as a stewardess.

The CIA also wanted to keep secret the Agency’s role in Marcos Díaz Lanz’s exfiltration.237 CIA asset Bernard “Macho” Barker, a Cuban-American who grew up in Havana and had “encyclopedic knowledge” of Cuban contacts, was the Agency’s liaison with the Díaz Lanz group in the Cuban air force in 1959. CIA records reveal that the Agency used Barker as a source on “communist penetration and control in the Cuban government and military forces.” Barker also had an insider’s knowledge of gangsterismo, having served in the Bureau of Investigations of the Cuban National Police at the behest of the CIA in the Batista era.238 A CIA document noted, “[Barker] organized a group to infiltrate the Cuban government.” A House Select Committee on Assassinations biographical sketch of Barker, drawn from CIA files, indicates that he played a role in the exfiltration of Marcos Díaz Lanz to the United States.

Meanwhile, in Washington, U.S. policy in Cuba was being rebranded. Cold War rhetoric would increasingly obscure the origins of the confrontation between the United States and the Cuban revolution, which evolved out of Cuba’s turbulent history and the U.S. role on the island since 1898.





CHAPTER 6: 
“CASTRO MUST GO”

In the words of Assistant Secretary of State for Interamerican Affairs Rubottom, the “honeymoon phase” of U.S. policy in Cuba came to an end in mid-1959. With the passage of Cuba’s Agrarian Reform Act, a new consensus toward the Cuban revolution began to take shape in Washington. The Eisenhower Administration’s attitude hardened as policymakers considered the implications of the nationalization of properties of large U.S. land owners in Cuba.239

In May 1959, the Agrarian Reform Act mandated the creation of the Instituto Nacional de Reforma Agraria (INRA) (National Institute of Agricultural Reform) to implement land reform. In a few months, INRA would expropriate land holdings of 1,000 acres or more, and distribute land to landless guajiros (peasant farmers) in 67-acre plots or state farming cooperatives. The Cuban revolution, like the Cuban Liberation Army in the 1890s, wanted to break the domination of the Cuban economy by sugar plantations by breaking up large plots of land.

U.S. owners of large cattle ranches and sugar plantations were on the brink of losing their properties to INRA. About half of the $900 million in U.S. direct investments in Cuba was in agriculture.240

The Eisenhower Administration vigorously protested Cuba’s Agrarian Reform Act. The administration rejected INRA’s formula for the compensation of landowners, which offered twenty-year bonds for the land value paying 4 1/2 percent interest annually. Compensation was calculated on the land valuation declared for tax purposes, which property owners had purposely undervalued.

Washington demanded full and “prompt” compensation for land nationalized under the Agrarian Reform Act. The Cuban compensation plan was rejected as insufficient, although the plan was not out of line with other land reform programs in the post-World War II era.241

In effect, however, the Agrarian Reform Act was a Cuban declaration of independence from the U.S. neocolonial order that had been imposed on the island since 1898. Cuba would not be free to chart an independent course until the grip of large U.S. property owners on the Cuban economy was broken. But to break up the large cattle ranches and sugar plantations and redistribute the land would also risk U.S. intervention in Cuba.

Castro expected the United States would retaliate. As we have seen, the United States urged Batista to overthrow President Ramón Grau San Martín’s Provisional Revolutionary Government when his more modest reforms breached the bounds of Cuba’s limited sovereignty and infringed on U.S. economic interests. But Castro rejected half-measures. As he declared in Santiago de Cuba, “This time the revolution will not be thwarted.”242

President Eisenhower and his foreign-policy aides worried about the political impact of the Cuban revolution in the rest of Latin America. Would Cuba be the match that ignited a region characterized by deep poverty and injustice, ruled by repressive military juntas or autocratic oligarchic regimes? Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Allen Dulles thought so.

“Castro considers himself the man on horseback, destined not only to liberate Cuba but to liberate all the other dictatorships in Latin America, including Puerto Rico,” Dulles wrote in an intelligence briefing of the National Security Council (NSC) on February 12, 1959. He said that Cuba was the “most worrisome” problem facing the United States in the Western Hemisphere.

In early 1959, Havana became a magnet for revolutionaries from Latin America.243 On January 27, 1959 Che Guevara appeared to suggest Cuba was a model for revolution when he encouraged Latin American revolutionaries to learn from the Cuban experience: “The example of our revolution and the lessons it implies for Latin America has demonstrated that a small group of men supported by the people and without the fear of dying were it necessary, can overcome a disciplined regular army and defeat it.”

U.S. intelligence reported that Cuba was providing aid, arms, and training for exiles from around the Caribbean in early 1959. According to Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) 80/1-59, “[T]he Castro regime became the prime mover behind a rash of unsuccessful invasion attempts against Panama, Haiti, the Dominican Republic, and provided support for rebel incursions into Nicaragua.”

Within a few months, however, Havana withdrew its support for Latin American exile groups. In April 1959, Guevara declared on Cuban television, “We are exporters of the revolutionary idea, but we do not try to be exporters of revolution.” He asserted, “The revolution will be fought by the people in the place where the [repressive] government presides, with the people who must suffer that government.”

SNIE 80/1-59 reflected the Eisenhower Administration’s skepticism about Havana’s apparent change of heart. “Castro’s early policy of supporting and even sponsoring movements aimed at overthrowing other authoritarian or oligarchic regimes in the Caribbean suffered setbacks, and it now operates only on a spasmodic basis,” the SNIE stated. “The possibility remains that Castro may at any time revive and even step up-up his earlier policy of actively encouraging revolutionary invasions against Caribbean dictatorships.”

The Eisenhower Administration would treat Cuba as a security threat in Latin America whether it actively encouraged revolution elsewhere or not. The administration’s Cold War mindset would cause it to misread the revolutionary nationalist political process unfolding in Cuba.244




In a Department of State meeting with the Joint Chiefs of Staff in June 1959, Assistant Secretary Rubottom asserted, “Since the [July 26th Movement’s] landing in Cuba [in December 1956] the Department has tried unsuccessfully to pin a definite label on Castro to take stronger action against him.” He said the administration would have acted differently, if it had believed that the July 26th Movement was “Communist inspired.”245

Anticommunism was the cornerstone of Secretary of State John Foster Dulles’ Cold War diplomacy. His policy in Latin America was a regional component of a global policy designed to isolate and contain the Soviet Union. According to Dulles, international communism, not indigenous radical movements, was the source of political instability in Latin America. Dulles, who had little experience in the region, dismissed the Latin American left as illegitimate, charging it was controlled by the Soviet Union.246

In Cuba, however, radical Cuban nationalists, not a communist party tied to Moscow, led the revolution. U.S. intelligence had been unable to find links between the July 26th Movement and the Partido Socialista Popular (PSP) before the revolution, because the two groups did not work together. In fact, they were at odds with each other over political strategy. The July 26th Movement was committed to building a revolution through direct confrontation with the Batista dictatorship. The Cuban communist party followed a “peaceful road” strategy of organizing anti-Batista “united fronts” and supporting strikes by Cuban trade unions.

Carlos Franqui, editor of the July 26th Movement newspaper Revolución and a former member of the Cuban communist party, spoke from experience when he described the political differences between the Fidelistas and the PSP in the 1950s. “The Communists do not believe in insurrection,” Franqui wrote. “They criticize sabotage and guerrilla tactics. They say we are playing the game of regime terrorists. They say the 26th Movement is putschist, adventurist, and petit bourgeois. They cling to their hypothetical mobilization of the ‘masses’ and their classic ‘unity, unity.’”247

Interestingly, both Che Guevara and the U.S. intelligence community described Castro and his July 26th Movement barbudos as radical Cuban nationalists—not communists—when the revolution triumphed in January 1959. “Fidel isn’t a Communist,” Guevara told an Argentine journalist in the Sierra Maestra a year earlier. “Politically Fidel and his movement can be said to be ‘revolutionary nationalists.’” In December 1959, Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) 80/1-59 had concluded that the politics of the Cuban revolution were “radical nationalist.”

But a relationship between Castro and the PSP did begin to develop after the July 26th Movement guerrillas turned back the Cuban army’s May 1958 offensive. In July 1958, the PSP’s Carlos Rafael Rodríguez traveled secretly to the Sierra Maestra to meet with Castro. When he arrived, he found Castro searching for solutions to the immense problems his small army would face upon assuming power. One of Castro’s biggest worries was whether the July 26th Movement guerrillas, mostly poorly educated guajiros, would have the skills necessary to manage the new government. Training and educating Cuban soldiers was an essential part of that transformation, a task Castro believed the PSP could help him achieve. Castro insisted that the PSP accept him as the leader of the Cuban revolution, and Rodríguez agreed.248 And in early 1959, Communists began to appear as instructors in the Cuban army, according to the agreement worked out between Castro and Rodríguez.249

The U.S. intelligence community reported the presence of Cuban Communists in the revolutionary regime. But SNIE 80/1-59 noted that PSP political influence was limited: “[W]e do not believe that during this period the Communists will be able to force Fidel Castro to adopt policies to which he is opposed.” Furthermore, SNIE 80/1-59 acknowledged that the Soviet Union paid little propaganda attention to Cuba throughout 1959.250 The Kremlin, based on the PSP’s assessment, was skeptical of the revolutionary credentials of the Fidelistas.

By mid-1959, however, it no longer mattered to the Eisenhower Administration whether Castro was a radical Cuban nationalist or a Communist. The Administration had concluded that the Cuban revolution was a threat to U.S. interests in Cuba and elsewhere, and decided to overthrow it. In June 1959, the Department of State and the Joint Chiefs of Staff decided that the time had come “to take definitive action.” Assistant Secretary of State Rubottom told the NSC that Foggy Bottom had begun working with the CIA “to accelerate the development of an opposition in Cuba which would bring about a change in the Cuban Government, resulting in a new government favorable to U.S. interests.”251




On October 26, 1959, Fidel Castro stepped onto the balcony of the Palacio Presidencial with a rifle in one hand and a cigar in the other. The huge crowd applauded wildly for ten minutes before he could say a word. “We are gathered here, because when a nation sees its territory being attacked during peace time from foreign bases, the only thing the nation can do is to mobilize itself in defense of the revolution,” Castro thundered, jabbing his fingers toward the sky. He was referring to the campaign of air attacks initiated by Batistianos and the Mafia gamblers from the Biltmore Terrace Hotel in Miami Beach in October 1959. “The world must know that Cubans will die fighting against any internal or foreign enemies.”

“Why are we being attacked?” Castro asked. “Both the aggression from foreign territory and domestic treason have one explanation… We have promulgated revolutionary laws that damage national and foreign interests… That is why they attack us. That is why they call us communists. That is why they conjure up all possible pretexts to justify attacking our country.” He called U.S. officials “accomplices” of the mercenaries paid “to sow terror among our people.” Relations between the United States and Cuba went from bad to worse.




On October 27, U.S. Ambassador Philip Bonsal delivered a strongly worded statement to President Osvaldo Dorticós. Bonsal blamed Castro for the rapid deterioration of diplomatic relations between the United States and Cuba.252 In Washington, President Eisenhower dismissed Castro’s charge of U.S. “complicity” with “terror” flights over Cuba in a news conference on October 28. “Here is a country that you would believe, on the basis of our history, would be one of our real friends,” Eisenhower said. “The whole history of our… intervention in 1898, our making and helping set up Cuban independence… it is a puzzling matter to figure out just exactly why the Cubans would now be so unhappy when after all, their principal market [for sugar exports] is right here.”253

Meanwhile, there was “a period of clarification” of U.S. policy in Cuba in late October, according to Assistant Secretary Rubottom. The Eisenhower Administration brushed the dust off the plan worked out by the CIA and the Department of State to topple the Cuban revolution in June, which had been put on hold.

Rubottom recalled, “On October 31, in agreement with the CIA, the Department had recommended to the President approval of a program… [which] authorized us to support elements in Cuba opposed to the Cuban Government, while making Castro’s downfall seem to be the result of his own mistakes.” On November 5, 1959, President Eisenhower approved the secret CIA–Department of State plan to topple the Cuban revolution.254

Secretary of State Herter wrote that the decision to overthrow the Cuban revolution was so highly sensitive it was “prepared and forwarded to the President outside of NSC channels.” He stated, “In view of the special sensitivity of Latin America to United States ‘intervention,’ I would propose that the existence and substance of this current policy statement be held on a very strict need-to-know basis.”255

An in-house CIA history traced the origins of the Eisenhower Administration’s decision to overthrow the Cuban revolution to “pressures” from U.S. economic interests in Cuba. CIA historian Jack Pfeiffer wrote, “As Castro’s threats became more serious, and as increasing pressures were put on legitimate economic interests of the United States government in Cuba, pressures within the United States government led to a decision that Castro must go.” The United States would revert to the interventionist powers it exercised under the Platt Amendment in the past.256

In October 1959, William Pawley, a businessman with close ties to the CIA, began a series of meetings with Cubans plotting against the revolution. The CIA installed a covert device in Pawley’s office in Miami to record his meetings. According to an October 20, 1959, CIA memorandum, Pawley met with a representative of wealthy anti-Castro Cubans who were planning to “sabotage… the coming sugar harvest.”

Pawley had met with Batista in December 1958 in an unsuccessful effort to persuade him to resign, as we have seen. An October 7, 1959 CIA memorandum noted Pawley’s past “cooperation with this Agency,” pointing out he was a friend of Allen Dulles and Western Hemisphere Division Chief J. C. King.

Pawley, whose goal was to organize a unified Cuban armed force to topple the Cuban revolution, kept the Administration informed about his meetings with Cuban dissidents. After a meeting with Cubans in Washington, he met with Dulles and Vice President Richard Nixon.257 Meanwhile, the United States recruited Cuban opposition figures, associated with the Partido Revolucionario Cubano-Auténtico, for covert political action operations. A memorandum on a joint Department of State–Joint Chiefs of Staff meeting stated, “Certain operational plans were put into effect… in support of those [Cuban opposition figures] who might one day take over.”

The CIA provided secret support for the Montecristi group, which was backed by wealthy anti-Batista businessmen and professionals including Justo Carrillo, who had been president of the Agricultural and Industrial Bank of Cuba under Prío and held a similar post in the Cuban revolution. Carrillo was allied with Colonel Ramón Barquín, who had been jailed by Batista for leading an unsuccessful revolt in the Cuban army in 1956. Major Enrique Borbonnet, imprisoned with Barquín on the Isle of Pines, was also associated with the Montecristis.258

The CIA backed Carrillo and Barquín in a covert operation to block Castro’s rise to power in late 1958. That operation failed, and the United States began to broaden its search for Cubans with whom to work to overthrow the Cuban revolution.




In late 1959, CIA and U.S. Embassy officers met clandestinely with Cuban opposition figures and political dissidents, including members of Castro’s Cabinet. The assessment of the Cuban opposition was not encouraging. Under normal circumstances, the United States might have turned to Carlos Prío, a democratically elected president, who had been forced out of office by Batista in 1952. But Prío personified gangsterismo. The CIA evaluation was blunt: “Carlos Prío would be a great man if he had morals. His weakness of character leads him to a tolerance which does not cease even before gangsterism. His economic ambition causes him to cultivate all forms of robbery and petty thievery.”259

Washington was also aware of reports linking Prío and his brother Senator Francisco “Paco” Prío to cocaine trafficking when Carlos was prime minister and later president of Cuba in the 1940s, as we have seen. In the meantime, the Eisenhower Administration paid special attention to Manuel Antonio Varona, who assumed leadership of the Auténtico Party in Cuba after President Prío went into exile in 1952. A CIA cable to Agency headquarters reported that Prío funneled regular payments to Varona from an Auténtico fund Prío took with him into exile in the United States.

Varona was already a CIA asset. He was also a skilled practitioner of the politics of gangsterismo. According to a June 1960 CIA memorandum, a factor in Varona’s favor was that he was “a proven anti-communist.” He shut down two Cuban communist party publications—Hoy and América Deportiva—when he was acting Minister of Labor for eight days in 1950.260

Meanwhile, the U.S. Embassy favored another possible counter-revolutionary ally: the “National Bank Group,” including Finance Minister Rufo López-Fresquet, Justo Carrillo, and Felipe Pazos, the highly regarded president of the National Bank of Cuba. But they failed to develop as a countervailing political bloc within the Cuban revolution. Bonsal noted in a November 1959 telegram to Secretary of State Herter, “Contrary to our earlier hopes—moderating forces (National Bank Group especially) have for present at least lost out in contest for influence over Castro.”261 When Cuban opposition figures did challenge Castro in October 1959, however, they failed to inspire popular support, exposing the weakness of the counterrevolution.




On October 19, 1959, Comandante Huber Matos submitted his letter of resignation to Fidel Castro. Matos, commander of the Cuban army in Camaguey, had joined forces with large landowners in the province to oppose the implementation of the Agrarian Reform Act. In his letter of resignation, Matos stressed the “Communist problem.” He also objected to the recent appointment of Raúl Castro as minister of the revolutionary armed forces and the presence of leftists like Guevara and Antonio Núñez Jiménez at the National Institute of Agricultural Reform (INRA). When Matos informed the officers under his command of his resignation, fourteen of them said they, too, would resign.

Castro was alerted to what was afoot, and together with a security force arrived in Camaguey and took Matos and forty of his officers into custody on October 20. Tried in December 1959, with both Fidel and Raúl Castro on the prosecution team, Matos was convicted of taking part in counterrevolutionary activities and sentenced to twenty years in prison. Twenty-one of his officers were also sentenced to jail terms ranging from two to seven years.262

Finance Minister Rufo López-Fresquet, who later defected to the United States, confided to the U.S. Embassy that Matos’s “chief fault was an excess of ambition which led him to steal a march on other conspirators by single-handedly attempting to precipitate a showdown with the Communist elements, without using good judgment with regard to timing.”263 Cuban army officers in Camaguey alleged that he met with Pedro Díaz Lanz and other officials secretly plotting against the revolution.264 Matos got to know Pedro Díaz Lanz when he accompanied him on an arms flight to the Sierra Maestra for the July 26th Movement in April 1958.265

In testimony to the Rockefeller Commission, Frank Fiorini confirmed that Matos did, indeed, meet with the Díaz Lanz group in the Cuban air force and discussed “Communist infiltration into the military forces.” Fiorini said he reported this to Colonel Nichols, who “was very interested.”266

Cuban prosecutors introduced evidence that Matos had met with former Minister of Agriculture Humberto Sori Marin, U.S. Embassy First Secretary Edward C. Wilson, and Manuel Artime in September 1959. Sori Marin, author of an earlier more moderate July 26th Movement agrarian plan written in the Sierra Maestra in 1958, had resigned after the agrarian reform law took effect in May 1959.267 Four of the disaffected Cuban officials with whom Matos met in 1959—Manuel Artime, Pedro Díaz Lanz, Manuel Ray, and Humberto Sori Marin—later became operational assets of the CIA.268




Just a few days after Matos’s resignation, Manuel Artime joined the fray with his October 22 “open letter” to Castro, which accused him of giving in to “international communism.” Artime had been plotting against the revolution since he started to work for Minister of Agriculture Humberto Sori Marin in March 1959. Artime, who had studied to become a psychiatrist, was a latecomer to the Cuban revolution. He joined the July 26th Movement in December 1958 a few days before Batista and his inner circle fled into exile.269 The son of a wealthy sugar farmer, he had been laying the political groundwork for the founding of the Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionario (MRR) (Movement of Revolutionary Recovery), an armed counterrevolutionary group inside Cuba, backed by large landowners and members of the Agrupación Católica Universitaria (ACU) (Catholic University Group). He had procured weapons for planned MRR uprisings in Oriente province. A CIA evaluation predicted, “He will be a leading figure after the overthrow of the Castro regime and for many years.”

But Artime did not remain in Cuba to confront Castro. He was exfiltrated by the CIA to the United States, where he was expected to play a leading role in the Cuban counterrevolution. Artime’s flight into exile marked the leading edge of a mass migration of Cuban counterrevolutionaries to the United States.

The first wave of Cubans to go into exile were the Batistianos and wealthy conservative Cuban elite in 1959. They were followed by the Auténticos and middle-class professionals in 1960. Between 1960 and 1962, 195,000 Cubans left the island. Many thought their exile would be brief, believing the United States would remove Castro from power, as it replaced President Ramón Grau San Martín’s Provisional Revolutionary Government in 1934.

In 1960, the CIA shifted its focus from providing support for the counterrevolution in Cuba to organizing a network of Cuban exile action groups in the United States. Before the end of the year, Cuban exile action groups would begin launching hit-and-run commando raids on targets in Cuba from bases in the United States.

But this tactic created a political backlash in Cuba against the counterrevolution. Castro channeled Cubans’ anger at the raids into popular support for the revolution. He denounced the exile paramilitary groups as illegitimate instruments of the Batistianos and the United States, which had historically opposed Cuban independence and pursued their own narrow interests. The Cuban revolution closed ranks. Manuel Ray was removed as minister of public works. Guevara replaced Felipe Pazos as president of the Cuban National Bank. Osvaldo Dorticós replaced Manuel Urrutia as Cuba’s president. Dorticós, an attorney from a prominent family in Cienfuegos, had ties to the Cuban communist party in the past.

In 1960, political space narrowed further as Cuban exile commando attacks in Cuba escalated. Newspapers critical of the revolution were shut down, including the Diario de la Marina, El Mundo, and Prensa Latina. The revolution took over the CMQ television station.270

Ambassador Bonsal found himself without allies in the Cuban political establishment. Bonsal wrote, “When I arrived in Havana in February 1959, I shared a widespread belief that the Cuban establishment, including the politicians who had opposed Batista… had a major role to play.” Bonsal added, “This establishment would, I thought, confine the new government and the leaders from the Sierra Maestra, including Castro, within the democratic patterns of behavior.” Bonsal concluded, however, “[T]he establishment not only did not provide leadership, it proved lacking even in that capacity for self-defense essential to survival.”

With the collapse of the Cuban political establishment, the United States lost its neocolonial leverage. As historian Jules Benjamin puts it: “Quite simply, there was no longer anyone with whom the diplomats could hope to influence. The policy of employing internal allies to protect U.S. interests, designed laboriously in the Good Neighbor years, found itself bankrupt.”271 In the absence of an effective opposition on the island, the assassination of Fidel Castro was an appealing option to Cuban counterrevolutionaries and the CIA.




When Look magazine editor William Attwood arrived in Cuba to interview Castro in July 1959, he was struck by how openly Castro’s assassination was discussed. “Assassination was in the air,” Attwood recalled. “I was told quite flatly by Julio Lobo… that Castro would not live out the year, there was a contract on him.” Attwood attended a party, with CIA officers in attendance, where guests talked “quite openly about assassinating Castro.” Lobo, one of the richest men in Cuba, owned a dozen large sugar mills.272

In late 1959, as the Eisenhower Administration pressed ahead with its covert plan to topple the Cuban revolution, the CIA considered the assassination of Fidel Castro. Colonel John Caldwell King, chief of the CIA’s Western Hemisphere Division, believed that the Cuban revolution posed a threat to U.S. business interests in Latin America. He wrote in a December 11, 1959 memorandum to DCI Allen Dulles, “None of those close to Fidel, such as his brother Raúl or his companion Che Guevara, have the same mesmeric appeal to the masses. Many informed people believe that the disappearance of Fidel would greatly accelerate the fall of the present government.”

“A dictatorship of the far left is now established [in Cuba],” King noted. “It is not only unfriendly to the United States in oral criticism, but has taken action against American properties, both industrial and agricultural, which if permitted to stand will encourage similar actions against U.S. holdings in other Latin American countries.” Both Dulles and CIA Deputy Director for Plans Richard Bissell indicated their support for the assassination plan by signing the memorandum.273

According to CIA General Counsel Lawrence Houston, the Agency took preliminary steps to assassinate Fidel Castro. “I have heard of the delivery of a sniper’s rifle to the embassy in Havana [in late 1959], which may have been intended for some sort of assassination attempt,” Houston testified to Senator Frank Church’s Senate Select Committee.274

In testimony to the Church Committee, Air Force Colonel L. Fletcher Prouty disclosed that the CIA flew two Cuban exiles, armed with high-powered rifles with telescopic sights, to Cuba on a mission to kill Castro in late 1959 or early 1960. Prouty recalled he was given orders by the CIA “to set up an airplane to take two men into Cuba, and they were going to assassinate Castro” from a building along a street on which Castro traveled on the way to his office in Havana.275 Prouty said the two assassins were arrested on their way to Havana by Cuban authorities.

In early 1960, President Eisenhower and his aides developed a more comprehensive covert plan to overthrow the Cuban revolution.





CHAPTER 7: 
U.S. AND USSR SQUARE OFF OVER CUBA

“Now boys, if you don’t intend to go through with this, let’s stop talking about it,” President Eisenhower told a small group of aides at a meeting in the Oval Office over highballs in January 1960. Eisenhower thought the covert actions they had proposed for Cuba were too limited to accomplish the objective.

CIA Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Bissell recalled, “On January 13, 1960, a formal decision was made at a meeting of the Special Group that Castro’s regime must be overthrown.” The Directorate of Plans was the CIA’s clandestine service, and the Special Group was a subcommittee of the National Security Council (NSC), which supervised U.S. intelligence operations.276

Dulles told the Special Group, “[W]e do not have in mind a quick elimination of Castro, but rather actions designed to enable responsible opposition leaders to get a foothold.” Eisenhower pushed his national security aides to take bolder measures than the joint CIA–Department of State plan that he approved in November 1959.277

In February, Dulles returned to the Oval Office to brief Eisenhower on the new plan. He brought with him photographs of Cuba taken by a high-altitude U-2 spy plane. National Security Advisor Gordon Gray remembered, “There were schematic drawings of sugar refineries, colored drawings, because Allen was showing the President how this sabotage was going to be effected.” After the briefing, Eisenhower replied, “Well, Allen, this is fine, but if you’re going to make any move against Castro, don’t just fool around with sugar refineries. Let’s get a program which will really do something about Castro.”

Dulles delegated the task to a Cuba Task Force led by Bissell.278 On March 9, 1960, Col. J. C. King discussed the assassination option with the Task Force: “Unless Fidel and Raúl Castro and Che Guevara could be eliminated in one package—which is highly unlikely—this operation can be a long, drawn-out affair and the present government will only be overthrown by the use of force.” Likewise, when Dulles outlined the CIA covert action plan for Cuba to the NSC on March 10, Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Burke “suggested that any plan for the removal of Cuban leaders should be a package deal, since many of the leaders around Castro were even worse than Castro.” The assassination option was discussed when the Special Group met on March 14, according to minutes of the meeting.279

Although the CIA plan was evaluated by the NSC and the Special Group, the actual policy decisions on Cuba and other covert intelligence operations were taken by Eisenhower and his aides in the Oval Office. On March 17, Dulles brought Bissell with him to brief Eisenhower on the CIA’s new “Program of Covert Action Against the Castro Regime.” Vice President Richard Nixon, Secretary of State Christian Herter, Admiral Burke, and Colonel King also attended the secret meeting in the Oval Office.

The paramilitary phase of the CIA covert action plan would be preceded by a propaganda campaign. A long- and short-wave radio facility would be set up on Swan Island, in the Caribbean off the coast of Honduras, to broadcast propaganda into Cuba.

Bissell later disclosed that a paramilitary force of 100 to 150 Cuban commandos was to be “the prime vehicle for achieving Castro’s overthrow.” The Cuban guerrillas “would be infiltrated into Cuba, where they would be placed with various dissident groups… and with enclaves in the Escambray Mountains and elsewhere.”

According to the plan, a secret “intelligence and action organization” would be set up inside Cuba. “Its role will be to provide hard intelligence, to arrange for the illegal infiltration and exfiltration of individuals, to assist in the internal distribution of illegal propaganda, and to plan and organize for the defection of key individuals and groups as directed.”

Bissell pointed out a separate paramilitary force “of a few hundred Cubans… would land on the island and detonate a coordinated resistance at the appropriate moment.” Sabotage operations against economic targets on the island would be complemented by U.S. economic sanctions to destabilize the island’s economy.

The CIA-sponsored Frente Revolucionario Democrático (FRD) (Democratic Revolutionary Front), a Cuban government-in-exile, would be inserted into Havana at the start of the paramilitary action. The FRD would declare itself the new government with the slogan “Restore the Revolution.” Bissell estimated the $4.4 million CIA covert action plan would be operational in six to eight months. On March 17, Eisenhower approved the CIA plan with one caveat. He insisted, “Our hand should not show in anything that is done.” He added, “The great problem is leakage and breach of security. Everyone must be prepared to swear that he has not heard of it.”280 Eisenhower turned to the CIA in Cuba as an alternative to his Cold War strategy of massive retaliation, which was designed to counter the USSR—not radical nationalist movements in the third world.




In January 1954, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles spelled out the Eisenhower Administration’s Cold War strategy of massive nuclear retaliation in a nationally televised speech to the Council on Foreign Relations. Henceforth, the United States would retaliate for acts of international aggression with massive nuclear strikes against the source of aggression, not at the point of aggression. U.S. troops would not get bogged down again in a big conventional war like the Korean War.

“The basic decision was to depend primarily upon a great capacity to retaliate, instantly, by means and at places of our own choosing,” Dulles declared. In a subsequent essay he wrote, “A potential aggressor must not be left in any doubt that he would be certain to suffer damage outweighing any possible gains from aggression.”

Dulles said the threat of “massive retaliation” would deter aggression. He attributed aggression in the world to the Soviet Union, but he himself gained a reputation for brinkmanship, a willingness to threaten the use of nuclear weapons up to the brink of war as a means by which to compel the Soviet Union to back down in international conflicts. “You have to take chances for peace just as you have to take chances in war,” he stated in an interview with Life magazine. “The ability to get to the verge without getting into war is the necessary art. If you cannot master it, you inevitably get into war. If you try to run away from it, if you are scared to go to the brink, you are lost.”281

The United States maintained a quantitative and qualitative advantage in nuclear weapons capability over the Soviet Union in the 1950s. But the strategic environment changed as Soviet Unions’s nuclear arsenal proliferated. According to U.S. strategists, the United States could still “win” a nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union. But, as the number of Soviet atomic warheads grew, so, too, did the liklihood of Soviet warheads hitting targets in the United States, causing catastrophic numbers of casualties and unprecedented destruction of civilian infrastructure.

Nuclear scientist J. Robert Oppenheimer described the nuclear paradox at the heart of the Cold War, when he compared the United States and the Soviet Union to “two scorpions in a bottle.” “We may anticipate a state of affairs in which the two Great Powers will each be in a position to put an end to civilization and the life of the other, though not without risking its own,” Oppenheimer wrote in Foreign Affairs in 1953. “We may be likened to two scorpions in a bottle, each capable of killing the other, but only at the risk of his own life.” Oppenheimer was the director of the Los Alamos, New Mexico laboratory, which developed the world’s first atomic bombs in 1945.282

With his choice of Allen Dulles as Director of Central Intelligence (DCI), Eisenhower signaled that covert operations would play a bigger role in U.S. foreign policy. Dulles, an unabashed advocate of covert operations, had gained notoriety in the Office of Strategic Services (OSS) in World War II in Europe. He had been DDP since 1950.

Eisenhower learned the value of intelligence operations in World War II working with British Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Intelligence operations played a big role in Overlord, the Allied invasion of Normandy that Eisenhower commanded.283

Allen Dulles’ influence on U.S. policy was unprecendented for a DCI in light of his close working relationship with his brother, the secretary of state. The Dulles brothers had collaborated with each other on international affairs since the Paris Peace conference at the end of World War I. Allen Dulles biographer Peter Grose writes, “Foster respected the techniques of covert action that CIA had developed, largely under Allen’s prodding, in pursuit of a cold but holy war against communism. Yet he often chose to adopt the State Department mentality of knowing as little as possible about sordid operational details of intelligence.”284 But the CIA covert operation in Cuba got off to an uncertain start.




Manuel Antonio Varona met with the CIA station in Havana to win backing for his bid to lead a “unified command” of Cuban counterrevolutionary groups in exile in the United States, according to a March 10, 1960, CIA cable. Varona wanted the CIA to deny “assistance to splinter groups or individuals” as a means by which to pressure them to “to join in the common cause.”285

Varona arrived in New York in May 1960. In the following weeks, Varona traveled from New York to Washington, Miami, Houston, Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and Venezuela, politicking to be the leader of the CIA-sponsored Frente Revolucionario Democrático (FRD).

In the meantime, the FRD executive committee took shape: Varona, representing the Auténticos; Manuel Artime, representing the Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionario (MRR); Justo Carrillo, representing the Montecristi Group; and José Ignacio Rasco, representing the Movimiento Democrático Cristiano (MDC).286

The CIA backed Varona’s bid for leadership because the Agency believed that he was the only Cuban leader capable of bringing new groups into the Frente Revolucionario Democrático. But it soon became evident that Varona was a polarizing personality—petty rivalries were made worse by Varona’s abrasive personality and his barely concealed ambition to be president in post-Castro Cuba.287

On July 21, 1960, Allen Dulles sought approval from the Special Group for the CIA to conduct limited sabotage missions in Cuba. According to the minutes of the meeting, “He stressed that any such operations would be governed by the provisos that the U.S. hand should not show in any way, and also that the action contemplated would be directed against machinery, installations, etc., which would entail minimum risk to human life.”288

On August 18, National Security Advisor Gordon Gray summoned Eisenhower’s deputies to the Oval Office for an assessment of the CIA covert plan for Cuba.

Dulles briefed Eisenhower on the Frente Revolucionario Democrático. “This has been successful up to a point but the problem is that there is no real leader and all the individuals are prima donnas,” Dulles reported. “Their theme is to restore the revolution to its original concepts, recognizing that it is impossible to change all of the revolutionary trends.” Dulles pointed out that “twenty to thirty instructor cadres” had already completed their paramilitary training course in the Panama Canal Zone. The Cuban instructors were sent to Guatemala, where they were training an additional 500 Cuban counterrevolutionaries. He said the paramilitary training in Guatemala would be completed in early November.

The DCI added that the covert plan would be more costly than the Agency had projected. He said unless more money was authorized, he would have “to go to the [CIA] reserve for funds to finance the various operations described in the meeting.” Eisenhower approved an additional $13 million to the $4.4 million already budgeted for the CIA covert action plan for Cuba.289 As the Eisenhower Administration refined its covert policy on Cuba, diplomatic relations between Washington and Havana spiraled out of control.




On March 4, an explosion rocked the Havana waterfront. La Coubre, a freighter sailing out of Antwerp, Belgium, under a French flag, blew up in mid-afternoon while its cargo of small arms and ammunition was being unloaded. More than seventy-five Cubans were killed and another 300 injured by the blast. In a speech at a funeral for the dock workers, Castro charged that La Coubre was blown up by the “enemies” of the revolution, pointing the finger of blame at the United States. He declared, “We have the right to believe that those who did not wish us to receive arms and tried to prevent that by diplomatic means are among those guilty of this sabotage. We do not have proof but we have the right to believe that these are the guilty ones.”

A Department of State official dismissed Castro’s allegations as “unfounded and irresponsible,” but he did not deny the United States had tried to block Belgium’s sale of munitions to Cuba. “We have indicated to a number of friendly governments our concern over arms shipments to the Caribbean which increase tension in the area.”

Cuba hired a Belgian arms expert to investigate the La Coubre incident. Treasury Minister Rufo López-Fresquet later wrote, “This expert ruled out the possibility of improper handling, heat, and all other accidental causes.” López-Fresquet added, “He maintained that it was sabotage, but could not determine whether the action took place in port, during the trip, or while loading.” López-Fresquet was involved in Cuban arms purchases in 1959.290

In a speech at a May Day parade in Havana, Castro warned that the likelihood of war with the United States was growing. The New York Times reported, “In an atmosphere where patriotic and revolutionary fervor blended with the good-natured gaiety of a country fair… unit after unit of soldiers, policemen, sailors and uniformed civilians filed past the reviewing stand on the stone steps of the huge white statue of José Martí, hero of Cuban independence.” The marchers chanted and carried signs proclaiming “patria o muerte” and “¡Cuba sí, Yanquís no!”

For the first time, Castro flatly ruled out holding elections. He asked, “Why is it considered that the only democratic governments are those elected by votes? A revolutionary government is brought to power not by a pencil but by the blood of the people.” He said that democracy was building new homes and schools and creating jobs and “delivering arms to the workers, peasants, students, women, and Negroes.”291 As tensions mounted between Cuba and the United States, a confrontation appeared inevitable.




Fidel Castro had good reason to believe Cuba could not win a confrontation with the United States. The United States enjoyed an overwhelming advantage over Cuba in economic and military power. To counterbalance the growing military threat posed to Cuba by the United States, Castro negotiated an alliance with the Soviet Union. Aleksandr Alexiev, a Spanish-speaking KGB officer, traveled to Cuba for get-acquainted talks with Fidel Castro and Che Guevara in October 1959. Guevara and Alexiev held a marathon session, talking almost until dawn on October 13. Guevara stated, “Our revolution is truly progressive, anti-imperialist and anti-American, made by the people.” Guevara asserted, “But we cannot conquer and maintain it without the aid of the global revolutionary movement, and above all, from the socialist bloc and the Soviet Union.” When Castro met with Alexiev three days later, he said “a true revolution” had taken place in Cuba, but it was necessary to “go slow” because of widespread anticommunism on the island. “We want to build a just society without man exploiting his fellow man, and an armed people to defend their victories,” he stated. “If Marx were to arise now he would be pleased to see me giving arms to the people.”

Castro said he wanted “to talk” with the Soviet Union. In their discussions with Alexiev, Castro and Guevara stressed the radical nature of the Cuban revolution, as if they believed Moscow needed to be convinced they were genuine revolutionaries. In fact, the Kremlin was, indeed, skeptical of the politics of the Cuban revolution, according to historians Vladislav Zubok and Constantine Pleshakov.

“Initially, in 1959 and early 1960, the Soviet leadership did not believe that there could be any chance for ‘proletarian’ revolution on the semicolonial island with a small monoculture economy,” Zubok and Pleshakov write. “The survivors of the old Comintern network in Cuba [the Partido Socialista Popular] described Fidel Castro, Che Guevara, and other Cuban revolutionaries as anything but Marxists, and discounted their chances for success.”292

But Alexiev’s report on his meetings with Castro and Guevara convinced Chairman Nikita Khrushchev to take a closer look at the Cuban revolution. Khrushchev dispatched Deputy Premier Anastas Mikoyan, his closest associate in the Kremlin, to the Cuba to learn more.

On February 4, 1960, Mikoyan arrived in Havana with the traveling Soviet trade exhibition. Cuba needed a new trading partner, given its growing confrontation with the United States. The Soviet exhibit included models of Soviet homes, factories, and farm and industrial equipment. But Mikoyan’s mission also marked the first talks between a senior Soviet official and the young leaders of the Cuban revolution. Mikoyan traveled with Castro to La Plata, Castro’s former comandancia (military headquarters) in the Sierra Maestra mountains. He, Castro, and Guevara stayed up late into the night discussing the Cuban revolution, according to Sergo Mikoyan, who accompanied his father to Cuba.

“Fidel then launched into a soliloquy about how his rebel victory had proven Marx wrong,” Sergo Mikoyan later wrote. “Fidel said that according to Marx, the revolution could not have happened except along the paths proposed by his Communist party and ‘our’ [Cuban] Communist party… mass struggle, strikes, and so forth. ‘But we have overtaken Marx, we have proven him wrong.’ My father contradicted him, he said: ‘You think this way because your Communists are dogmatic, they think Marxism is just A, B, C, and D. But Marxism is a way, not a dogma. So I don’t think you have proven Marx wrong, I think you have proven your Communists wrong.’” [Emphasis in original]

Sergo Mikoyan did not question Castro’s sincerity, but doubted that he was a Marxist. “Castro made no pretense of being a Marxist-Leninist,” Mikoyan said. “He was a progressive Third World leader. He wanted to reduce his dependence on the United States, yes, but no one who knows anything about Marxist-Leninist doctrine and who spent an hour with Fidel at that point could have thought he was a communist.”293

In February 1960, Anastas Mikoyan signed a trade agreement with Cuba. Under the terms of the five-year trade agreement, the USSR would purchase nearly a million tons of Cuban sugar a year. The Soviets granted a $100 million loan for the purchase of machinery and construction materials to build factories in Cuba. Moscow also agreed to help drain the Zapata swamp in south-central Cuba.294

On returning to Moscow, Anastas Mikoyan briefed his colleagues on his mission in Cuba, according to a February 1960 Russian Intelligence Service document. “Yes, he [Castro] is a genuine revolutionary,” Mikoyan reported.

Cuba had a special meaning for the old Bolsheviks in the Kremlin. Mikoyan recalled, “We have been waiting all our lives for a country to go communist without the Red Army, and it happened in Cuba. It makes us feel like boys again.” Mikoyan’s report on his mission to Cuba took the wind out of the sails of the Kremlin skeptics of the Cuban revolution.295 Meanwhile, Castro sought another meeting with Alexiev in the aftermath of the La Coubre incident. Castro was increasingly anxious about Cuba’s vulnerability to a U.S. invasion.

Alexiev recalled, “For the first time, Fidel spoke of arms.” Alexiev added, “He said that after the explosion the intervention might be inevitable, imminent. ‘We have to arm the people,’ and he wanted the Soviet Union to sell him some weapons he needed. He spoke of arms, light machine guns.”

Alexiev relayed Castro’s message to Khrushchev, who replied the next day, “Fidel, we share your worries about the defense of Cuba and the possibility of an attack, and we will supply you with the arms you need.” On May 7, 1960, Cuba and the USSR restored diplomatic relations, which had been broken off by Batista under pressure from Washington in 1952. Soon thereafter the Soviet Union began to make deliveries of Soviet crude oil to Cuba.296

Castro’s diplomatic overture to the USSR began as a response to the U.S. effort to regain control of its former neocolony. But Havana’s alignment with Moscow intensified Cuba’s confrontation with the United States and further radicalized the revolution. It would also draw Cuba deeper into the Cold War conflict between the United States and the Soviet Union.

In the meantime, Secretary of Treasury Robert Anderson took aim at Soviet oil deliveries to Cuba when he lobbied Standard Oil of New Jersey (ESSO) and Texaco not to refine Soviet crude oil at their facilities in Cuba. On June 7, Esso and Texaco, joined by the Anglo-Dutch Shell Oil, refused to refine Soviet oil. Congress voted to cut off U.S. imports of Cuban sugar before the Fourth of July recess. On July 6, Eisenhower announced that the United States would not purchase the remaining 700,000 tons of sugar of the U.S. import quota for Cuban sugar for 1960.

On July 9, Nikita Khrushchev tossed his hat into the ring, warning the United States not to attack Cuba. “It should not be forgotten that the United States is not so inaccessibly distant from the Soviet Union as it used to be,” Khrushchev stated, referring to Soviet nuclear missiles. “Figuratively speaking, in case of need, Soviet artillery men can support the Cuban people with their rocket fire if aggressive forces in the Pentagon dare to launch an intervention against Cuba.”

Eisenhower denounced Khrushchev’s comments as an unacceptable intrusion into the affairs of Latin America. Eisenhower declared, “The statement of the Soviet Premier reflects the effort of an outside nation and of international communism to intervene in the affairs of the Western Hemisphere.”

On July 10, Moscow announced it would buy 700,000 tons of Cuban sugar. Havana responded to Washington’s suspension of Cuban sugar imports by nationalizing cattle ranches, oil refineries, and sugar mills owned by U.S. investors worth $850 million. On September 17, Cuba nationalized U.S. banks on the island.297 On October 19, the Eisenhower Administration retaliated by imposing an economic embargo on Cuba. U.S. exports to the island were prohibited, with the exception of food products and medicine.

Ambassador Bonsal thought that the Eisenhower Administration’s reaction was excessive, forcing Cuba and the USSR into the diplomatic equivalent of a shotgun marriage. Bonsal later wrote, “The Soviet Union [was] driven into Castro’s arms.”298 Khrushchev highlighted the U.S. hostility toward Cuba as he defended the Cuban revolution at the United Nations.




In September 1960, Cuba was on Nikita Khrushchev’s mind as he sailed to New York to attend a special session of the General Assembly of the United Nations on decolonization and disarmament. Khrushchev planned to use the UN special session to showcase the USSR’s commitment to the Cuban revolution and anticolonial wars of liberation in the third world.299

Khrushchev’s attitude about the Cuban revolution was shaped, in part, by his discussions with Mikoyan. Khrushchev’s son Sergei recalls, “Mikoyan thought that Cuba must be helped but after taking every precaution.” Sergei writes, “If the people in Washington guessed where Castro was heading before the new regime had a chance to grow stronger, they would destroy it in a flash.”

Sergei continues, “Father continued to watch Castro closely for some time longer, but already as a potential friend and congenial thinker. He found more and more to confirm Anastas Ivanovich’s opinion and admired the heroism of the Cuban people. He no longer had doubts; we, as internationalists, must help Cuba. We will not allow the revolution to be choked.”300

The biting critique of Khrushchev’s foreign policy from Chinese Community Party Chairman Mao Zedong also played a role in the Soviet leader’s decision to embrace the Cuban revolution. As Mao mounted a challenge to Khrushchev’s leadership of the international communist movement, he criticized Khrushchev for not more aggressively waging the Cold War. Mao believed Khrushchev’s fear of war with the United States caused him to sacrifice the promotion of revolution around the world, and he pressed the Soviet Union to support liberation wars in the Third World without fear of nuclear war. Mao declared that socialism would triumph in a nuclear war with the “forces of imperialism” in a speech in Moscow in November 1957. On other occasions, he dismissed the United States and its nuclear arsenal as a “paper tiger.”301

In 1960, Khrushchev put increasing emphasis on Soviet support for wars of liberation to counter Mao’s challenge. Historian Vladislav Zubok points out Khrushchev took personal leadership of “feverish activity to promote decolonization.” Gregory Mirsky, a Soviet analyst of the Third World, recalls that Khrushchev hoped to harness “postcolonial momentum” in the developing world to attack the “soft underbelly of imperialism.”

Meanwhile, on his first full day in New York, Khrushchev made a point of meeting with Castro, who was also attending the UN special session. They met in the Theresa Hotel in Harlem, where Castro was staying. Afterwards, they walked through the Theresa’s lobby with their arms around each other. As they strolled out to the street, a crowd gathered outside the hotel broke into cheers. Khrushchev told waiting reporters, “I salute Fidel Castro and wish him well.” He called Castro a “heroic man,” who has “raised his people from the tyranny of Batista and who has provided a better life for his people.”

The New York Times commented, “It was the biggest event on 125th Street since the funeral of W. C. Handy, who wrote ‘St. Louis Blues.’” A photograph of Khrushchev hugging Castro appeared on the front page of the Times, above the fold. Khrushchev was pleased with the meeting. He told aides that Castro wanted good relations with the Soviet Union, including military assistance. But he also sounded a note of caution. “Castro is like a young horse that hasn’t been broken,” Khrushchev said. “He needs some training, but he’s very spirited—so we’ll have to be careful.”302

As Castro spoke at the United Nations, Khrushchev listened attentively, applauding frequently with enthusiasm. Clad in green army fatigues, Castro declared that Cuba had been a “colony” of the United States since 1898. He said the Cuban revolution had antagonized the U.S. “monopolies” that dominated the island’s economy. Cuba had been victimized by air attacks by Batistiano “war criminals,” and “economic aggression” and “subversion” sponsored by the United States. He praised the Soviet Union for its opposition to colonialism.303

In his speech, Khrushchev praised the Cuban revolution and other anticolonial movements in the developing world. Khrushchev declared, “We welcome the sacred struggle of the colonial peoples against the colonialists for their liberation.” He called on the West to grant independence to its colonies, noting that decolonization was “a great hallmark of our era.”304 Khrushchev would further underscore the Kremlin’s support for the Cuban revolution by inviting Che Guevara to the Soviet Union.




In Moscow’s Red Square, Che Guevara stood next to Chairman Nikita Khrushchev on Lenin’s tomb on November 7, 1960, as the Soviet Army marched by, celebrating the forty-third anniversary of the Bolshevik revolution. Guevara’s selection for the spot next to Khrushchev was a rare honor for someone who was neither a head of state nor a communist party chief.

Moscow was the most important stop in Guevara’s two-month tour of socialist bloc countries. He also visited Czechoslovakia, East Germany, the People’s Republic of China, and North Korea. The purpose of his mission was to replace the loss of the United States as a market for Cuban sugar exports, and to solidify international support for the Cuban revolution.

In Moscow, Guevara finalized an agreement for the sale of Cuban sugar to the USSR and its allies in Eastern Europe, in addition to the trade agreement Mikoyan signed in February 1960. Khrushchev also promised Cuba more military assistance.305

In the meantime, the United States monitored Cuba’s efforts to strengthen its military defenses. A White House analysis of the “Military Buildup in Cuba” stated, “The Soviet Bloc military equipment already shipped to Cuba, as well as prior military purchases from Western sources, have contributed substantially to a major buildup of ground forces there.” The analysis noted, “The Bloc has already extended considerable military assistance to Cuba in the form of some 10,000 to 12,000 tons of military equipment and some military and economic technicians and advisers.” The aid included six helicopters, machineguns, and small arms.306

A Department of State analysis concluded the Soviet military assistance was for defensive purposes. “It remains our judgment that Moscow would not actually intervene with its military forces if the Castro regime were attacked by anti-Castro forces,” the Department of State assessment stated. “However, the Soviets could be expected to step-up arms assistance and to launch a vigorous muscle-flexing campaign… in an effort to deter anti-Castro intervention.”307 At the same time, however, Washington was troubled by the destabilizing political impact of the Cuban revolution on the Western Hemisphere.




From the beginning, the Eisenhower Administration worried that the mere existence of the Cuban revolution would inspire revolution elsewhere in Latin America. Castro added to those anxieties when he held up Cuba as a model for revolution in a speech on July 26, 1960, the seventh anniversary of the July 26th Movement’s assault on the Moncada Barracks. Castro declared, “Cuba’s example would convert the Andean Cordillera [mountain range] into the hemisphere’s Sierra Maestra.” He warned the region’s military juntas and oligarchs that they faced the possibility of revolution unless they raised the standard of living of their people.308

The region was vulnerable to revolutionary appeals. An October 1959 Bureau of Interamerican Affairs analysis warned of “unstable internal conditions likely to continue in a number of Caribbean countries” and “a continuing danger that other regimes responsive to and/or modeled on the Castro regime may arise elsewhere in the region.”309

Secretary of State Christian Herter feared that the Cuban revolution would have an adverse impact on U.S. investments elsewhere in the Western Hemisphere, even if Havana did not attempt to promote revolution beyond its borders. In a November 1959 memorandum to Eisenhower, he wrote: “Not only have our business interests in Cuba been seriously affected, but the United States cannot hope to encourage and support sound economic policies in other Latin American countries and promote necessary private investment in Latin America if it is or appears to be simultaneously cooperating in the Castro program.”310

Nonetheless, the Eisenhower Administration faced an uphill diplomatic battle to win support for U.S. opposition to the Cuban revolution based on the injury the revolution did to U.S. economic interests in Cuba. Instead, the administration stressed the threat of communism posed by Cuba and its new ties to the Soviet Union and Latin America.

In January 1960, DCI Allen Dulles told the National Security Council (NSC):“From our point of view, it would be desirable for the USSR to show its hand in Cuba, if Soviet activity in Cuba becomes evident, then we will have a weapon against Castro.” Six months later, Assistant Secretary of State Rubottom also recommended that U.S. diplomacy stress the “communist threat”: “Mr. Rubottom said that action taken which might be based on the Communist danger and threat in Cuba and to the hemisphere is a much better basis on which to place our cause than U.S. economic interests in Cuba.”311

Gradually, the Eisenhower Administration fashioned a new Cold War diplomatic strategy for Cuba: Appearing committed to the principle of nonintervention in Latin America, while simultaneously orchestrating the overthrow of the Cuban revolution.312

In August 1960, Eisenhower told Capitol Hill lawmakers that U.S. diplomats were pressing for a formula to facilitate intervention by the OAS in Cuba in the name of resisting the “communist penetration” of the Western Hemisphere. NSC-5613/1 defined opposition to communism as the foundation of the Eisenhower Administration’s foreign policy in Latin America. “If a Latin American state should establish with the Soviet bloc close ties of such a nature as seriously to prejudice our vital interests, be prepared to diminish governmental economic and financial cooperation with that country and to take any other political, economic, or military actions deemed appropriate.” “Domination” of a state in the region by communism was considered sufficient cause to justify collective military action by the OAS.313

However, when the United States asserted that the threat of communist domination in Cuba met the requirements for collective military action under the OAS charter, Latin American diplomats pushed back. Secretary of State Herter informed Eisenhower that there was a lack of “hard evidence” with which to persuade Latin America diplomats Cuba was “under communist control.” “There was little sympathy for Castro’s activities,” Herter said. “[But] there was still reluctance… to criticize Castro as his ‘mystique’ continued to be very strong…. Latin American countries were watching Cuban developments with great anxiety as Castro occupied a unique position and they feared internal Castro-type revolutions.”314

In light of the complications involved in the overthrow of the Cuban revolution, the assassination of Fidel Castro continued to be an appealing option.





CHAPTER 8: 
CIA CONCOCTS POISON CAPSULES FOR CASTRO

The CIA’s secret plan to assassinate Fidel Castro originated with a December 1959 memorandum by Colonel J. C. King, chief of the Agency’s Western Hemisphere Division (WHD). But one of the first schemes King developed to target Castro involved hallucinogenic drugs. The objective was to undermine Castro’s charismatic leadership by causing him to act bizarrely in public.

In his “Report on Plots to Assassinate Fidel Castro,” CIA Inspector General J. S. Earman referred to “a scheme to contaminate the air of the radio station where Castro broadcast his speeches with an aerosol spray of a chemical that produces reactions similar to those of lysergic acid (LSD).”

Earman reported that the Agency considered another operation involving a cigar laced “with some sort of chemical,” which Castro would be induced to smoke before giving a speech, causing him to “make a public spectacle of himself.” King also targeted Castro’s beard: “Without this important symbol, it is believed that his personal position might be significantly weakened. A beardless Castro might be effectively ridiculed and the loss of it might be associated with a decline in his power and that of his revolutionary cohorts.” According to Earman, the CIA experimented with thallium salts, a depilatory, to cause the whiskers in Castro’s beard to fall out.

King advised the Havana station chief that the WHD plans targeting Castro would require the cooperation of the station. Operational intelligence about Castro’s personal life would have to be gathered: What were his food preferences and drinking habits? What restaurants and bars did he frequent? Who bought his food and where? What was his favorite brand of cigar? With whom did he have “amorous liaisons” and what was his “vulnerability to seduction?” Earman reported that King’s covert schemes never got beyond the planning stage.315 In the meantime, the CIA reached out to the Mafia.




In August 1960, CIA Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Bissell contacted Colonel Sheffield Edwards, director of the CIA’s Office of Security. Bissell told Edwards that the Agency needed an asset to carry out a “gangster-type action” against Fidel Castro. Edwards turned to Jim O’Connell, a senior Office of Security official, to recruit a Mafia assassin.

O’Connell got in touch with his friend Robert Maheu, the Washington representative of the reclusive millionaire Howard Hughes, who had good connections in Las Vegas and had been recruited by the Office of Security as an asset in 1954.316 Hughes Aircraft did secret contract work for the CIA and the Department of Defense. Maheu said Johnny Rosselli might be willing to introduce the CIA to Mafia gamblers with connections in Cuba. Maheu agreed to act as a “cut-out,” or go-between, for the CIA and Rosselli, as he had in numerous other operations.

In September 1960, Maheu arranged a meeting between O’Connell and Rosselli at the Plaza Hotel in New York. Maheu told Rosselli that O’Connell was representing business interests in Cuba, which had suffered because of the revolution. Maheu said O’Connell’s clients believed “the elimination of Castro [w]as the essential first step to the recovery of their investments.” Rosselli figured out that O’Connell worked for the CIA, but agreed to introduce Maheu to Sam Giancana, godfather of the Chicago Outfit, whose Las Vegas gambling interests Rosselli represented.

In Washington, Edwards reported to Bissell that the Mafia gamblers in Cuba were willing to collaborate with the CIA to assassinate Castro. Bissell met with Allen Dulles and Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (DDCI) Charles Cabell. Dulles nodded his approval, and the assassination operation moved to the next phase.317

On September 24, 1960, Jim O’Connell flew to Miami. O’Connell, Maheu, and Rosselli, who used the alias “John Rawlston,” met frequently over the next several weeks in Florida to work out the details of the assassination operation. Rosselli arranged a meeting between Maheu and Sam Giancana at the Fontainebleau Hotel in Miami Beach, where Giancana had a permanent suite of rooms. Giancana, who used the alias “Sam Gold,” said a man he called “Joe” could make the necessary arrangements in Cuba to kill Castro. Joe was Mafia gambler Santo Trafficante. According to CIA Inspector General Earman, Giancana rejected the CIA’s proposed method of assassination—a “typical gangland-style killing” with a gun.

“Giancana was flatly opposed to the use of firearms,” Earman wrote. “He said that no one could be recruited to do the job, because the chance of survival and escape would be negligible. Giancana stated a preference for a lethal pill that could be put into Castro’s food or drink.” The CIA agreed to concoct poison capsules for Mafia assets in Cuba to slip secretly into Castro’s food or drink.318 While Rosselli searched for an assassin, the CIA experimented with poisons to administer to Castro.




On August 16, Sheffield Edwards sent Dr. Edward Gunn, chief of operations of the CIA’s Medical Services Division, a box of Cuban cigars. Gunn was instructed to turn the cigars, thought to be Castro’s “favorite brand,” into a lethal weapon. Gunn contacted the CIA’s Technical Services Division (TSD).

Earman wrote, “[Redaction] remembers experimenting with some cigars and then treating a full box… with botulinum toxin, a virulent poison that produces a fatal illness some hours after it is ingested.” Bissell said the liquid form of the toxin was chosen because “Castro frequently drank tea, coffee, or bouillon for which a liquid poison would be particularly well-suited.”319

Gunn experimented with guinea pigs and monkeys to make sure the capsule form of the botulinum toxin was lethal.320 Meanwhile, Giancana appeared to be working on a plan of his own to assassinate Castro, according to an October 18, 1960 memorandum from FBI Director Hoover to Dulles. “[D]uring recent conversations with several friends, Giancana stated that Fidel Castro was to be done away with very shortly,” Hoover wrote. Giancana told Phyllis and Christine McGuire of the McGuire Sisters that Castro would be killed in November. He said he had already met with the assassin-to-be three times, most recently “on a boat docked” at the Fontainebleau Hotel. “Everything had been perfected for the killing of Castro.” The assassin had arranged “with a girl,” not further described, to put a “pill” in Castro’s food or drink.321

Giancana could not have been referring to the CIA-Mafia poison capsule plan. The CIA’s poison pills were not delivered to Rosselli until March 1961. Instead, HSCA investigators speculated, Giancana was creating his own assassination plot, possibly involving his associate Richard Scalzitti Cain: “The suspicion is that Cain was being sent by Giancana to supervise the poisoning attempt on Fidel Castro… Cain could be the ‘assassin-to-be’ whom Giancana referred to… in the FBI memo of October 18, 1960 or he could be the contact man for the operation.”

Why then would the Mafia collaborate with the CIA? “The mob was then in a perfect position,” the HSCA memorandum stated. “If their private plot actually worked, and Castro died, then the syndicate had enormous blackmail potential against the CIA which it could exercise at the opportune moment. However, if their intrigue backfired, then their position would be that they were only attempting to execute the wishes of their government.”322

As Giancana plotted with the CIA at the Fontainebleau Hotel, Cain was meeting with the FBI in Miami Beach, providing them with information about armaments in Cuba, which he obtained from Antonio Varona. Cain also made contact with the CIA, telling the Agency that he planned to travel to Cuba on an assignment for Carlos Prío to tap telephones. According to CIA records, Cain was an informant for the CIA from 1960 until 1964 on a variety of matters.323

Cain disclosed that he secretly worked for Giancana when he was employed by the Chicago Police Department from 1956 until 1960. He was currently the head of a private detective agency in Chicago, but Giancana was one of his clients. A CIA biographical sketch of Cain noted his ties to the Agency-sponsored Cuban opposition: “Employment: private detective possibly employed by the Frente Revolucionario Democrático in 1961.”324 As the CIA and Mafia conspired to kill Castro, the Cuban middle class began to turn against the Cuban revolution.




On June 4, 1960, National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 85-2-60 reported growing disillusionment with the revolution among Cuban professionals and the middle class. The NIE stated, “In recent months there have been increasing signs of opposition in Cuba to the Castro regime mainly in reaction to the expansion of communist influence, the dictatorial nature and methods of the regime, and assorted economic grievances.”325 It pointed out Castro still “enjoyed enormous” popularity in the rural areas, where guajiros had benefitted greatly from the revolution. A May 1960 Foreign Service dispatch reported support for the revolution was strong among “the poorer classes,” noting that “none of the old political leaders had much standing in Cuba.”326

Wayne Smith watched political developments in Cuba in 1960 as a foreign service officer at the U.S. Embassy. “When Castro marched into Havana in January 1959, he had the overwhelming support of the Cuban people,” Smith writes. “As the months had gone by, however, and he reneged on promises to restore the Constitution of 1940, to hold fair and honest elections and guarantee freedom of expression, doubts arose. After Castro played his Soviet card, these doubts hardened into outright opposition.” In 1960, small groups of armed insurgents appeared in Cuba. Smith notes, “Rarely did a night go by in Havana that we did not hear bombs, and occasionally we even heard gunfire.”327 Bissell hoped to take advantage of middle-class unrest to organize an underground network of counterrevolutionary groups on the island. He wrote, “Our immediate goal was to model the guerrilla organization along the lines of the underground organizations of World War II. The first step was to create a command and control net on the island whose mission would be to establish safe houses, provide the capability for receiving supplies, and enable the retrieval of infiltrated agents.”

In September 1960, the Special Group approved a CIA proposal for “supply drops” to counterrevolutionary forces in the Escambray mountains. But Department of State memorandums described the problems that plagued the U.S. supply operation in Cuba. “An air drop to rebel forces seems to have gotten pretty SNAFU’ed,” an October 11 Department of State memorandum reported. “Sinesio Walsh and 100 of his men are reported captured.”328 Another Foggy Bottom memorandum noted, “[A]irdrops have been arranged but the planes encounter so much difficulty that this means of delivery is very uncertain and unpredictable.”329 The Cuban army had effectively countered the CIA air supply operation.

In late 1960, the Cuban army and 50,000 militia troops launched an offensive against the insurgents in the Escambray. Peasants were evacuated temporarily to deprive the insurgents of food and intelligence from the local population. When the operation ended in March 1961, thirty-nine guerrillas had been killed and another 381 taken prisoner.330

William Morgan, a North American soldier of fortune linked to the Mafia, was among the insurgents taken prisoner. A secret asset of U.S. Army intelligence, Morgan was charged with smuggling arms to Cuban counterrevolutionaries in October 1960. Morgan procured arms for Manuel Ray, leader of the Movimiento Revolucionario del Pueblo (MRP) (Revolutionary Movement of the People). A CIA report stated, “Ray said that Major William Morgan, now under arrest, had done a great deal of work for the MRP and had been responsible for obtaining most of the weapons the MRP now has.”331 He was executed in March 1961.

By late 1960, the United States had concluded that Manuel Ray and his MRP represented a significant new political development in Cuba: an evolving alliance of business leaders with Cuban nationalist passions and a Cuban professional class strongly opposed to a return of the corrupt and repressive politics of Cuba’s past.

A CIA memorandum asserted, “While the present MRP program is considered dangerously radical by more conservative [anti-Castro] groups, it will probably draw strong support from a large segment of the Cuban population, especially the large new generation of middle-class Cubans who are determined to prevent the return to the old authoritarian political systems of the past.”

The MRP’s core membership was drawn from the Havana-based Movimiento Resistencia Cívico (MRC) (Civic Resistance Movement) and dissident elements of the July 26th Movement. The MRP’s leadership included Ortodoxo leader Raúl Chibás, brother of the late anti-corruption leader Eddy Chibás; Felipe Pazos, former president of the Cuban National Bank; José Pepin Bosch, head of Bacardi Rum; and Colonel Ramón Barquín, a former anti-Batista leader in the Cuban army.

In meetings with the CIA, Ray committed himself to forming “a government free of communism and free of hostility to the U.S.” But Ray told the CIA some of the MRP’s “solutions” for the post-Castro period would likely cause “misgivings” in Washington. “He was quite firm… on the need of the nationalization of [U.S.-owned] public utilities [in Cuba].”

The CIA was uneasy about Ray’s politics. But the MRP represented a political trend in Cuba too important to be ignored. A November 1960 CIA cable concluded, “Question remains degree of support we give MRP in view of its political stance which needs further analysis.”332

In the meantime, Bissell and U.S. intelligence analysts concluded there was little likelihood the CIA could organize an effective insurgency inside Cuba. Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) 85-3-60 reported, “Internal resistance to the Castro regime has risen in the last six months but it is still generally ineffective.”333 Other intelligence assessments indicated that the Cuban army and police had been brought under the “unified control” of the revolution. They had been “purged” of Batistianos and “outspoken anti-Communist elements.” The newly organized militia could be used to counter sabotage operations or quell “major disorders.”334

The Cuban revolution’s consolidation of power would cause the Eisenhower Administration to reevaluate the strategic conception of the CIA’s covert action plan.




CIA historian Jack Pfeiffer wrote, “[A]s the summer of 1960 drew to a close, it became apparent that Castro’s military strength and training programs were sharply improving and that the initial plan to infiltrate small teams to organize the dissidents no longer was feasible.”

National Security Advisor Gordon Gray reflected the Eisenhower Administration’s growing frustration at a meeting of the Special Group on November 3, 1960. Gray suggested that it might be necessary to stage an incident in Cuba as a pretext for U.S. military intervention in Cuba in order to overthrow the revolution.

“We will never be able to ‘clean up’ the situation without the use of overt U.S. military force,” Gray said, proposing the use of “CIA-backed exiles to mount a simulated attack on [the U.S. Navy base at] Guantánamo.” Gray’s proposal sparked “an involved discussion,” but it was ultimately rejected.

Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs Livingston Merchant asked “whether any real planning had been done in taking direct positive action against Fidel, Raul, and Che Guevara,” according to minutes of the meeting. “He said without these three the Cuban Government would be leaderless and probably brainless.” Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (DDCI) Charles Cabell short-circuited the discussion.335

On November 29, Allen Dulles briefed Eisenhower and his deputies on a revised CIA plan for Cuba. The plan had been transformed from an infiltration of small teams of guerrillas into an amphibious landing of a small army. The objective was to establish a beachhead in Cuba and trigger an uprising against the revolution. Pfeiffer noted that CIA planners thought as many as 3,000 Cubans would be needed for the amphibious landing force. At a meeting of the Special Group on December 8, the covert operation was described as “an amphibious landing on the Cuban coast of 600–700 men equipped with weapons of extraordinarily heavy firepower.” The plan also called for the infiltration of sixty to eighty guerrillas prior to the amphibious landing.

The Special Group discussed contingency planning for U.S. military intervention in Cuba on January 12, 1961. “Mr. Whiting Willauer outlined a proposal to establish a task force consisting of representatives of State, CIA, Defense, and the Joint Staff to draw up contingency plans covering the possible use of overt U.S. forces.” The minutes added, “All members agreed that such planning is an essential step.”336

Under Secretary of State for Economic Affairs C. Douglas Dillon pointed out that the CIA plan was no longer secret. He said the covert operation was “known all over Latin America and has been discussed in UN circles.”337

Bissell later said no paper was drafted for the revised Cuba covert action plan. Eisenhower indicated that he wanted the CIA plan to go forward. But a memorandum on the meeting reported, “The President wondered whether the situation did not have the appearance of beginning to get out of hand.” As the CIA covert action plan for Cuba was being transformed, U.S. policy in Cuba became a hot-button issue in the 1960 presidential campaign.




At the start of his presidential campaign, Senator John Kennedy offered a liberal alternative to the Republican policy in Cuba. In his campaign book The Strategy of Peace, Kennedy faulted Eisenhower for not pursuing a more enlightened policy in Cuba. He compared the situation in Cuba to the rise of radical Latin American nationalism elsewhere in the Western Hemisphere. “[W]e should now reread the life of Simón Bolívar, the great ‘Liberator’ and sometime ‘Dictator’ of South America, in order to comprehend the new contagion for liberty and reform now spreading south of our borders,” Kennedy wrote. “Fidel Castro is part of the legacy of Simón Bolívar… Castro is also part of the frustration of that earlier revolution which won its war against Spain but left largely untouched the indigenous feudal order.”

Kennedy said the Eisenhower Administration’s support of Batista, whom he called one of Latin America’s “most bloody and repressive tyrants,” contributed to the radical nature of the Cuban revolution. He noted Vice President Nixon praised Batista in a toast for restoring “stability” to Cuba.

He wrote, “Whether Castro would have taken a more rational course after his victory had the United States not backed the dictator Batista so long and uncritically, and had it given the fiery young rebel a warmer welcome in his hour of triumph, especially on his trip to this country, we cannot be sure.” But as summer gave way to fall and the election drew closer, Kennedy became increasingly hawkish on Cuba. He said, “Castro became less of an enigma when he ruthlessly executed many of his enemies, publicly asserted that Cuba would not align itself with the West in the Cold War, and placed Communists in some key posts of government.”338

In the last two months of the campaign, Kennedy framed Cuba as a Cold War issue. “In 1952, the Republicans ran on a platform of rolling back the Iron Curtain in Eastern Europe,” he declared in Paterson, New Jersey, on September 15, 1960. “Today the Iron Curtain is ninety miles off the coast of the United States.”339

In a speech in Cincinnati, Ohio, on October 6, Kennedy charged that Castro had turned Cuba into a “communist menace.” “He has transformed the island into a supply depot for Communist arms and operation throughout all of South America, recruiting small bands of Communist-directed revolutionaries to serve as the nucleus of future Latin revolutions.” The following week, in Johnstown, Pennsylvania, Kennedy questioned Nixon’s Cold War credentials: “If you don’t stand up to Castro, how can you be expected to stand up to Khrushchev?”340

On October 18, Nixon denounced the Cuban revolution as an “intolerable cancer” in a speech to the American Legion in Miami Beach. The next day, the Department of State announced a U.S. economic embargo of trade with Cuba, with the exception of food and medicine. Kennedy dismissed the embargo plans, calling it “too little, too late, a dramatic but almost empty gesture.”341

Kennedy upped the ante on Cuba on October 21. In a statement provided to the New York Times, he proposed that the United States provide aid to Cuban “fighters for freedom.” He declared, “We must attempt to strengthen the non-Batista democratic anti-Castro forces in exile, and in Cuba itself, who offer eventual hope of overthrowing Castro… Thus far these fighters for freedom have had virtually no support from our government.”342

Nixon was outraged. “I thought that Kennedy, with full knowledge of the facts, was jeopardizing the security of a United States foreign policy operation. And my rage was greater because I could do nothing about it,” Nixon later wrote. “I knew that Kennedy had received a CIA briefing on the administration’s Cuba policy and assumed that he knew, as I did, that a plan to aid the Cuban exiles was already underway on a top-secret basis.”

Nixon continued, “There was only one thing I could do. The covert operation had to be protected at all costs,” he wrote. “I must not even suggest by implication that the United States was rendering aid to rebel forces in and out of Cuba. In fact, I must go to the other extreme: I must attack the Kennedy proposal as wrong and irresponsible because it would violate our treaty commitments.”343 In a speech in Allentown, Pennsylvania on October 22, Nixon called Kennedy’s plan “shockingly reckless,” demonstrating “an immaturity, a rashness, a lack of understanding and an irresponsibility which raised a serious question as to whether he has the balanced judgment to be President in this critical period of the Sixties,” and offering “a direct invitation to the Soviet Union to intervene on the side of Castro…”344

Meanwhile, Kennedy’s call for U.S. aid to Cuban “fighters for freedom” had sparked controversy among Democrats. Kennedy telephoned former Secretary of State Dean Acheson to elicit his opinion on the matter. Acheson biographer James Chace wrote, “Acheson replied that he should stop talking about Cuba immediately, so that he would not get himself ‘hooked into positions, which would be difficult afterwards.’”345

Kennedy’s proposal was not received well either in liberal and intellectual circles. New York Times columnist James Reston wrote, “Senator Kennedy made what is probably his worst blunder of the campaign… His statement this week on Cuba, publicly calling for Government aid to overthrow Castro, is a clear violation of the Interamerican treaty prohibition against intervention in the internal affairs of the hemisphere republics.”

Kennedy backpedaled a little on Cuba, according to historian Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr., who would later join the Kennedy Administration. “On October 22… Kennedy phoned… to suggest that I call Reston and [Walter] Lippmann and explain that, by ‘support from our Government,’ he meant only moral and psychological, not military support, and that he was committed to working within the framework of the Organization of American States,” Schlesinger later wrote. “Lippmann… thought the Kennedy people were trying to play the issue both ways and deserved to be called on it. In any case, Kennedy thereafter dropped Cuba and concentrated for the rest of the campaign on his central themes.”346 In the final days of the campaign, Nixon brooded over his suspicion that Kennedy had been briefed on the CIA’s covert action plan for Cuba.




According to CIA historian John Helgerson, DCI Allen Dulles briefed Senator Kennedy on U.S. intelligence issues, including Cuba, on July 23, 1960. Helgerson writes, “[T]he message on Cuba Dulles conveyed… was at least a bit ‘operational,’ even if not detailed.”

In a memorandum for the record, Dulles stated that he gave Kennedy and his running mate Senate Majority Leader Lyndon Johnson of Texas “a very general briefing and covered the waterfront,” including developments in Sino-Soviet policy, an analysis of Soviet strategic attack capabilities, and recent flare-ups in Asia and the Middle East. “Both candidates were particularly interested in developments that might arise during the campaign, particularly with regard to Berlin, Cuba, and the Congo.”

CIA records indicate that Dulles briefed Kennedy again on intelligence matters on September 19. Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (DDCI) Charles Cabell briefed Kennedy again on November 2.347

Robert Kennedy later acknowledged that his brother learned during the campaign there was a covert Cuba operation in the planning stage with “men being trained” in Central America. Kennedy campaign aide Richard Goodwin, who drafted Kennedy’s call for U.S. aid for the Cuban “fighters for freedom,” later wrote, “As a presidential candidate, he had received secret briefings by the CIA, some of which revealed that we were training a force of Cuban exiles for a possible invasion of the Cuban mainland.”348

Dulles was not, however, the Kennedy campaign’s only source of intelligence on the Cuban exile force training for an invasion of Cuba. Alabama Governor John Patterson, a Democrat, contacted the Kennedy campaign in October 1960. Patterson had been informed by a CIA official and Major General Reid Doster of the Alabama Air National Guard that members of the air guard were being recruited to work with a Cuban exile invasion force.

Patterson recalled Doster’s words: “Any morning now, you are going to pick up the newspaper and read about a Cuban invasion. It’s going to be a tremendous success.” Patterson traveled to New York where he met privately with Kennedy and told him what he had learned about the Cuba operation.349 Photojournalist Andrew St. George was another Kennedy source. In October 1960, St. George was on assignment for Life magazine in Florida to photograph Frente Revolucionario Democrático activities and Cuban exiles training to invade Cuba. Kennedy campaign official William Attwood contacted St. George.

Journalists David Wise and Robert Ross write, “Attwood was calling St. George for information on the state of training of the Cuban exiles. According to St. George, Attwood expressed concern that the Republicans would try to launch an invasion of Cuba before election day.” Wise and Ross added, “St. George told Attwood that there seemed little possibility of an immediate invasion, judging by the state of readiness of the exiles. This word was passed on to Robert Kennedy, who was managing his brother’s campaign.”350 Kennedy also campaigned like a hawk on “the missile gap.”




Senator John Kennedy’s dire predictions of a missile gap with the Soviet Union were a signature issue of his presidential campaign. The missile gap controversy began with the launch of Sputnik, the world’s first earth satellite, into space on top of a Soviet intercontinental ballistic missile (ICBM) prototype on October 4, 1957. Radio stations in the United States broadcast the eerie “beep, beep, beep” emitted by Sputnik as it orbited the earth, leaving anxiety in its wake. The United States had not yet even tested an ICBM.

Nikita Khrushchev promptly exploited the propaganda value of Sputnik. He boasted that the Soviet Union was producing missiles like “sausages” in a sausage factory. He said that the Soviet Union had pulled ahead of the United States in missile technology, implying the global strategic balance of power had shifted in favor of the USSR.351

On Capitol Hill, the Senate Defense Preparedness Subcommittee held hearings on Sputnik. Democrats asked if a Soviet ICBM could launch a satellite into outer space, why couldn’t Soviet ICBMs also deliver nuclear warheads on targets in the United States?352

Eisenhower tried to reassure an anxious U.S. public. But he rejected the emergency ICBM build up proposed by the Democrats. He denied that the United States had fallen behind the USSR in missile technology. He had what historian Robert A. Divine calls “a clear picture of the pace and nature of the Russian ICBM program.” High-altitude U-2 spy planes had been flying photographic surveillance missions over the USSR since 1956. Divine writes, “The data gathered by the U-2 flights made it clear that the Soviets were still in the early stage of testing their ICBM and had not yet made any preparations for their deployment.” But Eisenhower refused to make public U.S. intelligence on the Soviet ICBM program. He did not want to disclose the existence of the U-2 surveillance flights.353

Meanwhile, Kennedy spoke ominously about the so-called missile gap. He declared, “We are facing a gap on which we are gambling with our survival.” He predicted 1961, 1962, and 1963 would be the years of the greatest danger, as the Soviet Union surpassed the United States in ICBM capacity. And he pledged to restore U.S. nuclear superiority by replacing Eisenhower’s ICBM program with his own more ambitious missile plan. He also called for an across-the-board build up of U.S. conventional military forces.354

Kennedy used his hardline positions on Cuba and the missile gap to establish his Cold War credentials. When the 1960 presidential campaign was over, Kennedy was the winner by the slimmest of margins, 49.72 percent of the total votes cast.355





CHAPTER 9: 
KENNEDY SOUNDS A COLD WAR CALL TO ARMS

John Kennedy delivered an elegant Cold War call to arms in his inaugural address on January 21, 1961. “Let the word go forth from this time and place, to friend and foe alike, that the torch has been passed to a new generation of Americans, born in this century, tempered by war, disciplined by a hard and bitter peace…” He asserted, “Let every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet any hardship, support any friend, oppose any foe to assure the survival and success of liberty.”

As he spoke in his clipped Boston accent, his right hand jabbed the air and his words vaporized into little clouds that lingered about his head in the unseasonably cold 22-degree weather. Kennedy delivered a warning to Cuba and its Soviet ally. “Let all of our neighbors know that we shall join with them to oppose aggression or subversion anywhere in the Americas,” he declared. “And let every other power know that this hemisphere intends to remain the master of its own house.”

Kennedy also pledged to accelerate the production of intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and revitalize U.S. conventional forces. “We dare not tempt them [the Soviet Union] with weakness,” he stated. “For only when our arms are sufficient beyond doubt can we be certain beyond doubt that they will never be employed.”

At the same time, he expressed his desire for nuclear arms control negotiations with the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR).

“[N]either can two great and powerful groups of nations take comfort from our present course—both sides overburdened by the cost of modern weapons, both rightly alarmed by the spread of the deadly atom, yet both racing to alter that uncertain balance of terror that stays the hand of mankind’s final war,” he said. “Let us never negotiate out of fear, but let us never fear to negotiate.”

According to White House speechwriter Theodore Sorensen, Kennedy first discussed the inaugural speech with him in November 1960. “He wanted it to focus on foreign policy,” Sorensen later wrote, “He wanted it to set a tone for the era that is about to begin.”356 Kennedy underscored his focus on foreign policy when he sent his advisers a translation of a forty-page speech by Chairman Nikita Khrushchev on January 6, 1961. “Read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest,” Kennedy wrote on a cover memorandum to the speech. “Our actions, our steps should be tailored to meet these kinds of problems.”

Kennedy was alarmed by Khrushchev’s brief remarks to senior Communist Party officials about the importance of anti-colonial wars in the global strategy of the international Communist movement. In his remarks, Khrushchev had announced the Kremlin’s support for anticolonial wars of liberation, citing struggles in Algeria, Cuba, and Vietnam. He called them “revolutionary wars.” Kennedy believed Khrushchev had thrown down a gauntlet to test to his leadership. He interpreted Khrushchev’s remarks on national liberation wars as a signal of a more aggressive Soviet policy in the third world.357

The U.S. intelligence community did not agree with Kennedy’s assessment of Khrushchev’s speech. National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 11-92-62 interpreted the speech as a reaffirmation of Soviet policy and a response to Mao. NIE11-9-62 stated, “The greater stress placed by the Soviets… on ‘wars of national liberation’ is in part a response to the Chinese criticism that the Soviets were magnifying the dangers of war with the West and underplaying the role of violence.” As we have seen, Mao faulted the Soviet Union for not supporting anticolonial wars more aggressively.358 Meanwhile, President Kennedy made Cuba one of the top priorities of his new administration.




Cuba was on the agenda when President Dwight Eisenhower briefed President-elect John Kennedy on January 19, 1961. Eisenhower broke diplomatic ties with Cuba after Castro called the U.S. Embassy “a nest of spies” on January 2. Castro charged that the embassy was being used to promote counterrevolution in Cuba, which, in fact, it was.

At the briefing, Kennedy asked Eisenhower if he thought that the United States should support the counterrevolutionary rebels in Cuba. Eisenhower replied, “Yes, as we cannot let the present government there go on.” Secretary of Treasury Robert Anderson observed U.S. economic plans for all of Latin American had been adversely affected by the Cuban revolution. Anderson pointed out, “[L]arge amounts of United States capital now planned for investment in Latin America but [were] presently waiting to see whether or not the United States can cope with the Cuban situation.”359

Over the next weeks, Kennedy and his foreign-policy advisers held preliminary discussions on Cuba and the still-evolving CIA covert action plan. The CIA plan had undergone a fundamental change in strategic conception since it was originally authorized in March 1960. The plan had evolved from a guerrilla infiltration into an amphibious landing of a small army of Cuban exiles. At a January 28 meeting with President Kennedy, General Lyman Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, questioned whether the CIA plan would be successful, given recent steps taken by Cuba to build up its military and security forces. “No force of 600 to 800 men is adequate for success,” Lemnitzer said, according to a memorandum on the meeting.

Meanwhile, CIA Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Bissell assessed the threat posed by the Cuban revolution in a February 1961 paper. He described Cuba as a base for Soviet operations in Latin America. Bissell wrote, “Cuba will, of course, never present a direct military threat to the United States and it is unlikely that Cuba would attempt an open invasion of any other Latin American country since the U.S. could and almost certainly would enter the conflict on the side of the invaded country.”

Bissell continued, “Nevertheless, as Castro further stabilizes his regime, obtains more sophisticated weapons, and further trains the militia, Cuba will provide an effective and solidly defended base for Soviet operations and expansion of influence in the Western Hemisphere.” He noted, “Arms, money, organizational and other support can be provided from Cuba to dissident leaders and groups throughout Latin America in order to create political instability, encourage Communism, weaken the prestige of the U.S., and foster the inevitable popular support that Castro’s continuance of power will engender.” Kennedy postponed making a final decision on the Cuban operation, however, until his aides had more time to study the CIA plan.360 As Kennedy pondered his options in Cuba, the CIA assessed what it would take to set up a super-secret assassination unit.




In January 1961, the White House urged the CIA to set up an “executive action” capability, according to DDP Bissell, who, in turn, instructed CIA officer William Harvey to determine whether it was feasible for the Agency to develop a secret assassination unit.

But Bissell and Harvey’s recollections became fuzzy when the Church Committee and other investigations pressed them for details about the secret CIA assassination capability with the cryptonym ZRRIFLE. Bissell initially testified that the Kennedy White House expressed strong interest in executive action. He later amended his testimony, suggesting that the CIA must have decided on its own initiative to create ZRRIFLE. He stated, “It was normal practice in the Agency, and an important mission, to create various kinds of capability long before there was any reason to be certain whether they would be used.”361 Harvey was tight-lipped, disclosing only minimal information to investigators, according to his biographer and former aide Bayard Stockton.

But Harvey did remember that he was under pressure to get ZRRIFLE up and running. He told investigators that one of his first tasks was to “discuss in theoretical terms with a few officers whom I trusted quite implicitly the whole subject of assassination, our possible assets, our posture… [how] to do it effectively and properly, securely and directly.” He consulted with Dr. Sidney Gottlieb, Bissell’s special assistant, and Dr. Edward Gunn, chief of the Operations Division of the Office of Medical Services.362

On January 25, 1961, Harvey and Gottlieb discussed three potential targets for executive action: Castro, Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba of the Congo, and Generalissimo Rafael Trujillo of the Dominican Republic. In February 1961, Harvey consulted with Gunn about ZRRIFLE. Colonel Sheffield Edwards also briefed Harvey on the Office of Security–run CIA-Mafia assassination operation.363

As chief of the CIA’s Foreign Intelligence/Staff D, Harvey was well placed to run the CIA’s executive action capability. Harvey hid ZRRIFLE within the institutional framework of FI/Staff D, a small, highly compartmented unit, noted for its secure handling of sensitive information. Staff D carried out code-breaking and communications intercept operations for the National Security Agency.364

When Harvey canvassed the resources available for ZRRIFLE, he learned that the CIA lacked a pool of untraceable assassins from which to draw. Harvey initiated a process to recruit assassins for ZRRIFLE, using Staff D asset QJWIN. Staff D had employed QJWIN, a European gangster, to recruit European “safecrackers to obtain foreign codes and ciphers.” But Harvey was not satisfied with the men QJWIN recommended.365

Another problem Harvey faced was that the CIA did not have trained personnel to run assassination operations. Harvey stated, “We didn’t have the staff officers… either adaptable to or capable of this kind of direct action or whom I personally would have been willing to delegate such direct action to.”366 As Harvey pressed ahead with ZRRIFLE, the CIA’s Office of Security continued to plot with the Mafia gamblers to assassinate Castro.




In mid-March 1961, Johnny Rosselli, Santo Trafficante, and Sam Giancana met in Miami Beach ostensibly to attend the Floyd Patterson—Ingemar Johansson heavyweight boxing championship fight and their pal Frank Sinatra’s opening night at the Fontainebleau Hotel.

But the real reason for the meeting at the Fontainebleau was for CIA case officer Jim O’Connell to pass three botulinum capsules to Johnny Rosselli. Rafael “Macho” Gener would coordinate the transfer of the capsules to Juan Orta, who returned to Cuba from Miami in February 1959. Orta was well placed as director general of Castro’s executive office in Havana. Before that Orta had been a top aide to Carlos Prío in Miami.

According to CIA records, the CIA paid Orta $400 a month as “a penetration of the top-level Castro government circles for the purpose of collecting information on government policies and attitudes.” The CIA also said that Orta received kickbacks from the Mafia gamblers and was a “contact” of Trafficante. Gener, an associate of Santo Trafficante in Miami, had been chief of customs at the Havana airport under President Prío. Gener joined Prío in exile, where he organized paramilitary raids in Cuba for Prío.

All the pieces appeared to be in place. But the CIA-Mafia poison capsule operation suddenly stalled in late March 1961. CIA Inspector General J. S. Earman reported that Orta returned the poison capsules “a couple of weeks” later when he unexpectedly “lost his position” in Castro’s office. Orta took political refuge in the Embassy of Venezuela in April 1961.

At the last minute, Antonio Varona stepped into the breach. Earman wrote, “Following the collapse of the Orta channel, Rosselli told O’Connell that Trafficante knew of a man high up in the Cuban exile movement who might do the job. He identified him as Tony Varona.” Varona had served as prime minister under President Prío.

In April 1961, Rosselli handed Varona the poison capsules and approximately $25,000 in “expense money.” Director of Security Sheffield Edwards said that Varona had an asset at one of Castro’s favorite restaurants. Edwards recalled that the poison capsules were delivered to Varona’s asset in Cuba, but the “scheme” failed when Castro stopped eating at the restaurant.367

It was no coincidence that Prío was a touchstone in the assassination operation. A January 1964 CIA cable observed, “Prío is not a neophyte in this sort of adventure. During the dictatorship of Gerardo Machado in the early thirties, Prío participated in several political assassinations. Later he planned and financed the attempt to assassinate President Batista during the attack in the presidential palace on March 13, 1957.”368 As the CIA conspired with the Mafia gamblers to kill Castro, the Kennedy Administration tried to fix the disarray in the Frente Democrático Revolucionario.




The CIA named Antonio Varona general coordinator of the Frente in June 1960 in the hope that he could unify the more than sixty Cuban exile groups in the Miami area into a coherent political front. Under the CIA covert action plan for Cuba, the FRD, a Cuban government-in-exile, would fill the vacuum on the island when the revolution was overthrown.369 But Varona was unable to unify the Frente, as Cuban exile leaders jockeyed with each other for CIA support and leadership positions in post-Castro Cuba.

The CIA financially underwrote the FRD, its member groups, and leaders, according to an FBI report from Miami. “Salaries were paid to individual members of each group,” an FBI report stated. “Money was paid for the purchase of arms, ammunition, airplanes, boats and other articles of war.” FRD member groups also received logistical support from the CIA for paramilitary operations in Cuba.370 Frente headquarters was in Miami, where the greatest number of Cuban exiles lived, but it also maintained offices in other cities. According to a CIA memorandum, FRD delegates in New Orleans, Tampa, and Mexico City gathered intelligence and coordinated Cuban exile activities.

Richard Bissell was dismayed by the Frente’s fractious nature. “Within the political and military groups a high degree of competition existed,” Bissell noted. “Each individual claimed larger followings inside and outside Cuba than the next man, each tried to belittle the potential and capabilities of the other; each proselytized the other’s assets.”371

Varona’s leadership style was the cause of much of the dissension. A February 1961 FBI report stated, “Varona has taken advantage of his position in order to build up his own group within the FRD, to place his men in key positions and push aside other valuable members of groups affiliated with the FRD.” The report added, “Varona’s lack of foresight, his partiality and the incompetence of his unconditional and personal followers, have not only increased the divisions within the FRD and among the other groups, but has also affected the faith of the men who are fighting in Cuba…”372

Cuban exiles alleged that Varona misused Frente funds. An informant told the FBI, “It is common knowledge among many Cuban exiles in New York that the CIA is paying Antonio de Varona, of the FRD, $300,000.00 a month for operation of the group.” The March 1961 FBI report stated, “It is also common knowledge among Cuban exiles that de Varona is using a good portion of this money for the personal benefit of himself and those who are close to him.”373

The competition among Cuban exile leaders spilled over into Guatemala, where the CIA was training Brigade 2506 for the CIA covert action plan for Cuba. According to Bissell, Varona was using the FRD “recruiting machinery” to stack Brigade 2506 with soldiers loyal to him. Other Frente politicians were also trying to put men loyal to them in Brigade 2506 leadership positions and to fill the ranks with their supporters.

Bissell believed that the Cuban exile leaders’ interference with Brigade 2506 was undermining the military effectiveness of the combat force. Bissell later wrote, “The Agency intervened actively to prevent visits by the political leaders to the training camps in December [1960] and January [1961]… this was deeply resented by the political leaders.”

Bissell also complained that Cuban exile leaders failed to step up to their responsibilities in the CIA covert action plan for Cuba. “Radio broadcasts had to be organized, publications arranged, and propaganda material prepared,” he wrote. “Paramilitary personnel had to be recruited, screened, and trained. Boats had to be procured, crewed, and maintained. Air crews had likewise to be selected and trained and air operations mounted… The FRD never came close to achieving the capability to take the major initiative in planning, directing, or conducting these activities.”374

In the meantime, the CIA created the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano (CRC) (Cuban Revolutionary Council) to compensate for the incoherence of the Frente. With the blessing of the Kennedy Administration, José Miró Cardona was appointed president of the Consejo in March 1961. Varona was named general coordinator, and Manuel Artime was chosen as the CRC’s political representative to Brigade 2506.375

Behind the scenes, Ambassador Philip Bonsal was a booster of Miró Cardona, who was prime minister in the revolutionary Cabinet in 1959. “José Miró Cardona is a man of very considerable ability,” Bonsal wrote in a letter to Assistant Secretary of State for Inter-American Affairs Roy Rubottom in July 1960. “What distinguishes him from the rest is his personal integrity.”

Miró Cardona, a law professor at the University of Havana, was president of the Havana Bar Association in the 1950s. He was also a leader of the Civic Resistance Movement, the moderate wing of the anti-Batista opposition. As an attorney, many of his clients were U.S. corporations in Cuba. U.S. intelligence officers described him as a “strong leader and moderating influence.”

Miró Cardona broke with the Cuban revolution in July 1960. He took refuge in the Embassy of Argentina in Miramar, a suburb of Havana. In October, Bonsal met with Miró Cardona, and wrote on Cardona’s behalf to Thomas Mann, who replaced Rubottom as assistant secretary of state.

“He [Miró Cardona] is full of vigor and enthusiasm for the role which I hope he will play in the task of overthrowing the Castro regime.” Bonsal stated, “He believes that the various leaders in Miami will accept him in a role of ‘coordinator’ which he played quite successfully in the fight against Batista.” He urged Mann to use “the friendly interest of our government” to find a means of financial support for Miró Cardona.376

Mann thanked Bonsal in an October 1960 note for bringing Miró Cardona’s “financial problems” to his attention. Mann said “another agency,” which shared the view that Miró Cardona could play a “useful role” in exile, “has already taken steps to arrange some financial accommodation on behalf of Miró Cardona.”

Miró Cardona went into exile in October 1960, first to Buenos Aires, Argentina, and then the United States. An October 27 memorandum from Jacob Esterline, Chief of the CIA’s Cuba Task Force, reported that Miró Cardona “has been in contact” with Cuba Project in Florida.377 In the meantime, the Kennedy Administration would find another ally in Manuel Ray, who was exfiltrated from Cuba to the United States by the CIA in November 1960.




When Manuel Ray left Cuba, he was leader of the Movimiento Revolucionario del Pueblo (MRP) (Revolutionary Movement of the People). Ray was also minister of public works in the revolutionary Cabinet in 1959. A CIA assessment of Ray concluded, “He has qualities of leadership ability and integrity.” Kennedy Administration officials believed that Ray could activate the MRP’s underground network in Cuba from exile.

The FBI reported the MRP cause was promoted by Adolph A. Berle, Chairman of the Task Force to Coordinate Policies on Latin America. Governor Muñoz Marín of Puerto Rico; Arturo Carrión, Under Secretary of State for Latin America; Special Assistant to the President Arthur M. Schlesinger Jr.; and White House aide Richard Goodwin were also supporters of Manuel Ray and the MRP.378

For liberal Democrats, Ray was a diamond in the rough: he was progressive but anti-communist. Schlesinger had a low opinion of the Frente leaders. “They were characteristically identified with the old Cuba of traditional parties, of progressive intent and ineffectual performance,” Schlesinger later wrote. “Some were decent men; others were racketeers who had found politics a lucrative way of life. They wanted the restoration of political ‘democracy’ as they had known it before Batista, but they saw no need for far-reaching social change. Their objectives were compatible with the interests of North American investors and with the prejudices of the Eisenhower Administration.”379

From the beginning, there was tension between the CIA and Ray. In summer 1960, the CIA came away from its first meeting with Ray and other MRP leaders impressed with them as “men of integrity and principle.” But conservative elements of the Cuban exile movement and the CIA scornfully dismissed the MRP as “Fidelismo sin Fidel” (Fidel’s politics without Fidel).380

Garry Drecher, a member of the CIA’s Cuba Project, outlined for Ray the CIA covert action plan for Cuba in December 1960. But Ray turned down the CIA’s invitation to join the FRD, and opposed the CIA strategy of forming a CIA-led Cuban exile movement in the United States to invade Cuba. To the MRP, FRD leader Antonio Varona was a symbol of the corrupt Auténtico presidency of Carlos Prío Socarrás. A November 1960 cable reported, “MRP feels an invasion absolutely fatal from overall ODYOKE [U. S. government] interest in hemisphere and equally disastrous from Cuban viewpoint: Unless revolution starts inside, is supported by people and is in process of succeeding before open outside help arrived, unrepresentative will of people and doomed to fail sooner or later.” Ray told the CIA that the MRP could build a movement inside Cuba capable of sparking a popular uprising to topple the revolution. But he believed a U.S.-backed exile invasion would be considered illegitimate by most Cubans.381

Ray wanted U.S. financial assistance for MRP paramilitary operations with no strings attached. Drecher and Ray worked out a funding arrangement. The CIA would pass money through the Frente Revolucionario Democrático to finance MRP commando operations in Cuba.382 Many in the CIA were put off by what they considered the MRP’s “socialistic” solutions for post-Castro Cuba. A CIA biographical sketch of Ray stated, “Reports indicate that he would like to continue the work of the revolution, eliminating only the international communist ties; also that he is almost as violently nationalistic as Castro.”

In early 1961, Ray moderated the MRP’s stance on U.S.-owned properties in Cuba. He told the FBI that the MRP would only nationalize foreign-owned public utilities in post-Castro Cuba. He specifically stated that the King Ranch and Esso oil would not be nationalized. Ray also said that he wanted “good relations” with the United States. There would be an “appropriate restitution of property taken from Americans” and “guarantees” for the protection of foreign investments.383

The CIA intended to use U.S. aid to persuade the MRP to abide by the CIA’s covert action for Cuba. In a memorandum for the record, Drecher wrote, “This could be done by us controlling the funds given to the MRP, by controlling the amount of military support rendered and the timing of it by even withholding some support and exerting our influence over its leaders.” The Agency insisted that the MRP work within the FRD and the CIA-founded Consejo Revolucionario Cubano. As Drecher summed up, “[T]he political viewpoint of the FRD as a whole was much more compatible to ours.”

Regular monthly CIA payments to the MRP began on November 1, 1960.384 On March 21, 1961, Ray reluctantly agreed to join the Consejo. But serious differences remained between Ray and the CIA and other Cuban exile leaders.385 As the CIA worked to unify the Cuban exile movement, the Agency briefed President Kennedy on its still-evolving plan to land an expeditionary force of Cuban exiles in Cuba.




In March 1961, DDP Richard Bissell briefed President Kennedy on the CIA covert action plan for Cuba. This was the first comprehensive briefing on the CIA covert action plan Kennedy had received since November 1960.386 Bissell presented the latest version of the CIA covert action plan to Kennedy in the Cabinet Room of the White House on March 11, 1961. The plan was predicated on an amphibious landing of a Cuban exile combat force near Trinidad on Cuba’s south coast. The immediate objective was to establish a beachhead from which to launch subsequent guerrilla operations against the Cuban revolution. The Trinidad plan bore no resemblance to the guerrilla infiltration proposed by the CIA in March 1960.

The Trinidad plan was designed for a well-armed Cuban exile combat force supported by tactical air power and naval amphibious transport vessels. Control of the air space and sea around the landing site was essential. Otherwise the exile force would be vulnerable to a potentially crippling attack by the Cuban revolutionary armed forces as it landed.

According to the Trinidad plan, “the Cuban government-in-exile would land as soon as a beachhead had been secured. If initial military operations were successful and especially if there were evidence of spreading disaffection against the Castro regime, the provisional government could be recognized and a legal basis provided for at least non-governmental logistical support.”

The size of the combat force was still in flux as Cuban exiles continued to stream into Guatemala, where the CIA was training Brigade 2506 for the Cuba operation. The Trinidad plan was based on 1,000 brigadistas, and included an air component of sixteen B-26 light bombers, ten C-54s and five C-46s. The B-26 bombers would neutralize the Cuban air force and establish U.S. control of the air around Trinidad during the amphibious landing. A naval force of two 100-ton ships, five 1,500-ton ships, two Landing Craft, Infantry (LCIs), three Landing Craft, Utility (LCUs), and four Landing Craft, Vehicles and Personnel (LCVPs) would transport Brigade 2506 to the landing site.

Bissell emphasized that the Trinidad plan included a guerrilla option if the amphibious assault did not trigger an internal uprising in Cuba. Brigade 2506 could retreat into the nearby Escambray Mountains to reorganize as a guerrilla force.387

The Trinidad plan made Kennedy uneasy. “This is too much like a World War II invasion,” he remarked, calling it “too spectacular.” Kennedy gave Bissell four days to revise the plan. Bissell recalled that Kennedy wanted a “quiet” nighttime landing. “He could not support a plan that he felt exposed the role of the United States so openly.”

Meanwhile, Dulles was anxious that Kennedy might be tempted to call off the CIA plan for Cuba. He warned about a “disposal problem” if the CIA plan were canceled. The CIA was blunt about the impact of the demobilization of Brigade 2506. A CIA analysis stated, “There is no doubt that dissolution… will be a blow to U.S. prestige as it will be interpreted in many Latin American countries and elsewhere as evidence of the U.S. inability to take decisive action with regard to Castro. David will again have defeated Goliath.”388

Kennedy had little political wiggle room on the covert Cuba operation. Candidate Kennedy took political advantage of Dulles’ briefing on the CIA covert action plan for Cuba in the 1960 presidential campaign. As president, Kennedy would not be able to terminate the covert action plan without facing charges of political opportunism. He had dug himself into a political hole. As the director of the Department of State’s intelligence arm the Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR) Roger Hilsman recalled, “Kennedy realized that Nixon knew all about the plan, and that if he turned it down out of hand, Nixon would use it against him on everything else he tried to do.”389




Allen Dulles and Richard Bissell returned to the Oval Office with a revised CIA covert action plan on March 15. The CIA men went over the modifications with Kennedy, who wanted a more “quiet” landing, one less likely to reveal the involvement of the United States.

According to the revised CIA plan, the amphibious landing would take place at the Bahía de Cochinos (Bay of Pigs), 100 miles west of Trinidad. The coastal area around the Bay of Pigs was an isolated swampy area known as the Ciénaga de Zapata (Zapata Marsh). Bissell recalled the Bay of Pigs was selected as the landing site “because its distance from a major population center eased the President’s concern about noise and attracting undue attention.”

But Kennedy was still not satisfied with the Bay of Pigs plan, referred to as the “Zapata plan” in CIA documents. Kennedy was uneasy about the CIA plan’s air operations. Bissell later wrote, “He [Kennedy] asked repeatedly whether the air strikes were necessary.”390

On March 16, Kennedy gave conditional approval for the CIA to go ahead with the Bay of Pigs plan with the caveat that he reserved the option to cancel the operation up to twenty-four hours before D-Day. In his memoir, Bissell expressed misgivings about the conditions Kennedy attached to the Bay of Pigs plan. Bissell wrote, “The landing would now take place at night, even though a nighttime amphibious landing had only been accomplished once in World War II.” He worried that limitations on air attacks would put the amphibious landing at risk. He did not, however, share his doubts with Kennedy.391

On April 4, Kennedy gathered his aides together to discuss the Bay of Pigs plan in a conference room in Foggy Bottom near Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s office. Kennedy asked, “What do you think?” As the president tapped his fingers on the table impatiently, his principal deputies—Dean Rusk, Secretary of Defense Robert S. McNamara, and National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy—had little to say. Rusk had expressed his doubts about the CIA plan to Kennedy in private but refused to do so in the meeting. General Lyman Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, did not address the Bay of Pigs plan itself but focused, instead, on the fact it was a CIA—not a Pentagon—operation.

Senator William J. Fulbright, a Democrat from Arkansas, invited to the meeting by Kennedy, spoke against the Bay of Pigs plan. A few days earlier Fulbright had written Kennedy, “Remember always… the Castro regime is a thorn in the flesh; but it is not a dagger in the heart.” Kennedy’s advisers were united in opposition to Fulbright.

Kennedy solicited the opinion of Adolf Berle, head of his Task Force on Latin America. “Well, Adolf, you haven’t voted,” Kennedy said. Berle replied, “Mr. President, there has to be a confrontation with Castro sooner or later, so… I say let ’er rip!” Kennedy adjourned the meeting.392

At a news conference on April 12, reporters asked Kennedy about Cuba. He stated, “First, I want to say that there will not be, under any circumstances, an intervention by the United States armed forces.” He stressed, “This government will do everything it possibly can… to make sure there are no Americans involved in any actions in Cuba.”

Kennedy elaborated, “The basic issue in Cuba is not one between the United States and Cuba; it is between the Cubans themselves.” He added, “I intend to see that we adhere to that principle.” A reporter asked if a Cuban exile invasion of Cuba launched from the United States were likely. Kennedy replied, “I would be opposed to mounting an offensive.”393

In private, Kennedy worried that the U.S. role in the Bay of Pigs operation was too large to be plausibly denied. He stressed the need to reduce the visibility of the U.S. role at the Bay of Pigs in a meeting with Bissell on April 14. Kennedy wanted to scale back the number of air strikes on the Cuban air force planned for two days before the amphibious landing. He also wanted to limit tactical air operations on D-Day as Brigade 2506 landed on the beaches of the Bay of Pigs.

In response, Bissell cut the number of pre-invasion B-26 bombing missions from sixteen to eight. On April 15, eight B-26s swooped down out of the sky over Cuba and bombed air bases near Havana, San Antonio de los Baños, and Santiago de Cuba. Bissell later wrote, “The post-strike photography of that day revealed that the runways were damaged but not entirely out of commission, so that Castro’s few remaining planes could still take to the air and become an unexpected threat to the invasion forces.” He stressed, “The second air strike, scheduled for April 17, D-Day, became even more critical.”394

On April 15, Cuban Revolutionary Council President José Miró Cardona stuck to the script of the CIA’s cover story for the air strikes on air bases in Cuba. Miró Cardona assured reporters that the bombing raids grew out of a revolt in the Cuban air force. As part of the CIA deception, an alleged Cuban air force defector flew his B-26 to Miami. In a written statement, the pilot claimed that he and another Cuban air force defector had flown “strafing runs” before escaping from Cuba.395

At the United Nations, Ambassador Adlai Stevenson held up a photograph of one of the B-26s. Stevenson declared, “It has the markings of Castro’s air force on the tail, which everyone can see for himself. The Cuban star and initials FAR, Fuerza Aérea Revolucionaria [Revolutionary Air Force], are clearly visible.” Stevenson denied U.S. involvement in the bombing, adding that the United States will “make sure that no American participates in any actions against Cuba.”396 On April 15 at the United Nations, Cuban Foreign Minister Raúl Roa denied that Cuban air force defectors had flown the bombing raids in Cuba. Roa told the Political Committee of the UN General Assembly that the air attacks were flown by “mercenaries.” He called them a “prologue” to a “large-scale” U.S. invasion of Cuba.

In Havana, Fidel Castro was defiant. “If this air attack is a prelude to an invasion, the country, on a war basis, will resist and destroy with an iron hand any force which attempts to disembark upon our land,” Castro declared. “¡Patria o Muerte!” (“Homeland or Death!”)397

In Washington, Kennedy made a fateful decision. He canceled the planned second wave of air strikes on D-Day to take out the Cuban air force planes that had survived the April 15 bombing attacks. According to Bissell, Kennedy insisted there would be no more air strikes against the Cuban air force “until the landing had been completed, the airstrip [near the Bay of Pigs] seized, and B-26s were operating from Cuban soil.”398 Meanwhile, Brigade 2506 set out for Cuba full of confidence.




In an April 13 cable, Colonel Jack Hawkins assured CIA headquarters that Brigade 2506 was ready to seize a beachhead at the Bay of Pigs. Hawkins was paramilitary chief of the CIA’s Cuba Task Force (WH/4). “These officers are young, vigorous, intelligent and motivated with a fanatical urge to begin the battle for which most of them have been preparing for almost a year,” Hawkins reported. “Without exception, they have the utmost confidence in their ability to win. They say they know their own people and believe after they have inflicted one serious defeat upon opposing forces, the latter will melt away from Castro, who they have no wish to support.”

Hawkins added, “The brigade officers do not expect help from the U.S. armed forces.”399 The next day Nicaraguan dictator Luis Somoza addressed Brigade 2506 on Nicaragua’s Atlantic coast, the staging area for the CIA’s amphibious invasion of Cuba. On the docks of Puerto Cabezas, Somoza told the brigadistas “Bring me a couple of hairs from Castro’s beard.”

The 1,500 soldiers of Brigade 2506 assembled in Nicaragua after their military training in CIA camps in Guatemala, Florida, and Louisiana.400 In Havana, Castro prepared for a CIA-backed invasion by Cuban exiles. He had been monitoring news reports of Cuban exile activities in Guatemala and Miami, especially the pronouncements of the Cuban Revolutionary Council. Castro later told Newsweek correspondent Peter Wyden that he was convinced an “indirect” U.S. invasion was imminent after the April 15 air strikes in Cuba.

Castro’s objective was to prevent the invaders from establishing a beachhead in Cuba. His strategy was to overwhelm Brigade 2506 with Cuban army and militia forces, backed up by FAR attack planes, which survived the April 15 air attacks. But he did not know where the counterrevolutionaries would land.

Wyden wrote, “Castro ordered platoon-sized militia posts set up at every conceivable invasion point.” The Cuban army included 25,000 well-trained and equipped troops. There were also 200,000 less-well-trained militia available for deployment throughout the island.401

In the meantime, Higinio Díaz’s planned diversionary attack on the coast of Oriente province went awry. Díaz’s attack was designed to divert Havana’s attention from the amphibious landing of Brigade 2506 at the Bay of Pigs. Díaz’s commandos had trained at an abandoned ammunition dump near New Orleans.

“Nino” Díaz and his 160 commandos arrived in the waters off Oriente on the CIA-supplied freighter Santa Ana with a CIA adviser on board on the night of April 14, thirty miles from Guantánamo Bay. A team on an inflatable raft was launched from the Santa Ana on a reconnaissance mission to select a landing site. The team got to within 500 feet of the mouth of the Mocambo River, where it spotted two trucks and a jeep on the shore. The team concluded that the vehicles were part of a local militia patrol.

A 1963 CIA memorandum explained what happened next. “Subject [Higinio Díaz] reached the assigned landing area, but refused to do so and instead, ordered the Santa Ana to head for Key West, Florida.” Díaz rejected what he thought was a suicide mission.

Historian Robert Quirk takes note of the CIA’s poor preparation for the diversionary landing. Quirk writes, “The CIA man who came with the group spoke no Spanish and had no knowledge of the intended landing site. He told them to go into the mountains if they had trouble. But he did not know which mountains. He brought neither maps nor charts—only the name of a small port.”402

The cancellation of Díaz’s diversionary attack was a setback for the Bay of Pigs plan, according to General Lemnitzer. “This was a very important part of the Cuba plan,” Lemnitzer asserted. “When you have only one diversionary attack to attract the enemy’s attention to another area and it doesn’t get in, this is very detrimental to the overall success of the plan.”403 As Brigade 2506 landed on the beaches of the Bay of Pigs, the situation quickly became perilous.





CHAPTER 10: 
BAY OF PIGS: A DISASTER WAITING TO HAPPEN

Brigade 2506 got into trouble right from the start at the Bahía de Cochinos—the Bay of Pigs. A local militia unit spotted the Cuban exile expeditionary force as it landed in the early morning darkness on April 17 with CIA officers William “Rip” Robertson and Grayston Lynch in the lead. The suspicious activity was reported to Havana.

Fidel Castro assumed overall command of the Cuban counterattack. Castro ordered the Fuerza Aérea Revolucionaria (FAR) (Revolutionary Air Force) into action. He telephoned the commander and pilots of the FAR base at San Antonio de los Baños to stress the importance of sinking the CIA expeditionary force’s supply ships. Two Sea Fury attack planes, two B-26s, and three T-33 jet trainers which had survived the April 15 air strikes on Cuban air fields quickly gained control of the air over the Bay of Pigs.404

As the sun rose over the water, FAR planes opened fire on the brigadistas on the beach and the Houston, a CIA-supplied freighter, carrying arms and munitions. The Houston took a hit and ran aground. A FAR attack plane strafed the landing craft Barbara J with machine gun fire as it ferried the Cuban exile expeditionary force to the beach.

A Sea Fury appeared over Playa Girón, at the mouth of the Bay of Pigs, and hit the Río Escondido, another CIA-supplied freighter, with a rocket at 9:30 a.m. The Río Escondido, carrying ten days’ worth of ammunition and supplies, sank an hour later. Brigade 2506 suffered serious losses on the first day of fighting. Four B-26 bombers were shot down as they flew tactical missions in support of the brigadistas on the beaches. An entire airborne unit of 172 brigadistas was never heard from again after it parachuted into an area at the head of the Bay of Pigs.

Castro was visible at the Bay of Pigs in combat fatigues and a brown beret, smoking a cigar and carrying a rifle as he walked with his commander Captain José Ramón Fernández. Newspapers in Cuba and elsewhere carried a photograph of Castro jumping off a tank at Playa Larga. Fernández commanded a combined force of Cuban army and militia personnel, 870 soldiers. His force included artillery and tank units and the Militia Officers School Battalion and Militia Battalion from nearby Cienfuegos. As the fighting continued, other Cuban forces also joined the battle.

On April 18, Cuban tanks were spotted at 3:00 a.m. moving south toward Playa Larga. At 7:30 a.m., the brigadistas, under heavy fire, began to withdraw to Playa Girón. By the end of the day, Brigade 2506 was running low on ammunition.405 Meanwhile, the CIA became more deeply involved operationally as Brigade 2506 foundered on the beaches. U.S. citizens, under CIA contract, flew combat air missions over the Bay of Pigs when brigadista pilots balked at doing so on April 18. Some brigadista pilots, based in Nicaragua, refused to fly out of exhaustion, and others did not want to go on what they considered suicide runs. CIA contract pilots took their place, dropping bombs, rockets, and napalm on a Cuban army column of tanks and other vehicles. But the CIA air strikes failed to stop the advance of the Cuban army toward Playa Girón.

There was little the CIA could do to save Brigade 2506 from defeat without U.S. military intervention. Former Newsweek correspondent Peter Wyden described a scene of abject defeat at the Bay of Pigs, a 13-mile long, narrow bay named for the region’s cochinos cimarrones (wild pigs). “Tanks were standing around idly, out of ammunition,” Wyden wrote, referring to Brigade 2506. “The machine guns mounted on vehicles were out of ammunition. Men were running about in every direction, shouting, debating what to do.”406 While Brigade 2506 foundered at the Bay of Pigs, the lights burned late into the night in the White House.




President Kennedy and his aides, dressed in formal attire, gathered in the Cabinet Room around midnight on April 18, 1961. The Joint Chiefs of Staff wore dress uniforms bedecked with medals. The president and his men had just come from a formal reception for members of Congress.

CIA Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Bissell and Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Burke pressed Kennedy to commit U.S. air and naval power to the battle at the Bay of Pigs. Otherwise, they said, Brigade 2506 faced certain defeat. Admiral Burke declared, “Let me take two jets and shoot down those enemy aircraft,” seconding Bissell’s plea for direct U.S. military intervention at the Bay of Pigs. Kennedy replied sharply, “Burke, I don’t want the United States involved in this.” “Hell, Mr. President, but we are involved,” Burke retorted. Burke had already deployed the aircraft carrier Essex with 2,000 Marines in international waters ready to intervene in Cuba.

Allen Dulles reported that Brigade 2506 was trapped, unable to establish a beachhead or be extracted without the intervention of U.S. air and naval power. Rusk, who opposed open use of U.S. military force, said the time had come to implement the Bay of Pigs plan’s guerrilla option, suggesting that the brigadistas head for “the hills.” Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Lemnitzer concurred, saying it was “time for this outfit to go guerrilla.”

For the first time, Bissell informed Kennedy and his inner circle that the Bay of Pigs plan did not have a guerrilla alternative. Bissell said the brigadistas “were not prepared to go guerrilla.” Unlike the Trinidad plan, the Bay of Pigs plan did not include an option for the brigadistas to retreat into the Escambray Mountains, a fact Bissel withheld from Kennedy.

As the meeting broke up a little before 4 a.m., Kennedy walked over to Kenneth O’Donnell and Pierre Salinger, two of his top White House aides. The three men talked briefly as they stood in the Oval Office near the French doors overlooking the Rose Garden. Kennedy stopped, distracted in mid-sentence, opened the doors and walked into the chilly spring night with his hands in his pockets. He had just turned down the CIA and the Joint Chiefs’ recommendation to use overt U.S. military power to save Brigade 2506 at the Bay of Pigs. For nearly an hour, Kennedy stood in the Rose Garden in troubled solitude. Then he walked over to the family quarters of the White House and turned in for the night.407

Time was quickly running out for Brigade 2506. The 1,500 brigadistas were besieged by a Cuban force, which had grown to 20,000 revolutionary army and militia combatants, chanting “¡Viva la revolución!” and “¡Patria o muerte!” (“Homeland or Death!”). On April 19, the brigade, cut off from its supplies, ran out of ammunition and surrendered.408

Admiral Burke ordered nearby U.S. Navy destroyers to pick up brigadistas stranded on the beaches of the Bay of Pigs. But only a few were extracted because of the danger posed by the Cuban air force. The next day Burke instructed the Navy’s Atlantic Command to escort the destroyers carrying the Brigade 2506 survivors to the island of Vieques off the coast of Puerto Rico. Brigadistas left behind at the Bay of Pigs expressed their anger at the United States. Wyden wrote, “When the men saw the destroyers leave, some tried to shoot at the American ships in their anger.” He observed, “Others fired at the boats and rafts that bobbed offshore. Then they fired into the tires of their trucks and destroyed their tanks.”409 The Cuban revolution’s victory at the Bay of Pigs was decisive.

Wyden summed up, “All told, 114 men of the Brigade died.” He added, “Castro captured 1,189. Approximately 150 were unable to land; or were never shipped out; or made their way back.” Manuel Artime and the entire high command of Brigade 2506 were captured as prisoners of war. Artime was the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano’s (CRC) (Cuban Revolutionary Council) liaison with Brigade 2506.410

Meanwhile, Fidel Castro relished Cuba’s victory over Brigade 2506. Castro and the Cuban revolution soared in popularity. In a speech in Havana, he referred to the Cuban revolution for the first time as “socialist.” He called Cuba “a revolution of the humble, with the humble, for the humble, democratic and socialist.” He added, “What the imperialists cannot forgive us is that we made a socialist revolution under the noses of the United States.”

Castro also had words of praise for Havana’s Soviet ally. He called the launch of Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin into space on April 12, 1961 an “admirable” accomplishment. Gagarin’s orbit around the earth in a spaceship marked the first human travel in space.411

A few days later, Castro delivered a four-hour televised speech. Wyden wrote, “Alternatively he radiated fire, irony, contempt… He gloated over how the planes that the mercenarios had bombed at Campo Libertad had been useless dummy targets… He laughed at the poor CIA intelligence and read from captured documents that had judged his planes to be ‘in flying condition but not in combat condition.’”

Cubans were spellbound by Castro’s address. Castro biographer Tad Szulc observed, “Practically the entire population watched Fidel on television that Sunday.” Szulc added, “Streets and plazas and parks were deserted, and his popularity seemed greater than on the day of his first victory, the victory of 1959. Girón [the beach at the mouth of the Bay of Pigs] had unified the country behind him….” Five decades later Castro explained why he proclaimed that the Cuban revolution was socialist in April 1961. He said, “Giron accelerated the revolutionary process… I was first a Marti-an and then became a Marti-an, Marxist and Leninist.”412 As Cuba celebrated its victory at the Bay of Pigs, an atmosphere of defeat enveloped the White House.




Deputy National Security Adviser Walt Whitman Rostow recalled, “Hour by hour, day by day, the full measure of the failure, with its repercussions at home and abroad, pounded on Kennedy and his advisers. Every detail hurt.” The Bay of Pigs was the greatest defeat of Kennedy’s presidency.

“I sensed an air which I had known in my military past—that of a command post that had been overrun by the enemy,” General D. Maxwell Taylor later wrote about his meeting with Kennedy and his inner circle on April 22. “There were the same glazed eyes, subdued voices, and slow speech that I had remembered observing in commanders routed at the Battle of the Bulge or in recovering from their first action… learning the sting of defeat.”

Attorney General Robert Kennedy personified the dark mood in the White House. He was not involved in the planning for the CIA covert action in Cuba until April 12. But President Kennedy relied increasingly on his brother on issues related to Cuba after the rout at the Bay of Pigs. Over the next several days, President Kennedy spent a lot of time in meetings in the White House. Time magazine Washington correspondent Hugh Sidey wrote, “John Kennedy, in shirt sleeves, moved from room to room listening to new facts on the disaster, asking for new ideas…. He tried to evaluate every fragment of information. His skepticism of what was told him was now monumental.”413

But in public Kennedy took responsibility for the failed Bay of Pigs operation. “There’s an old saying that victory has a hundred fathers and defeat is an orphan,” Kennedy told reporters at a news conference in Washington on April 22. “I am the responsible officer of this government.”414

U.S. public opinion rallied around President Kennedy, according to a Gallup Poll taken in late April 1961. Gallup reported an eighty-three percent overall approval rating for Kennedy, including sixty-one percent of the respondents who supported his “handling [of] the situation in Cuba.” Equally significant, sixty-five percent of the public opposed the intervention of “our armed forces into Cuba to help overthrow Castro.”415

Behind the scenes, Kennedy promoted his own view of what went wrong at the Bay of Pigs. Sidey wrote, “The White House did its own hatchet work.” He continued, “Reporters were called into background sessions and informed that the Joint Chiefs of Staff had selected the landing beaches and that the CIA had promised the native uprising that never materialized. Some attempts were made to fasten the responsibility on the Eisenhower Administration.”416 As President Kennedy privately expressed his frustration with the CIA and Joint Chiefs, Kennedy’s decision to cancel the D-Day air strikes on Cuban air bases caused a near-mutiny in the CIA’s Cuba Task Force.




The White House waited until the last minute to notify the CIA that President Kennedy had canceled the second wave of air attacks on Cuban air bases scheduled for April 17. National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy notified Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (DDCI) Charles Cabell on April 16 at 9:30 p.m. that the D-Day air strikes had been called off. Bundy told Cabell if he wished to discuss the matter further he should contact Secretary of State Dean Rusk.

A little after 10 p.m., Cabell and Richard Bissell showed up at Rusk’s office on the seventh floor of the Department of State in Foggy Bottom. Cabell made a case for the restoration of the D-Day air operations.

Rusk telephoned Kennedy. Bissell recalled, “Cabell and I heard him tell Kennedy that the CIA felt strongly that the strikes were a military necessity.” Bissell added, “He then gave his own reasons against the strike, explaining that developments at the United Nations made another air strike politically disastrous for the President.”

Rusk told the CIA men, “Well, the President agrees with me.” He said, “Would you, General Cabell, like to speak to the President?” Cabell replied, “There’s no point in my talking to the President.”417

Meanwhile, McGeorge Bundy did not bother to inform the Joint Chiefs that Kennedy had decided to scratch the D-Day air strikes on Cuban airfields. Joint Chiefs Chairman Lemnitzer’s doorbell rang at his home at Fort Meyer on April 17 at 2 a.m. When two senior aides informed Lemnitzer that Kennedy had canceled the D-Day air strikes, he was stunned. “Unbelievable,” he sputtered, adding “Pulling out the rug” on Brigade 2506 was “reprehensible, almost criminal.”

Admiral Burke did not learn that the D-Day strikes had been called off until he arrived at the Joint Chiefs situation room in the Pentagon on April 17 a little after 6 a.m. When he got the news, he was “horrified” and “very angry.” He asked bitterly how Kennedy could “pull the strings out of an operation at the last minute.”

According to Wyden, “He [Burke] had always considered this strike crucial.” He noted, “The D-Day strike could have temporarily immobilized whatever flying capability Castro’s men had left.”418 When Cabell returned to CIA headquarters, he faced the wrath of the Cuba Task Force. Cabell was the senior CIA official in Washington on the eve of the Bay of Pigs landing. Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Allen Dulles had arranged to be out of town at a conference in Puerto Rico as a featured speaker.

Jacob Esterline shouted at Cabell, “Goddamn it, this is criminal negligence!” Esterline was chief of the Cuba Task Force. Esterline, Stanley Beerli, head of Cuba Task Force air operations, Howard Hunt, David Philips, and other CIA officers gathered around Cabell’s desk and unloaded their anger on him.

Wyden wrote, “Jake pounded the general’s desk and told him he was the lowest form of human being he had ever seen. How could he let the men of the Brigade go to their death?” Wyden wrote. “All over the room, voices were raised to the bellowing level. Faces were crimson. Any form of rank-consciousness or civility was gone. These were emotion-driven men out of control.”419

Secretary of State Dean Rusk’s opposition to the D-Day air strikes was based on diplomatic considerations. Rusk later wrote, “Personally I was skeptical about the Bay of Pigs plan from the beginning.” Rusk stated, “Most simply, the operation violated international law. There was no way to make a good legal case for an American-supported landing in Cuba. Also, I felt that an operation of this scale could not be conducted covertly. The landing and our involvement would become publicly known the moment the brigade started for the beach. We didn’t grapple with that reality at all.” Rusk believed the D-Day air strikes would provoke an international outcry of protest. Kennedy agreed that the second wave of bombing should not take place until Brigade 2506 had established a beachhead and seized a nearby air field. Air strikes launched from Cuba would fit the cover story that the Bay of Pigs operation was an internal Cuban revolt.

Cabell paid Rusk a second visit, this time at Rusk’s apartment at the Sheridan-Park Hotel at 4 a.m. on April 17. Cabell wanted Kennedy to authorize the use of combat jets from the aircraft carrier Essex to provide air support for the beleaguered Brigade 2506. Cabell knew that control of the air over the Bay of Pigs was essential for the success of the landing. Once again Rusk telephoned Kennedy. This time he put Cabell on the line. Cabell suggested a range of air support operations involving U.S. jets. Kennedy did not comment. When Rusk got back on the line, Kennedy told Rusk he would not authorize U.S. air power to be used in Cuba.420 Rusk later explained, “I was caught by surprise with the first air strikes.” He said, “I was trying to advise Adlai Stevenson at the United Nations what was happening and suddenly found out there were additional air strikes coming. We didn’t want to have him lie to the United Nations.”421

Ambassador Adlai Stevenson had been embarrassed in the United Nations when he denied that the United States was connected to the bombing of Cuban air fields on April 15. Stevenson had argued that Cuban air force defectors had carried out the air attacks.422

Bissell’s deputy Tracy Barnes had misled Stevenson. In an internal CIA memorandum, Barnes conceded that he did not brief Stevenson about the CIA’s role in the April 15 air strikes. Bissell later wrote, “Stevenson was left with the distinct impression that the United States had virtually no hand in the events that were unfolding.”

Stevenson was furious when the U.S. involvement was exposed. He expressed his frustration to Kennedy, Rusk, and Dulles. Kennedy sent National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy to New York to make sure Stevenson did not break publicly with President Kennedy over the Bay of Pigs. Stevenson, the Democrats’ standard bearer in the 1952 and 1956 presidential elections, privately protested Kennedy’s proposal in 1960 for U.S. aid to the Cuban “fighters for freedom.”

According to CIA historian Jack Pfeiffer, Stevenson dutifully supported the Bay of Pigs operation once he learned that President Kennedy had sanctioned it.423 While Kennedy dealt with the CIA and Joint Chiefs, he also had to contend with Chairman Nikita Khrushchev, who responded angrily to the Bay of Pigs.




Nikita Khrushchev protested the botched CIA operation in an April 18 letter to President Kennedy. “Mr. President, I send you this message in an hour of alarm, fraught with the danger for peace of the whole world. Armed aggression has begun against Cuba,” he wrote. “It is a secret to no one that the armed bands involving this country were trained, equipped and armed in the United States of America.”

Khrushchev warned that U.S. “aggression” in Cuba could trigger a Cold War crisis. “Military armament and the world political situation are such at this time that any so-called ‘little war’ can touch off a chain reaction in all parts of the globe,” Khrushchev wrote. “As far as the Soviet Union is concerned, there should be no mistake about our position: We will render the Cuban people and their government all necessary help to repel armed attack on Cuba.”

Kennedy wrote Khrushchev immediately. Kennedy did not want the Bay of Pigs to jeopardize negotiations for a summit meeting between the United States and the Soviet Union later in 1961. “I have previously stated, and repeat now, that the United States intends no military intervention in Cuba,” Kennedy stressed. “While refraining from military intervention in Cuba, the people of the United States do not conceal their admiration for the Cuban patriots who wish to see a democratic system in an independent Cuba.” He added that the United States would use military force to defend the Western Hemisphere from external aggression.

Kennedy also expressed willingness to negotiate with Khrushchev to lessen Cold War tensions. “I agree with you as to the desirability of steps to improve the international atmosphere,” he wrote. “I have taken careful note of your statement that events in Cuba might affect peace in all parts of the world. I trust that this does not mean that the Soviet Government, using the situation in Cuba as a pretext, is planning to inflame other areas of the world.”424 Kennedy then turned his attention from Khrushchev to the leaders of the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano, who were angry and anxious about the fate of Brigade 2506.




President Kennedy dispatched Adolf Berle and Special Assistant to the President Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. to Miami to meet with the Cuban exile leaders. Kennedy told Berle, “One member is threatening suicide.” He added, “Others want to be put on the beachhead. All are furious with CIA. They do not know how dismal things are. You must go down and talk to them.” The sons of Consejo leaders, José Miró Cardona, Antonio Varona, and Antonio Maceo, were brigadistas. Consejo leader Manuel Artime was among the Brigade 2506 prisoners of war held in Cuba.

Berle and Schlesinger were taken aback by emotion and pain of the CRC leaders. The CIA had held the exiled politicians under virtual house arrest but issued communiqués in the name of the Consejo during the fighting at the Bay of Pigs. When the Kennedy aides got the news of the brigadistas’s surrender, they called the White House to set up a meeting between the Cubans and Kennedy. They hoped a meeting with the president would quell the mutinous mood.

Kennedy invited the Consejo leaders to the White House on April 19. He apologized for the way they had been treated by the CIA. Schlesinger wrote, “Kennedy, speaking slowly and thoughtfully, declared his sorrow over the events of the last forty-eight hours.” Kennedy explained that he had been advised that Brigade 2506 could succeed without overt U.S. military force. Then he spoke to the Cubans about his own experiences with war and death. “He added that he had himself fought in a war, that he had seen brave men, that he had lost a brother, and that he shared their grief and despair.”

Kennedy brought out a photograph of his brother Joseph P. Kennedy, Jr., who was killed in World War II. He asked the Consejo leaders if they had pictures of their brigadista sons. Maceo took a photo of his son from his billfold and showed it to the group. As the Cubans got up to leave the Oval Office, Kennedy gave each of them an autographed picture of himself.425 Kennedy had other political fires to put out on the home front.




President Kennedy reached out to the elder statesmen of the Republican party. Kennedy invited Richard Nixon to meet with him in the Oval Office on April 20. Kennedy asked, “What would you do now in Cuba?” Nixon responded, “I would find a proper legal cover, and I would go in,” savoring the irony of the moment. “There are several justifications that could be used, like protecting American citizens living in Cuba and defending our base of Guantánamo. I believe that the most important thing at this point is that we do whatever is necessary to get Castro and communism out of Cuba.”

Kennedy replied, “Both Walter Lippmann and Chip Bohlen have reported that Khrushchev is in a very cocky mood at this time.” He continued, “This means that there is a good chance that, if we move on Cuba, Khrushchev will move in Berlin. I just don’t think we can take the risk, in the event their appraisal is correct.” Charles Bohlen, U.S. ambassador in the Soviet Union in the 1950s, was special assistant to the secretary of state.426

On April 22, Kennedy met with Dwight Eisenhower at Camp David. Eisenhower arrived at the presidential retreat in Maryland’s Catoctin Mountains by helicopter from his retirement farm in nearby Gettysburg, Pennsylvania. He wanted to know why there was no air cover for the amphibious landing at the Bay of Pigs. He was an old hand when it came to amphibious landings, having commanded Operation Overlord in Normandy during World War II.

Kennedy told Eisenhower, “We thought that if it was learned that we were really doing this rather than these rebels themselves, the Soviets would be very apt to cause trouble in Berlin.” He added, “My advice was that we must try to keep our hands from showing in the affair.”

Eisenhower replied, “I believe there is only one thing to do when you go into this kind of thing. It must be a success.” He asserted, “The Soviets follow their own plans, and if they see us show any weakness, then is when they press us the hardest. The second they see us show strength and do something on our own, then is when they are very cagey. The failure at the Bay of Pigs will embolden the Soviets to do something that they would not otherwise do.”

Eisenhower impressed upon Kennedy the importance of driving the Cuban revolution from power. But he cautioned, “I believe the American people will never approve a direct military intervention, by their own forces, except under provocations against us so clear and so serious that everybody will understand the need for the move.”427 Kennedy, shaken by the defeat in Cuba, appointed a blue-ribbon commission to investigate what went wrong at the Bay of Pigs.




President Kennedy summoned General Maxwell Taylor out of retirement to lead a Board of Inquiry into the failed Bay of Pigs operation. Kennedy was impressed by Taylor’s book The Uncertain Trumpet, a critique of the Eisenhower Administration’s “massive retaliation” strategy. Taylor, Army Chief of Staff from 1955 to 1959, took a leave of absence as president of the Lincoln Center for the Performing Arts in New York to assume his new duties in Washington.428

The Taylor Board included Robert Kennedy, Allen Dulles, and Admiral Arleigh Burke. The Taylor Board, also known as the Cuba Study Group, took testimony from fifty witnesses over six weeks in April and May 1961.429 The Taylor Board heard testimony about the Kennedy Administration’s ambivalence about the Bay of Pigs plan. Secretary of State Dean Rusk acknowledged that the probability of success at the Bay of Pigs was about fifty percent. But he said the risk was acceptable because “the importance of success was fully appreciated.”

Rusk asserted, “Time was running out. It was the last chance in some time to have this job done by Cubans. Otherwise we might have to do this with American personnel and that would be less desirable.” The Taylor Board accepted Rusk’s reasoning, noting Kennedy and his advisers planned to implement the CIA plan’s guerrilla option if Brigade 2506 got into trouble.

“It was recognized as marginal and risky, but the Cuban Brigade, if not used quickly, would have become a political liability, whereas landing it might achieve important success before Castro became too strong,” the Taylor Board stated. “In approving the operation, the President and his advisers had been greatly influenced by the understanding that the landing force could pass into guerrilla status, if unable to hold the beachhead.”430

As we have seen, Bissell informed Kennedy for the first time that the Bay of Pigs plan did not have a guerrilla option on April 19. A guerrilla option was included in the Trinidad plan. When the landing site was shifted from Trinidad to the Bay of Pigs, however, the terrain made a guerrilla retreat to the Escambray Mountains impossible.

At the Bay of Pigs, Castro took advantage of the local geography, which he knew intimately. The Cuban army sealed off the battle zone and trapped Brigade 2506 on the beaches of the Bay of Pigs. It was not possible for the Brigade 2506 soldiers to wade through the rugged Zapata marsh to get to the Escambray Mountains eighty miles to the east.431

Meanwhile, the Taylor Board also sought to learn what role an uprising in Cuba of opponents of the revolution played in the Bay of Pigs plan. Joint Chiefs Chair Lemnitzer said the Joint Chiefs had no independent intelligence that the Bay of Pigs plan would trigger a revolt against the revolution. Lemnitzer testified, “We went on CIA’s analysis and it was reported that there was a good prospect. I remember Dick Bissell, evaluating this for the President, indicated there was sabotage, bombings and there were also various groups that were asking or begging for arms and so forth.”432

The Joint Chiefs prepared for an uprising in Cuba. Commandant of the Marine Corps David C. Shoup told the Taylor Board that Brigade 2506 took 30,000 extra rifles with it to the Bay of Pigs. General Shoup stated, “We would not be taking 30,000 additional rifles if we didn’t think there was going to be someone to use them.”433

But the CIA did not give a heads-up signal to underground groups in Cuba prior to the Bay of Pigs landing. Bissell wrote in a January 1962 analysis, “It can be said that no one expected an immediate uprising.” He stated, “No advance warning was given to the internal resistance, as a security precaution, to avoid any disclosure of D-Day…”434

According to an April 12 revision of the Bay of Pigs plan, the CIA planned to air drop arms to Cuban counterrevolutionaries after Brigade 2506 secured a beachhead. The operational plan stated, “Every effort will be made to coordinate their operations with those of the landing parties.” The plan estimated there were “nearly 7,000 insurgents responsive to some degree of control through agents with whom communications are currently active.” The groups were small and not well armed.435 Maxwell Taylor asked Allen Dulles what role an uprising played in the Bay of Pigs plan. Taylor observed, “All of these plans seem to contain the critical assumption that there would be an uprising by the Cuban populace.” Dulles replied, “We didn’t count on this so much in the Zapata Plan.” He said, “Whereas the Trinidad Plan was more of a shock treatment which might have brought the Cuban people around to our side. The latter [Bay of Pigs] plan was not tailored to this and was far quieter.”

Robert Kennedy asked: “Then what was the objective of the operation?” Replied Dulles: “Get a beachhead, hold it, and then build it up.”436

Taylor later summed up the inherently flawed nature of the Bay of Pigs plan. Taylor wrote, “While the immediate cause of the failure was a shortage of ammunition, there was a dangerous character about the entire project resulting from the numerical weakness of the Brigade, the paucity of air support, the lack of replacements for battle losses, and the dependence on local volunteers in Cuba for even short-term survival.” Taylor added, “The fundamental weaknesses made for a fragility which invited disaster with the first adverse turn of luck. This adverse turn occurred in the form of destructive enemy strikes on the shipping of the expedition, though one had the feeling that if this misfortune had not occurred another would have, with similarly disastrous results.”437

The Taylor Board noted the connection between President Kennedy’s restrictions on air strikes and the FAR’s ability to wreak havoc on Brigade 2506 as it landed at the Bay of Pigs. “The effectiveness of the Castro air force over the beach resulted from a failure to destroy the airplanes on the ground… before or concurrently with the landing,” the Taylor Board concluded. “This failure was a consequence of the restraints put on the anti-Castro air force in planning and executing its strikes, primarily for the purpose of protecting the covert character of the operation.”438

But the Taylor Board also faulted the CIA and Joint Chiefs for failing to make clear to Kennedy the serious military consequences of his decision to limit the “noise” level of the CIA covert action plan. The CIA and Joint Chiefs failed to stress air and naval superiority around the landing site were required for the success of an amphibious operation. Without control of the air and sea, an expeditionary force is vulnerable to attack as it moves soldiers and supplies from ship to shore, as the Bay of Pigs landing demonstrated.439

The Taylor Board concluded that the large U.S. role was the underlying contradiction of the CIA covert action plan for Cuba. The CIA plan had grown from a small infiltration into a large amphibious landing in the last months of the Eisenhower Administration. The U.S. footprint was too big to be denied.

The Taylor Board stated, “A paramilitary operation of the magnitude of Zapata could not be prepared and conducted in such a way that all U.S. support of it and connection with it could be plausibly disclaimed.” The Board noted, “By November 1960, the impossibility of running Zapata as a covert operation under the CIA should have been recognized and the situation reviewed.” The Taylor Board also learned about the CIA’s covert collaboration with the Mafia to assassinate Castro.440

In the meantime, CIA Inspector General Lyman Kirkpatrick conducted a separate in-house investigation of the Bay of Pigs invasion. Kirkpatrick’s “Survey of the Cuban Operation” concluded that Bissell became too much of an advocate of the covert plan to recognize its flaws. “The CIA, after starting to build up the resistance and guerrilla force inside Cuba, drastically converted the project into what rapidly became an overt military operation,” Kirkpatrick wrote. “The Agency failed to recognize that when the project advanced beyond the stage of plausible denial, it was going beyond the area of Agency responsibility as well as Agency capability.”

The Kirkpatrick report continued, “The Agency became so wrapped up in the military operation that it failed to appraise the chances of success realistically. Furthermore, it failed to keep the national policymakers adequately and realistically informed of the conditions considered essential for success, and it did not press sufficiently for prompt policy decisions in a fast moving situation.”441

Another internal CIA assessment concluded that the CIA covert action developed an almost unstoppable “momentum.” CIA historian Wayne G. Jackson noted that the plan grew from a small infiltration with a $4 million budget into a $46 million paramilitary operation.442 The rapid transformation of the CIA covert action plan for Cuba created a situation ripe for manipulation.




Allen Dulles planned to write an essay for Harper’s magazine, “My Answer to the Bay of Pigs.” But he had second thoughts. Instead, the notes he left for historians reveal that he believed the restrictions President Kennedy put on the Bay of Pigs operation made the plan unworkable. “[It] must be a quiet operation yet must rouse internal revolt vs. Castro and a center to which anti-Castroites will defect,” Dulles jotted in his notes. “The very fact of a quiet landing rendered both impossible. Revolt and defection required the utmost ‘notice’ to the people of Cuba.”

Dulles had believed when push came to shove, Kennedy could be persuaded to authorize the use of overt U.S. military power at the Bay of Pigs. “We felt that when the chips were down—when the crisis arose in reality; any action required for success would be authorized rather than permit the enterprise to fail.” In the past, he noted, presidential reluctance to authorize military support “tends to disappear as the needs of the operation become clarified.” But Kennedy’s opposition to overt U.S. involvement remained steadfast. Dulles took him to task for a lack of firmness of purpose.

“Great actions require great determination,” he wrote. “In these difficult types of operations, so many of which I have been associated with over the years, one never succeeds unless there is a determination to succeed, a willingness to risk some unpleasant political repercussions, and a willingness to provide the basic military necessities. At the decisive moment of the Bay of Pigs operation, all three of these were lacking.”443

In his posthumously published memoir, Bissell admitted that he deceived Kennedy about the likelihood of a popular revolt. “The move from the heavily populated Trinidad to the remote Bay of Pigs made a mass uprising less likely and effectively negated the option of a retreat into the Escambray Mountains.” He confessed that he did not tell the president about the flawed nature of the Bay of Pigs plan, because he worried that Kennedy would cancel it.444 Bissell’s memoir also shed light on another dark secret of the Bay of Pigs: a failed attempt to kill Castro.




Although it was secret, the CIA-Mafia attempt to assassinate Castro was an integral part of the Bay of Pigs plan. As head of the CIA’s clandestine service, Bissell said he made the “necessary decisions” for the assassination of Castro.445 As he explained in an interview with retired Foreign Service officer Lucien S. Vandenbroucke, “There was the thought that Castro would be dead before the landing. Very few, however, knew of this aspect of the plan.”446

Indeed, Cuba Task Force Chief Jake Esterline said later of the separate, compartmented assassination track of the Bay of Pigs plan, “It wasn’t until years later that I found out Bissell was the guy behind it.” In an interview with historian Peter Kornbluh, he recalled, “All of a sudden I started getting requests to authorize big payments, $60,000, $100,000, and I refused them. And J. C. King called me and he said, ‘Say, you’re going to have to sign these things.’ Well, I said that you’ll have to tell me what I am signing or I won’t. He said, ‘Well, I can’t because you’re not cleared.’”

A few days after that, Esterline was briefed on the CIA-Mafia assassination operation by Colonel Sheffield Edwards, director of the CIA’s Office of Security. That’s when he learned the money was for Sam Giancana.447 According to CIA Inspector General J. S. Earman, Edwards “clearly relates” CIA-Mafia plotting to assassinate Castro to the Bay of Pigs plan.448

A few weeks before the Bay of Pigs landing, Kennedy spoke about the possible assassination of Castro in a conversation with his friend Senator George Smathers, a Democrat from Florida. Kennedy told Smathers he had been “given to believe” by the CIA that Castro would be dead before the brigadistas landed in Cuba. Smathers recalled, “Someone was supposed to have knocked him off and there was supposed to be pandemonium.”449

According to Bissell, he did not tell President Kennedy about the CIA-Mafia assassination project. But he said that Dulles told Kennedy about the assassination plotting in “a circumlocutious fashion” before the Bay of Pigs. Bissell explained that Dulles’s reason for giving the president as little information as possible was to shield Kennedy, “to give the President the opportunity, if he so elected, to cancel it… or to allow it to continue but without… extracting from him an explicit endorsement of the detailed specific plan.”

According to Thomas Powers, biographer of Richard Helms, Dulles wanted to shield the ongoing CIA-Mafia assassination operation. “In a case where the administration changed in midstream, he [Dulles] would have been doubly cautious, and triply elusive, in order to test the water before plunging in.” Powers adds, “It would not do to tell Kennedy the CIA was trying to poison Castro before being assured that the new President would not blanch and phone the police.”450

In any case, the CIA-Mafia assassination attempt to poison Castro was called off when the Mafia assassin lost his access to Castro, as we have seen. Other CIA assassination plans using Cuban exiles also failed to materialize. Both Manuel Artime’s MRR and Manuel Ray’s Movimiento Revolucionario del Pueblo (MRP) wanted to assassinate Castro at the Sports Palace. According to Cuban exile Rafael Quintero, a leader of the MRR, closely aligned with Manuel Artime, the plan was simple: “There was going to be a big fight, a big boxing match, and we knew Castro was going to be present. And we planned to have him hit with a bazooka.”

However, Quintero said both exile groups “were selling the same plan to the U.S.” And political infighting in Miami got in the way. “We were told not to do it. And they [CIA] allowed the MRP to go ahead with the plan.” But the MRP didn’t have the personnel to do it.451

Meanwhile, Felix Rodríguez, a Cuban CIA agent, told his CIA case officer that Castro’s assassination was the key to the overthrow of the Cuban revolution, and volunteered to kill Castro in December 1960. Rodríguez later disclosed that he and a fellow Cuban counterrevolutionary made three unsuccessful attempts to land at Varadero Beach east of Havana to assassinate Castro in early 1961. The first attempt was called off when the yacht used in the mission developed engine trouble. Two other missions were terminated when reception groups failed to meet the assassins on shore as planned.452

Speaking to the Church Committee investigators, John Henry Stephens, a Special Forces soldier based in Guatemala from 1959 to 1961, recalled two attempts to parachute men from Guatemala into Cuba to kill Castro before before the Bay of Pigs invasion. “He and/or members of his four-five man training cadre were told to give parachutes and weapons to individuals who were to be parachuted into Cuba to attempt to assassinate Castro.” The memorandum noted, “He referred to an ‘assassination package.’ Such a ‘package’ would contain a variety of weapons, grenades, and other armaments, including a special assassination gun.’”

On the first occasion, one man was successfully flown into Cuba on a B-26, but when he reached a hotel room and radioed back to Guatemala, “this individual’s radio report was interrupted by gunfire and no more was ever heard from him.” On the second attempt, they sent two men, “who… were captured or killed in the drop zone where they made their parachute landing in Cuba.”453 As all these assassination attempts failed, the Kennedy brothers searched for new ways to overthrow the Cuban revolution.





CHAPTER 11: 
CUBA IS DRAWN DEEPER INTO THE COLD WAR

In the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs, Attorney General Robert Kennedy became President Kennedy’s most trusted adviser on Cuba policy. John Kennedy did not always agree with his younger brother, but, as Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. later wrote, “The President trusted him more than anyone else to get to the bottom of an idea or project, to distinguish what was operational from what was literary, to anticipate consequences, to ride herd on execution, to protect the presidential interest and, above all to be candid.”454

Robert Kennedy outlined three possible Cuba policy options for the United States in an April 19 memorandum to his brother: (1) intervene in Cuba with U.S. troops; (2) set up a naval blockade around the island; (3) call on member states of the Organization of American States (OAS) to support an arms embargo of Cuba. Then he evaluated each option. The president, he noted, had already rejected Number (1) “for good and sufficient reasons although this might have to be reconsidered.” Number (2) would be “a drawn-out affair which would lead to a good deal of worldwide bitterness over an extended period of time.” And the third option, “concerted action” by the OAS, he felt was unlikely, unless there was an aggressive Cuban incident, like an attack on the U.S. Navy base at Guantánamo Bay, in which case the United States could “make noises like this was an act of war.”

Still, Robert Kennedy concluded, “Something forceful must be done.” It was no longer possible to “wait for the situation in Cuba to revert back to a time of relative peace and calm with the U.S. having been beaten off with her tail between her legs…. The time has come for a showdown for in a year or two years the situation will be vastly worse. If we don’t want Russia to set up missile bases in Cuba we had better decide what we are willing to do to stop it.”455

On April 20, President Kennedy requested a detailed plan for U.S. military intervention in Cuba from Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, who passed it on to the Joint Chiefs of Staff, making sure to note: “The request should not be interpreted as an indication that U.S. military action against Cuba is probable.” The Joint Chiefs recommended, “The creation of an incident which will provide the justification for the overthrow of the Castro government by the United States.” The incident, of course, must be “carefully planned and handled to insure that it is plausible and that it occurs prior to any indication that the United States has decided to take military action against Cuba.”

On April 29, McNamara and Chief of Naval Operations Arleigh Burke met with President Kennedy to discuss Operational Plan 312 (OPLAN 312), the Pentagon’s contingency plan for intervention in Cuba, which called for approximately 60,000 troops, plus naval and air units. McNamara wrote, “It was estimated that complete control of the island could be obtained within eight days, although it was recognized that guerrilla forces would continue to operate beyond the eighth day in the Escambray Mountains and Oriente Province.”

On May 5, the NSC considered the possibility of military intervention in Cuba, and ruled it out for the immediate future. National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy reported to President Kennedy, “[T]he U.S. should retain the right to intervene if (a) Castro’s Cuba should become a direct military threat to the U.S., or (b) if Castro commits aggression against any American Republic.”456

A paper prepared by an inter-agency task force on Cuba, chaired by Assistant Secretary of Defense for International Security Affairs Paul Nitze, worried about the substantial price of a unilateral U.S. invasion of Cuba. This high cost included not just significant loss of life, but also a loss of credibility on the world stage. “It would severely impair the general international image of a non-aggressive, non-imperialist nation, which we have tried to build up over the past fifteen years.”

Unilateral U.S. military intervention in Cuba would effectively end the Good Neighbor era in Latin America. “It would revive fears, especially in Latin America about our intention to dominate and direct the affairs of all American States,” the Cuba Task Force paper stated. “It is our judgment that the costs outweigh the advantages.”457

Nitze told the NSC that the Navy could blockade the island, but the results would not be immediate and “unfavorable world reaction would probably accrue.” Admiral Burke noted the Navy would be able to intercept all shipping headed to Cuba. Secretary of State Dean Rusk replied that a naval blockade “would be an act of war and was wholly impracticable.” President Kennedy asserted, “There would be no Navy blockade.”458

CIA analysts concluded that U.S. military intervention would be required to overturn the Cuban revolution, according to a May 1961 analysis paper. The CIA analysts wrote that the Castro regime “has been significantly strengthened by the failure of the mid-April invasion.” The paper added, “The opposition has lost some of its strongest forces, its factionalism is greater, and its confidence in the United States has been shaken.”459

As the Kennedy Administration debated what to do next in Cuba, details began to leak from the seams of the covert CIA-Mafia operation to assassinate Castro.




Robert Kennedy was caught on the horns of dilemma in the turbulent period after the Bay of Pigs. As one of his brother’s most trusted foreign policy aides, he was an aggressive advocate of the overthrow of the Cuban revolution. However, as attorney general, his top priority was his war on organized crime in the United States. So when he learned, as a member of the Taylor Board of Inquiry on the Bay of Pigs, the CIA had plotted with the Mafia to kill Fidel Castro, he found himself in a compromised position.

According to a May 22, 1961 FBI report, Bissell “told the Attorney General that some of the CIA’s associated planning included the use of [Sam] Giancana and the underworld against Castro.”460 Kennedy also got a heads-up from FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, who informed Kennedy that the CIA and Mafia were working together covertly in Cuba. He included a memorandum with a summary of an FBI interview with CIA Director of Security Sheffield Edwards, who had supervised the CIA-Mafia plotting to assassinate Castro in 1960–1961, which he referred to as “dirty business.”

Edwards had explained to the FBI, “Since the underworld controlled gambling operations in Cuba under the Batista government, it was assumed that this element would still continue to have sources and contacts in Cuba which could be utilized successfully in connection with CIA’s clandestine efforts against the Castro government.” And the memorandum cautioned, “Several of the plans still are working and eventually may ‘pay off.’”461

Meanwhile, an FBI investigation in a wiretap case in Las Vegas threatened to expose the CIA-Mafia collaboration to kill Castro to the public. A maid had discovered a “bug” in comedian Dan Rowan’s apartment in Las Vegas in October 1960. CIA cut-out Robert Maheu had the bug installed in Rowan’s phone to placate an irrationally jealous Sam Giancana, who suspected Rowan was having an affair with his mistress, singer Phyllis McGuire of the McGuire Sisters.

The Agency worried that details of the CIA-Mafia assassination operation would spill into the public square if the wiretap case went to trial, and no one wanted that to happen.462 Attorney General Kennedy was particularly concerned since he had been further drawn into the CIA-Mafia collaboration in June when his aides met with Mafia gambler Norman Rothman to assess a possible quid pro quo. According to Hoover, Kennedy’s close aide and personal friend John Seigenthaler asked the FBI’s C.A. Evans about Norman Rothman. Rothman was the personification of gangsterismo. The former manager of the Sans Souci nightclub in Havana, he was reported by the FBI to be “very close to Santo Trafficante.” The Mafia gambler had also served as a “former witting collaborator” of the CIA, and as a “source” utilized by Army intelligence in the 1950s.463

In a May 18, 1961 memorandum, Hoover supplied Kennedy with a summary of Rothman’s criminal history. Rothman had been found guilty in two recent trials tied to Mafia gun running in Cuba: theft of weapons from a National Guard armory in Ohio, and a scheme to sell stolen bonds for money for arms destined for Cuba. He had been sentenced to five years imprisonment in the Ohio case but was out of prison on a $50,000 appeal bond. A sentence had not yet been handed down in the bank case.464 Rothman had also worked with Batista’s brother-in-law General Roberto Fernández Miranda organizing paramilitary operations against Cuba from the Biltmore Terrace Hotel in Miami Beach in 1959–1960.465

On June 29, 1961, Rothman was invited to a meeting in Deputy Attorney General Byron White’s office with Attorney General Kennedy’s aides. According to Rothman, John Seigenthaler was one of several Department of Justice officials who met with him. An unnamed CIA officer from the Western Hemisphere Division was also present to evaluate Rothman’s bona fides. According to a CIA memorandum, Rothman offered to make assets available to the United States “in return for the dropping of federal charges” against him. Rothman claimed that he had “an operational base” in Mexico’s Yucatán peninsula and “personnel and capabilities” to carry out “sabotage raids inside Cuba.” He also had a “basic plan” for assassinating Castro in a napalm attack as he spoke at a mass rally in Havana.

Rothman told House Select Committee on Assassinations investigators that Kennedy’s aides brought up the assassination of Castro. “They wanted me to give them names,” Rothman said, “people that can go there, that can get in and out.” He refused to turn over names of associates in Cuba. “One of them approached me and discussed about what method would I suggest or use if it were me.” He added, “They wanted to know who would do it, how it would be done, where, etcetera, etcetera. I told them then I was not at liberty to involve others with them.”

However, the CIA officer present at the meeting was not persuaded by Rothman’s pitch. In a June 30, 1961 memorandum he wrote, “Rothman did not satisfy me that he has or controls those agent and material assets to which he lays claim.”466 The attorney general’s aides’ interest in Rothman appears to have ended with the CIA officer’s critical assessment of Rothman’s offer. Nonetheless, the meeting with such a prominent Mafia gambler further compromised Kennedy with regard to the CIA-Mafia assassination plotting. Robert Kennedy’s attention would shift abruptly from Cuba to preparations for the Vienna summit.




As President Kennedy prepared for his Cold War summit meeting with Chairman Nikita Khrushchev in Vienna in June, he recalled former British Prime Minister Winston Churchill’s well-known comment: “We arm to parley.” Kennedy wanted to negotiate from a position of strength at the summit.

Kennedy believed that U.S. strategic nuclear superiority would strengthen his hand in Cold War diplomacy with Khrushchev. He increased Department of Defense spending on strategic nuclear forces, especially Minutemen intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and nuclear-missile-equipped Polaris submarines. According to the Pentagon, U.S. strategic nuclear superiority served as an “umbrella,” which “shielded” U.S. conventional forces engaged in combat. Air Force Chief of Staff General Curtis LeMay told the Senate Appropriations Committee in 1962, “You cannot fight a limited war except under the umbrella of strategic superiority.”467

Meanwhile, a back-channel line of communication was set up to prepare for the summit. Attorney General Kennedy and Georgi Bolshakov, a Soviet military intelligence (GRU) officer, met near the Department of Justice on the National Mall, where they discussed the agenda for Vienna. President Kennedy’s top priority was a nuclear test-ban treaty. Khrushchev, who had been pushing for negotiations with the United States on the status of Berlin since 1958, insisted that Berlin be on the agenda. But Kennedy was reluctant to talk about Berlin and did not want to discuss Cuba either. Robert Kennedy told Bolshakov, “Cuba is a dead issue.”468 On the eve of the Vienna summit, Khrushchev informed the Presidium of the Council of Ministers of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union that he planned to push Kennedy hard.469 The negotiations in Vienna would be fiery.




Kennedy was the first to speak in Vienna. The United States and the Soviet Union must learn to avoid direct military confrontations with each other in situations that could escalate into nuclear war, he said. An abrupt move, or a “miscalculation,” in a tense situation, could trigger a nuclear war

Kennedy cautioned Khrushchev about taking sides in anticolonial wars in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. “In some cases,” he said, “minorities seize control in areas associated with us, minorities which do not express the will of the people. Such groups associate themselves with the USSR. This brings in conflict the USSR as center of Communist power, and the U.S. as the center of our power.”

Khrushchev exploded, “Miscalculation! Miscalculation!” He angrily charged Kennedy with defending the global status quo. A memorandum on the meeting paraphrased Khrushchev saying, “It looked to him as if the United States wanted the USSR to sit like a school boy with his hands on his desk. The Soviet Union supports its ideals and holds them in high esteem. It cannot guarantee that these ideas will stop at its borders.”470

In the next session, Khrushchev returned to the subject, telling Kennedy that he did not understand the dynamic of revolution in the third world. “Although the Soviet Union does not participate directly, it supports such wars,” he asserted. “The President… believes that when people rise up against tyrants, that is the result of Moscow’s activities. That is not so. Failure by the United States to understand this generates danger.” According to Khrushchev, the United States posed a danger to world peace by intervening against liberation wars. He declared, “If the United States supports old, moribund, reactionary regimes, then a precedent of internal intervention will be set, which might cause a clash between our two countries.”

Khrushchev cited Cuba. “A mere handful of people, headed by Fidel Castro, overthrew the Batista regime because of its oppressive nature,” he said. “During Castro’s fight against Batista, U.S. capitalist circles… supported Batista, and this is why the anger of the Cuban people turned against the United States. The President’s decision to launch a landing in Cuba only strengthened the revolutionary forces and Castro’s own position, because the people of Cuba were afraid they would get another Batista and lose the achievements of the revolution. Castro is not a Communist but U.S. policy can make him one.”

Kennedy conceded that he “made a misjudgment with regard to the Cuba situation.”471 Near the end of the summit, Khrushchev issued an ultimatum on Berlin, threatening to sign a separate peace treaty with the German Democratic Republic (GDR) (East Germany) by the end of 1961. The treaty would effectively end the West’s occupation rights in Berlin deep inside the GDR. Occupation troops of the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union established zones of control in Germany at the end of World War II.

Khrushchev’s top priority was a Soviet peace treaty with East Germany. He said his decision to sign the treaty was “irrevocable,” adding provocatively, “If the U.S. wants to start a war over Germany let it be so.” Khrushchev saw a separate treaty with East Germany as a means by which to counter the rearming and incorporation of West Germany into the North Atlantic Treaty Organization. NATO discussions about sharing nuclear weapons with West Germany made the Kremlin even more anxious.

But Kennedy dug in his heels. “The United States cannot accept an ultimatum,” Kennedy replied. “Today is not the right time now to change the situation in Berlin and the balance [of power] in general.”

Khrushchev’s reply was chilling. “If the President insisted on U.S. rights [in Berlin] after the signing of a peace treaty and that if the borders of the GDR—land, air, or sea borders—were violated, they would be defended.” He added ominously, “It’s up to the U.S. to decide whether there will be war or peace.”

“It would be a cold winter,” Kennedy replied as the summit ended abruptly.472 Kennedy left Vienna shaken by his encounter with Khrushchev.




At the end of the summit, President Kennedy did an interview with New York Times columnist James Reston. “He [Khrushchev] just beat the hell out of me,” Kennedy told Reston. “He did it because of the Bay of Pigs. I think he thought that anyone who was so young and inexperienced as to get into that mess could be taken, and anybody who got into it, and didn’t see it through, had no guts…. Until we remove those ideas we won’t get anywhere with him.”

Over the next several weeks, Kennedy met with his advisers to plan a response to Khrushchev. The linchpin of Kennedy’s plan was a $3.25 billion supplemental budget request for the Department of Defense. Kennedy announced his post-Vienna military buildup in a nationally televised speech from the Oval Office on July 25. “We cannot and will not permit the Communists to drive us out of Berlin.” He continued, “We will at all times be ready to talk, if talk will help. But we must be ready to resist force with force, if force is used upon us.”

Kennedy’s arms buildup included more funds for ICBMs. He also augmented U.S. conventional forces. The army would be increased to one million soldiers, up from 875,000. New airlift and sealift capabilities were added, and six army divisions were readied for deployment to Europe. Draft calls were tripled and reserve forces were called up to meet the new military personnel needs. The plan included $207 million for civil defense.473

In his televised speech, Kennedy discussed the dangers of nuclear war. He explained, “In the thermonuclear age, any misjudgment on either side about the intentions of the other could rain more devastation in several hours than has been wrought in all the wars in history.” Kennedy did not share with the public the Department of Defense’s estimate of U.S. casualties in a nuclear war with the USSR. The Pentagon predicted there would be seventy million deaths in the United States, or forty percent of the U.S. population. He was informed that 600,000 would be killed if just one Soviet missile slipped through the North American defense system.474

Kennedy requested funds from Congress for civil defense to “identify and mark space” for “fallout shelters” in case of a nuclear attack. He said somberly, “The lives of those families which are not hit in a nuclear blast and fire can still be saved—if they can be warned to take shelter, and if that shelter is available.”475

Congress approved Kennedy’s supplemental appropriations request. In his first six months as President, Kennedy made sharp increases in military spending totaling $6 billion in new funds. The Pentagon budget grew to $47.5 billion.476 Kennedy’s Cold War brinkmanship was designed to test Khrushchev. And Khrushchev would do the same in return.




Chairman Khrushchev’s belligerent diplomacy in Vienna was the result of the interplay of his Cold War strategy of “peaceful coexistence” and the heavy-handed imperiousness for which he was notorious. He rattled nuclear sabers to further his objectives.477 Khrushchev had learned about the transformative nature of atomic weapons from a report he received from leading Soviet scientists in 1954, which described the weapons’ unprecedented destructive power and deadly radioactive fallout. Convinced that nuclear weapons were too dangerous to be used in war, Khrushchev developed his Cold War strategy of peaceful coexistence, which he unveiled at the 20th Party Congress of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union.

“Either peaceful coexistence or the most destructive war in history,” Khrushchev declared in a speech at the 20th Party Congress in February 1956. “There is no third option.” The United States posed a threat to the Soviet Union, but the USSR’s “formidable means” would deter a nuclear attack. The Soviet Union must avoid a direct military confrontation with the United States but would continue the struggle for socialism by other means.

Khrushchev predicted that the gathering momentum of decolonization and wars of liberation in the third world would weaken the United States and the West. That way, the USSR and its socialist allies could ultimately prevail over the United States. By avoiding war, the Soviet Union would gain time to prove the superiority of its centrally planned Marxist economy—but Khrushchev would soon push the limits of his own peaceful coexistence strategy.478




In the weeks following the Vienna summit, the antagonism between the United States and the Soviet Union over Berlin steadily worsened. When Kennedy returned to Washington, he sought advice from leading Democrats. Former Secretary of State Dean Acheson recommended an armed probe of West Berlin by conventional U.S. forces if Khrushchev blocked the West’s access to West Berlin. Acheson believed that it was necessary to demonstrate U.S. willingness to risk war before entering into negotiations with Khrushchev.

The tensions over Berlin reached a turning point on August 13 when Soviet troops suddenly sealed off West Berlin, blocking streets with barbed wire and obstacles, and soon, a concrete wall. Khrushchev agreed to the construction of the Berlin Wall under pressure from East German leader Walter Ulbricht, who was desperate to stop the migration out of East Berlin. By July 1961, nearly 1,000 East Germans, most of them skilled workers and professionals, crossed into West Berlin every day as refugees, a serious drain on the GDR’s already distressed economy.479

According to Khrushchev’s foreign-policy aide Oleg Troyanaovsky, Khrushchev saw it as an alternative to an armed clash with the United States. “It offered him a… possible way out of his predicament without loss of face or armed conflict.”480 Kennedy, too, saw the Berlin Wall as an acceptable alternative to a military confrontation. Kennedy asked his advisers, “Why would Khrushchev put up a wall if he really intended to seize West Berlin?” Kennedy noted, “There wouldn’t be any need for a wall if he occupied the whole city. This is his way out of his predicament. It’s not a nice solution, but a wall is a hell of a lot better than a war.”481

Then Khrushchev shifted the focus of the Cold War confrontation by authorizing a new series of nuclear weapons tests. On October 31, 1961, a Soviet TU-95 dropped a 50-megaton nuclear warhead from 4,000 meters above the Arctic Circle in northern Russia.482 The Soviet atomic tests violated the voluntary ban observed by the United States and the USSR since 1958. On September 5, Kennedy responded to the Soviet nuclear tests by signing National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 87, which ordered the resumption of U.S. underground atomic testing.483

On October 21, Deputy Secretary of Defense Roswell Gilpatric called Khrushchev’s nuclear bluff in a speech in Hot Springs, Virginia. Gilpatric announced that there was no “missile gap.” He asserted that the U.S. nuclear capacity was many times bigger than the Soviet atomic arsenal. “The fact is that this nation has a nuclear retaliatory force of such lethal power that an enemy move which brought it into play would be an act of self-destruction on its part,” Gilpatric told a National Business Advisory Council meeting. “Our forces are so deployed and protected that a small attack could not effectively disarm us… In short, we have a second-strike capability which is at least as extensive as what the Soviets can deliver by striking first. Therefore, we are confident that the Soviets will not provoke a major nuclear conflict.”484

Although John Kennedy campaigned on the missile gap in 1960, McNamara had learned in January 1961 there was no gap. But the president insisted on going ahead with his planned missile buildup. Historian John Lewis Gaddis describes the magnitude of the Kennedy Administration’s expansion of U.S. strategic nuclear forces: “The result, by mid-1964, was an increase of 150 percent in the number of nuclear weapons available, a 200 percent increase in deliverable megatonnage, the construction of ten additional Polaris submarines (for a total of twenty-nine) and of 400 additional Minutemen missiles (for a total of 800) above what the previous [Eisenhower] administration had scheduled.”485

At the same time, U.S. intelligence greatly expanded its photographic coverage of the USSR by earth satellites, resulting in a more accurate assessment of the Soviet Union’s strategic nuclear arsenal. Estimates of the Soviet Union’s ICBM capability were revised downward. McNamara biographer Deborah Shapely points out, “Analysts were certain of only four operational Soviet ICBMs. Most classified estimates at the time pegged the number of operational Soviet ICBMs at 35, compared with 12 Atlas and Titan missiles then in the U.S. force…. U.S. analysts were having difficulty finding hard evidence of a crash [Soviet] program.”486

By the end of 1961, Kennedy had laid the foundation for his Cold War strategy of “flexible response,” predicated on U.S. nuclear weapons superiority. But Kennedy also developed conventional military forces, capable of intervention in trouble spots around the world.487 As Kennedy gained confidence he could meet Khrushchev’s Cold War challenge, he passed up an opportunity to begin secret diplomatic discussions with Cuba.




In August 1961, Secretary of the Treasury C. Douglas Dillon and Che Guevara faced off at an Interamerican conference in Punto del Este, Uruguay. Dillon, scion of the founder of the Wall Street investment bank Dillon, Read & Company, outlined the Kennedy Administration’s Alliance for Progress to a meeting of Latin American finance ministers. Dillon called it a blueprint for “a decade of democratic progress.” He noted that Latin American countries would have to reform their semi-feudal agricultural policies and backward tax systems in order to participate in the Alianza para el Progreso.

Dillon, elegantly attired in a dark pinstripe suit, promised that the United States would provide $1 billion in economic aid within six months, and another $20 billion in private and public capital over the next 10 years. The infusion of aid and capital would spur economic growth. Economic growth would create jobs and money for housing, education, and public health, and lift Latin America out of poverty.

The Latin American finance ministers endorsed the Alliance for Progress in the Declaration of Punta del Este, but with little enthusiasm. White House aide Richard Goodwin recalls, “There was… no outpouring of pledges to specific measures of social reform.”488

Guevara, in his customary fatigues, combat boots, black beret, and a Cuban cigar in his hand, mesmerized the staid gathering of Latin American officials. He told the delegates that the real purpose of the Alliance for Progress was to contain the political appeal of the Cuban revolution in Latin America. The handsome, bearded revolutionary asserted that the Alianza was conceived “under the sign of Cuba, a free land in America,” as a conspicuously bored Dillon looked up at the ceiling and yawned. “This conference and the special treatment your delegates received and whatever loans are approved, all bear the name of Cuba, whether their beneficiaries like it or not.”

But Guevara also held out an olive branch. “We cannot stop exporting an example, as the United States wishes, because an example is something that transcends borders,” he asserted. “What we do is give a guarantee that we will not export revolutions, we guarantee that not a single rifle will leave Cuba for battle in any other country of America.” Guevara announced Cuba was willing to negotiate with the United States “on any issue, without preconditions.” He said Cuba asked only to be free to develop along a different path from the rest of the Western Hemisphere without the threat of U.S. intervention.489

In the meantime, Guevara followed up with a personal diplomatic initiative. Through an Argentine diplomat, Guevara sent a message to Goodwin, whom he had observed smoking cigars in Punta del Este. The diplomat told Goodwin, “Che… bets you wouldn’t dare smoke Cuban cigars.” Goodwin replied, “You tell him that I’d love to smoke Cuban cigars.” The next day, two boxes of Cuban cigars were delivered to Goodwin’s hotel room. One was for Goodwin. The cigars for Kennedy came in a large, polished mahogany box, inlaid with the official seal and flag of Cuba, with a note from Guevara. Word was passed to Goodwin by a third party, from Guevara, suggesting a meeting.

Guevara’s diplomacy by cigar was a stroke of creative statecraft. Photographs of bearded guerrillas and their cigars had become an icon of the Cuban revolution. The popularity of Cuban cigars also gave them diplomatic value. Both Fidel Castro and Jack Kennedy had been introduced to Cuban cigars by their fathers when they were boys.490

When they did meet, Guevara thanked Goodwin for the Bay of Pigs operation, calling it “a great political victory” for the Cuban revolution. Guevara said that the Bay of Pigs enabled the revolution to further consolidate its hold on power and transformed Cuba “from a little aggrieved country to an equal.” Guevara said the Cuban revolution was socialist, stressing it was “irreversible” and could not be “overthrown from within.” He also noted that Cuba’s ties to the Soviet Union and the socialist bloc did not come about as the result of subversion but out of “natural sympathies and common beliefs.”

Guevara’s main reason for reaching out to Goodwin was to broach the idea of secret back-channel discussions with the United States. He suggested discussions to ease tensions between the two countries. Acknowledging that a formal diplomatic “understanding” might not be possible, he proposed subjects for discussion that might open up larger issues. Guevara said Havana would not return expropriated properties to U.S. owners, but would compensate the owners from Cuban exports to the United States. Cuba would not enter into a formal military or political alliance with the USSR and Eastern Europe and would not launch an attack on the U.S. Navy base at Guantánamo. He also said Cuba was willing to discuss its “activities in other countries.”491

When Goodwin returned to Washington, he informed President Kennedy about his meeting with Guevara, and recommended continuing the dialogue with Cuba. But Goodwin also interpreted Guevara’s willingness to initiate diplomatic talks as a sign of Cuba’s weakness, a weakness that he advised the administration to exploit. He urged President Kennedy to step up the CIA’s clandestine sabotage operations against economic targets on the island. Goodwin recalled, “[It] would have been politically difficult, perhaps impossible” to have negotiated “a deal with Castro, any kind of deal.”492 President Kennedy still had old scores to settle stemming from the Bay of Pigs.




Allen Dulles biographer Peter Grose put it succinctly. “Allen had to go,” Grose writes. “As the new administration surveyed the political wreckage of the Bay of Pigs, none of the key policymakers were in any doubt of that.” Kennedy asked Dulles for his resignation in a meeting in the Oval Office in August 1961. Dulles stayed on as Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) until the Agency moved into its new headquarters in Langley, Virginia, in November. At the November 28 dedication ceremony for the new campus, Kennedy pinned a National Security Medal on Dulles, and chose John A. McCone to replace him.493

Kennedy also relieved Richard Bissell of his duties, telling him, “If this were a parliamentary government, I would have to resign and you, a civil servant, would stay on. But being the system of government it is, a presidential government, you will have to resign.” Which he did, in February 1962. On March 1, he was awarded the National Security Medal, and went on to lead the Institute for Defense Analysis (IDA), which provided the Pentagon with weapons-development evaluations from university-based engineers and scientists.494

Kennedy also exacted his revenge on the Joint Chiefs of Staff. When their two-year appointments expired, Kennedy simply did not renew them.495





CHAPTER 12: 
OPERATION MONGOOSE: “LIBERAL THEORY OF COUNTERINSURGENCY”

In the aftermath of the Bay of Pigs, President Kennedy was more determined than ever to topple the Cuban revolution. He told his brother Robert, “The final chapter on Cuba has not been written.” He stressed Cuba was “the top priority of the United States Government—all else is secondary—no time, money, effort or manpower is to be spared.”

On November 3, 1961, President Kennedy approved Operation Mongoose, a new covert operation to organize a popular uprising on the island, which would serve as a pretext for U.S. military intervention in Cuba. Mongoose would use CIA personnel and resources but would not be run by the CIA. President Kennedy chose Brigadier General Edward Lansdale as Mongoose’s chief of operations; he would work closely with the attorney general.

Lansdale was a CIA officer on loan to the Air Force, but he was intensely disliked inside the Agency, because he had operated outside the CIA’s chain of command for much of his career. In 1955, he won the National Security Medal for counterinsurgency missions in the Philippines and Vietnam on special assignment for Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) Allen Dulles. Lansdale was a legend in his own time, having inspired characters in The Quiet American by Graham Greene and The Ugly American by William Lederer and Eugene Burdick, two popular novels of the late 1950s.496 Lansdale was a proponent of what Special Assistant to the President Arthur M. Schlesinger, Jr. called the “liberal theory of counterinsurgency.”497




Robert Kennedy’s notes from the November 3 meeting on Mongoose offer insight into his frame of mind. They suggest Mongoose was more of a gamble, born of frustration, than a sound plan with a good chance of success. “My idea is to stir things up on the island with espionage, sabotage, general disorder, run & operated by Cubans themselves with every group but the Batistaites & Communists,” Kennedy wrote. “Do not know if we will be successful in overthrowing Castro but we have nothing to lose in my estimate.”

Lansdale outlined Operation Mongoose in a January 1962 program review. In the initial phase, a nucleus of thirty CIA-trained Cuban “political action agents” would be covertly infiltrated into twenty localities in Cuba to form underground cells. Agent cells, with their own communications capabilities, would organize political actions and sabotage raids inside Cuba. “The political actions will be assisted by economic warfare to induce the failure of the Communist regime to supply Cuba’s economic needs, psychological operations to turn the people’s resentment increasingly against the regime, and military-type groups to give the popular movement an action arm for sabotage and armed resistance in support of political objectives.”

Commando raids by CIA-backed Cuban exile action groups in the United States would complement Operation Mongoose. “Special support projects will be readied for use on call.” Lansdale wrote in a December 1961 memorandum, “These projects (such as operations to scuttle shipping and otherwise hamper the regime) will be timed to support actions by the movement [inside Cuba] and to permit the movement to take credit for them.” In this scenario, local political actions and sabotage operations would culminate in a popular uprising in October 1962, just before the congressional elections in the United States. Action agents would seize territory and issue an urgent “appeal” for help. Lansdale wrote, “The United States, if possible in concert with other Western Hemisphere nations, will then give open support to the Cuban people’s revolt.”498

The “Guidelines for Operation Mongoose” predicated success explicitly on U.S. military intervention in Cuba. “In an undertaking to cause the overthrow of the target government, the U.S. will make maximum use of indigenous resources, internal and external, but recognizes that the final success will require decisive U.S. military intervention,” the Mongoose guidelines stated. “Such indigenous resources as developed will be used to prepare for and justify this intervention, and thereafter to facilitate and support it.”

President Kennedy’s new military adviser General Maxwell drafted the guidelines with input from National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy and DCI John A. McCone. Meanwhile, Lansdale set an overly ambitious timeline for Operation Mongoose: political action groups on the island were to be up and running by July 1962. Intelligence gathering in target areas was a top priority in the first phase of the covert operation. All actions were designed to stop short of inciting rebellion.

In August, the Special Group (Augmented) would review the progress of Mongoose before deciding whether to move to the next phase, the instigation of open revolt. The revolt phase was scheduled for early October, to be followed by U.S. military intervention. Under Lansdale’s timeline, a new, pro-U.S. regime would be in power in Havana by the end of October 1962.499

From the beginning, the new DCI John McCone was “skeptical” about Operation Mongoose, according to a draft CIA history of the McCone’s tenure at the Agency. McCone thought the Kennedy brothers were “obsessed with Cuba.” But he was also committed to working closely with Robert Kennedy on Mongoose, noting the “CIA had a special responsibility so far as Cuba was concerned.”

McCone had good reason to be cautious. He was sworn in as DCI on November 29, 1961, one day after the publication of Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) 85-61, which cast doubt on the premise that a rebellion could be organized in Cuba—the very goal of Mongoose.

“The Castro regime has sufficient popular and repressive capabilities to cope with any internal threat likely to develop in the foreseeable future,” stated SNIE 85-61. “It is highly improbable that an extensive popular uprising could be fomented.” The report also pointed out that Cuban opposition groups had not yet “recovered from the blow dealt them” by the revolution after the failed Bay of Pigs landing.500 The U.S. intelligence community’s assessment of the political situation in Cuba confirmed what Che Guevara told White House aide Richard Goodwin in Punta del Este in August 1961: The revolution’s hold on power had been strengthened by the Bay of Pigs debacle.501

Meanwhile, the CIA had little respect for Lansdale, and worked with him at an arm’s length, according to CIA officer George McManus, executive assistant to Richard Helms, who replaced Richard Bissell as Deputy Director for Plans. McManus described Mongoose’s leader as “Kook,” “wildman,” and “just plain crazy,” and told the Church Committee “Lansdale was similarly viewed by most others at the Agency.” But he added that the CIA had no choice but to cooperate with Lansdale given he was “sponsored by the Kennedys.”

The CIA resented the star status Lansdale enjoyed in the White House. President Kennedy once referred to Lansdale as Washington’s answer to James Bond, and Robert Kennedy was equally starstruck. “You don’t seem to understand,” he told an aide of Lansdale, “This man is a great warrior.”

Lansdale demonstrated his optimistic “can-do” attitude when he summarily dismissed SNIE 85-61 in a memorandum to Robert Kennedy on November 30, 1961. He did not offer an alternative analysis of the political situation in Cuba, having neither the time nor the expertise to do so. Instead, Lansdale played to the Kennedys’ post–Bay of Pigs distrust of the CIA. Lansdale held out hope that Mongoose would be more successful than a covert operation run by the CIA. “The key factor… must be our own ability to take action,” he wrote Kennedy in a memorandum. “It is the heart of our proposal that we can take effective action if proper management is provided.”502

The Mongoose organization chart bore a resemblance to the model recommended to President Kennedy by Richard Goodwin in November 1961. Goodwin proposed a “command operation” run by Robert Kennedy. The attorney general would become the driving force of Mongoose, working closely with Lansdale to compensate for his own inexperience with intelligence operations. Lansdale would also report to the Special Group (Augmented), a new National Security Council committee created to monitor Mongoose, which included the members of the Special Group set up by the Eisenhower Administration to oversee covert operations, plus Robert Kennedy and General Maxwell Taylor, who was chairman.

As the Kennedy Administration geared up for Operation Mongoose, the CIA chain of command for Cuba operations was reorganized. John McCone made Richard Helms his “man for Cuba” in November 1961. McCone forcefully reminded Helms of President Kennedy’s intense desire “to be rid of Castro.” In December 1961, Helms selected senior CIA officer William Harvey as the chief of Task Force W, a new Agency entity created to implement Operation Mongoose. CIA officers were assigned to Task Force W at the Agency’s new headquarters and the CIA Station in Miami, code-named JMWAVE. Harvey selected his protégé Theodore Shackley as the chief of the Miami station. Mongoose would become one of the CIA’s largest covert operations of the Cold War.503




From the start, Lansdale and Harvey were at odds over the strategic conception of Operation Mongoose. Lansdale complained that the CIA was “out of phase” with the goals of Mongoose in a December 1961 memorandum. “CIA has concluded that its realistic role should be to create at least the illusion of a popular movement,” Lansdale wrote, “to create a climate which will permit provocative actions in support of a shift to covert action. This outlook, although arrived at thoughtfully within CIA, is far short of the Cuba Project’s goals.”

Lansdale’s own plan was based on organizing an actual movement on the island opposed to the revolution: “The U.S. will help establish a Cuban nucleus within Cuba, which will work for activating a genuine popular movement to overthrow the regime…” He added, “The regime is to be overthrown by a popular movement of Cubans from within Cuba.”504

At the same time, Lansdale was also frustrated by President Kennedy’s refusal to commit himself in advance to the authorization of U.S. military intervention in Cuba, which Lansdale considered essential to toppling the revolution. Kennedy was reluctant to spell out the circumstances under which he would order U.S. military intervention. He reserved to himself the authority to make that decision when the time came.505

Lansdale pressed the government departments represented on the Special Group (Augmented) to submit plans for “the use of open U.S. force” in the revolt phase of Mongoose. He said without advance commitment to U.S. military intervention, it would be difficult to get “the deep involvement of Cubans” in Mongoose.506

Brigadier General William H. Craig wrote “Justification for U.S. Military Intervention in Cuba,” for the Joint Chiefs of Staff at the request of the Special Group (Augmented). The Joint Chiefs approved the report in March 1962. Craig was the Department of Defense/Joint Chiefs representative on the Caribbean Survey Group, which managed day-to-day Mongoose operations, and included representatives from Foggy Bottom, the Pentagon, and United States Information Agency. The Joint Chiefs’ contingency plan, code-named Northwoods, recommended the fabrication of an international incident to justify U.S. military intervention in Cuba. “A ‘Remember the Maine’ incident could be arranged in several forms,” the Craig report stated. “We could blow up a U.S. ship in Guantánamo Bay and blame Cuba. We could blow up a drone (unmanned) vessel anywhere in the Cuban waters. We could arrange to cause such incident in the vicinity of Havana or Santiago as a spectacular result of Cuban attack from the air or sea or both.” Northwoods even raised the possibility of shooting down a civilian airliner and blaming Cuba: “It is possible to create an incident which will demonstrate convincingly that a Cuban aircraft has attacked and shot down a chartered civil airliner en route from the United States to Jamaica, Guatemala, Panama or Venezuela.”

The Craig report also proposed staging incidents of Cuban “aggression” in Latin America. “A ‘Cuban-based, Castro-supported’ filibuster could be simulated against a neighboring Caribbean state,” according to the Joint Chiefs’ plan. “‘Cuban’ B-26 or C-46 type aircraft could make cane-burning raids at night. Soviet bloc incendiaries could be found. This could be coupled with ‘Cuban’ messages to the Communist underground in the Dominican Republic and ‘Cuban’ shipments of arms which would be found, or intercepted, on the beach.”

Another proposed project involved perpetrating acts of terror against Cuban exiles but planting evidence and blaming Cuba. “We could develop a Communist Cuban terror campaign in the Miami area, in other Florida cities and even in Washington,” the Joint Chiefs’ report stated. “The terror campaign could be pointed at Cuban refugees seeking haven in the United States. We could sink a boatload of Cubans en route to Florida (real or simulated). We could foster attempts on lives of Cuban refugees in the United States, even to the extent of wounding in instances to be widely publicized. Exploding a few plastic bombs in carefully chosen spots, and the arrest of Cuban agents and the release of prepared documents substantiating Cuban involvement also would be helpful in projecting the idea of an irresponsible government.”507

Nonetheless, the Special Group (Augmented) was not prepared to support U.S. intervention in Cuba except under more politically ideal circumstances than those suggested in the Joint Chiefs’ report. Robert Hurwitch, head of the Department of State’s Office of Cuban Affairs, outlined the conditions Foggy Bottom believed would justify U.S. military intervention in Cuba in a February 26 memorandum to Deputy Under Secretary of State U. Alexis Johnson: “Military intervention in Cuba by U.S. forces should be considered when it is clearly apparent to the world that such action is justified by international law, treaty commitments, or on moral grounds as support for a revolt by the Cuban people as contemplated in the Cuba Project.”

Secretary of State Dean Rusk suggested a possible pretext for U.S. intervention in a March 5 meeting of the Special Group (Augmented). The minutes of the meeting stated, “Mr. Rusk pointed out that if it should be possible to prove Castro’s involvement in efforts to subvert other Latin American countries then this might present an excuse to intervene either unilaterally or multilaterally.”

A month later Rusk had second thoughts. The minutes of the Special Group (Augmented) meeting on April 11 reported, “The Secretary of State said that, at this time, he can see no way in which an organized invasion of Cuba could be justified.” The minutes stated, “He, supported by the Secretary of Defense, took the position that the U.S. should ‘play for the breaks,’ and should take necessary steps so as to get into a position which would afford the U.S. a maximum number of choices of action.”508

Meanwhile, Task Force W Chief Harvey became frustrated by the unwillingness of the Special Group (Augmented) to commit itself unambiguously to U.S. intervention in Cuba. “Even if the current operational plan attains maximum success, it is our firm conclusion that it will not lead to the overthrow of the Castro regime,” Harvey wrote in a memorandum to McCone in April 1962. “[I]f that overthrow is a serious objective of the U.S. Government, it will be necessary at the conclusion of the present plan to face the decision of military intervention, then prepare for it and intensify the preparation for any necessary revolt or provocation upon which it is based.”509

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Lyman Lemnitzer pressed the Kennedy Administration to acknowledge that U.S. military intervention would be needed to overturn the Cuban revolution. “The Joint Chiefs of Staff believe that the Cuba problem must be resolved in the near future,” General Lemnitzer wrote in an April 10 memorandum to Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. “Further, they see no prospect of early success of overthrowing the present communist regime either as the result of internal uprisings or external political, economic or psychological pressures. Accordingly, they believe that military intervention by the United States will be required to overthrow the present communist regime.”

Lemnitzer addressed the Cold War implications of the revolt phase of Operation Mongoose. He assessed whether U.S. intervention in Cuba would lead to a military confrontation with the USSR. “The Joint Chiefs believe that the United States can undertake military intervention in Cuba without the risk of general war,” Lemnitzer wrote. “They also believe that the intervention can be accomplished rapidly enough to minimize communist opportunities for solicitation of UN action. Force available would assure rapid essential military control of Cuba. Continued police action would be required.”510

In a related development, Sherman Kent, Chairman of the CIA’s Board of Estimates, also assessed the Soviet Union’s likely response to U.S. military intervention. Kent concluded in an April 10 memorandum to McCone, “The USSR would have no means to intervene effectively in Cuba with its own forces, and almost certainly would not resort to general war for the sake of the Castro regime.” But he thought that the USSR would “make threatening references to Soviet missile power,” adding “There would probably be a first-class war scare, with panic among the neutralists and a high state of alarm in NATO.”

Kent also predicted there would be protests in Latin America. “Latin American political opinion generally would be shocked by a U.S. intervention in Cuba, regardless of sympathy or antagonism toward the Castro regime,” Kent wrote. “Most Latin American governments would be glad to see Castro effectively disposed of, but would be constrained by domestic opinion to deplore publicly the U.S. action.”511

In the meantime, Robert Kennedy rode herd on the CIA. But Kennedy did not have the expertise or the time to run a complicated intelligence operation, according to Special Assistant to the President Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. “He [Robert Kennedy] wanted it to do the terrors of the earth, but what they were he knew not,” Schlesinger wrote. “Castro was high on his list of emotions, much lower on his list of informed concerns. When he was able to come to meetings of the Special Group (Augmented) …, he made up in presence for what he lacked in knowledge. His style there, as everywhere, was to needle the bureaucracy. If there were a problem, there had to be a solution. He conveyed acute impatience and urgency.”

Despite Robert Kennedy’s pressure, Mongoose got off to a rocky start. In April 1962, Lansdale wrote in a memorandum to the Special Group (Augmented), “The past 3 weeks have been marked with bad luck in CIA’s infiltration and exfiltration of agent teams… Most of the operations aborted. Bill Harvey is now in Florida initiating a new series of agent infiltrations and is hopeful of closing up with the schedule in May.”

When problems arose in Mongoose, Kennedy often pointed the finger of blame at Task Force W Chief Harvey. Harvey biographer David Martin writes, “Bobby Kennedy browbeat Harvey and his aides so relentlessly after one session [Maxwell] Taylor turned to him and said, ‘You could sack a town and enjoy it.’” Harvey would become furious when the attorney general bypassed him in the CIA chain of command or got directly involved in operational matters. He considered Kennedy a meddlesome amateur. Both men were proud, strong-willed, and volatile.512 A tempest was likely when they were both in the same room.

On April 5, John McCone also expressed his “discouragement” about Mongoose’s slow progress in a memorandum for the record. He urged “more aggressive action including direct military intervention.” But the Special Group (Augmented) put off making a decision about U.S. military intervention in Cuba.513 As the Kennedy brothers played for a break in Cuba, the administration developed a contingency plan for U.S. action on the island in the event of Castro’s assassination.




Cuba was on President Kennedy’s mind as he settled into his rocking chair in the Oval Office on November 9, 1961, a gray, windy, and unseasonably cold day in Washington. Seated across from Kennedy was New York Times reporter Tad Szulc. Kennedy had invited Szulc to the White House ostensibly to talk about Fidel Castro, whom Szulc had interviewed several times. Kennedy asked Szulc what Castro was like. Was he serious about establishing a dialogue with the United States?

But the conversation changed abruptly when Kennedy rocked forward in his chair and asked, “What would you think if I ordered Castro to be assassinated?” Szulc replied that he was “against political assassination as a matter of principle.”

“I’m glad you feel the same way,” Kennedy said as he rocked back in his chair. “I agree with you completely.” He added that he was under pressure from his advisers to authorize Castro’s assassination.

Szulc recalled, “He then went on for a few minutes to stress how strongly he and his brother felt that the United States for moral reasons should never be in a situation of having recourse to assassination.” As Szulc walked out of the Oval Office, Kennedy told Richard Goodwin, “We can’t get into that—we’ll all be targets.” Goodwin sat in on the meeting between Kennedy and the Times correspondent.

A week later, in a speech at the University of Washington, Kennedy declared, “We cannot, as a free nation, compete with our adversaries in tactics of terror, assassination, false promises, counterfeit mobs and crises.” Three decades later, Goodwin suggested that Kennedy may have been using Szulc in the mysterious Oval Office meeting.514 Kennedy “may have been laying down a disclaimer… The only explanation was that he didn’t want Tad to think he was involved” in plotting to kill Castro. Kennedy may have been counting on Szulc to write that he ruled out assassination when the two men talked in the Oval Office.

Goodwin suggested another factor was also at play in the meeting. Goodwin had recommended Szulc for a job as a propagandist for Operation Mongoose in a memorandum to the Kennedy brothers on November 2. “As for propaganda, I thought we might ask Tad Szulc to take a leave of absence from the Times and work on this one.” At the November 9th meeting, then, “Tad was auditioning for a job and Kennedy was recruiting him,” he noted. When it came to Cuba, Szulc was a partisan. Diplomat Robert Hurwitch later disclosed that “my journalist friend” [Szulc] was an advocate for Manuel Ray. Hurwitch remembered attending a meeting in the White House in which Szulc lobbied for Ray’s plan to wage “a war of liberation” in Cuba.515

Szulc was a cause of concern for the CIA. The Agency had monitored Szulc’s activities as a reporter for the New York Times in Latin America in 1959–1961, taking note of Szulc’s “frequent contacts with Communist Party leaders and functionaries.” The CIA suspected that Szulc was tied “to a hostile intelligence service.” The Agency’s animus toward Szulc intensified when it learned that the reporter had falsely told U.S. officials in several Latin American countries he had been “cleared” by the CIA. Szulc used the ploy to gain greater access to U.S. sources. The CIA put out a “beware of Szulc” warning to U.S. embassies in the Western Hemisphere. The Agency grew increasingly uneasy when the Times transferred Szulc to Washington in April 1961. A CIA document stated, “In a very short time Szulc claimed that he had a standing invitation to go directly to the President, the Vice President, the Attorney General, McGeorge Bundy, and Robert Hurwitch on Cuban matters.”516

In retrospect, President Kennedy’s meeting with Szulc in the Oval Office appears to fit a pattern of steps taken by the Kennedy brothers related to Castro’s assassination. On October 5, 1961, Attorney General Kennedy made an official inquiry into the legal status of a wiretap case in Las Vegas. The Las Vegas wiretap case involved key figures in the CIA-Mafia assassination plotting to kill Castro, as we have seen. Kennedy’s inquiry cooled the enthusiasm of federal prosecutors in the case. For the time being, the wiretap case was put on hold.517

On the same day, President Kennedy ordered the Department of State to take the lead in the development of an interagency contingency plan for U.S. action in Cuba in the event of Castro’s assassination. National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy issued National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 100 on October 5. The text of NSAM 100 was as simple as it was evasive: “In confirmation of oral instructions conveyed to Assistant Secretary of State [Robert] Woodward, a plan is desired for the indicated contingency.”

Thomas Parrott, secretary of the Special Group, briefed Woodward on NSAM 100. Parrott also informed Woodward that President Kennedy had a personal interest in the memorandum. Parrott was an assistant for executive branch matters to the CIA deputy director for plans. He also served as the special assistant to General Maxwell Taylor, the president’s military adviser. In an October 5 memorandum, Parrott wrote, “What was wanted was a plan against the contingency that Castro would in some way be removed from the Cuban scene.” Parrott continued, “[T]his was an exercise that should be under the direction of State with participation by Defense and CIA.”

However, Parrott’s timing was bad. At the last minute, Taylor decided it was best to conceal the president’s role. Parrott explained, “I had mentioned to Mr. Woodward the President’s interest in this matter, before General Taylor told me he preferred this not be done.” Parrott subsequently told Woodward’s assistant Wymberley Coerr to keep this aspect of NSAM 100 “completely out of the picture.” Interestingly, Parrott noted Richard Goodwin was “aware” of President Kennedy’s interest in the post-Castro assassination contingency plan for Cuba.

On October 6, Albert C. Davis, chief of intelligence of the CIA’s WH/4, responded to NSAM 100. “It would be wishful thinking to believe that the Cuban people would immediately rise up and overthrow the regime, now that Castro departed the scene,” Davis wrote. “In order to be effective such a [assassination] program should be coordinated with a well-organized resistance movement capable of providing a simultaneous internal uprising.”

In October 1961, there was no “well-organized resistance movement” in Cuba. Sherman Kent, head of the CIA’s Board of National Estimates, also analyzed the likely outcome of Castro’s assassination. In a November 3 memorandum to DCI Allen Dulles, Kent wrote, Castro’s death “by assassination or natural causes” would not be “fatal” to the Cuban revolution.

Kent reasoned, “The revolution is by now institutionalized; the regime has firm control of the country; its principal surviving leaders would probably rally together in the face of a common danger. Indeed, a dead Castro, incapable of impulsive personal interventions in the orderly administration of affairs, might be more valuable to them as a martyr than he is now.” Kent added, “[T]he great bulk of the population still accepts the regime and substantial numbers still support it with enthusiasm.”

On November 3, President Kennedy was briefed by the Department of State on the contingency plan he sought for Cuba. According to the briefing paper, “We have tentatively concluded that the major internal political result of Castro’s disappearance from the Cuban political scene would be to consolidate complete communist control in Cuba.” The memorandum added, “We do not feel that there would be any other immediate developments stemming from Castro’s death that would significantly alter the basic situation in Cuba.”

Foggy Bottom expressed concern about an international political backlash. “The use of military force to intervene in Cuba under these circumstances for the purpose of replacing the successor with one friendly to the U.S. would, we believe, so seriously damage the U.S. world position, particularly in the UN and in Latin America, that we question the wisdom of this course of action.”518 As President Kennedy assessed what might happen in Cuba in the wake of Castro’s assassination, Harvey continued his work on the CIA executive-action capability.




As we have seen, Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Bissell had instructed Harvey to assess the feasibility of setting up a CIA “executive action” capability in early 1961. So assassination was on Harvey’s mind in October 1961 when he met with Peter Wright, a senior British intelligence official from the MI-5 agency, with knowledge of British assassination operations. Harvey sought out Wright at a cryptology conference sponsored by the National Security Agency (NSA) at Fort Meade, Maryland. He wanted to know what lessons the British had learned from MI-5 assassination planning operations in Cyprus and Egypt in the 1950s.

Harvey was curious about “Sunshine,” a British counterinsurgency campaign against Greek Cypriot leader Colonel Grivas, which included a MI-5 plan to assassinate Grivas. Wright later wrote, “Harvey listened to my Cyprus experiences, he was struck by the parallels between the two problems: both small islands with a guerrilla force led by a charismatic leader. He was particularly struck by my view that without Grivas, EOKA [the Cypriot guerrilla army] would have collapsed.” However, a negotiated settlement resolved the crisis in Cyprus before the MI-5 assassination plan could be executed.

Harvey also wanted to learn about a MI-5 plan to assassinate Egyptian leader Gamel Abdel Nasser, developed but not carried out, during the Suez crisis in 1956. Wright wrote, “Nerve gas obviously presented the best possibility.” He added, “[T]he London Station had an agent with limited access to one of Nasser’s headquarters. Their plan was to place canisters of nerve gas inside the ventilation system…”

Harvey told Wright, “We’re developing a new capability in the Company to handle those kinds of problems,” referring to ZRRIFLE, the cryptonym for the CIA executive-action project. But, Harvey said, he was having a hard time recruiting assassins who could not be traced back to the CIA. Wright suggested looking for recruits among retired personnel from the British Special Air Services (SAS), the elite British counterinsurgency force, or from the ranks of the Italian Mafia.519

Meanwhile, Harvey briefed Bissell and CIA Chief of Operations (COPS) Richard Helms on executive action. Harvey had concluded that it would be “ridiculous” for the CIA to develop a “general reserve capability” for covert assassinations. Harvey told Bissell and Helms, “The possibilities of effective discreet action were slim.” Instead, Harvey recommended creating a tightly controlled assassination capability under the leadership of a “single senior officer.”

Harvey declared, “The one sure way to do it, or at least the only one close to having a chance at secure success, was simply appoint a single senior officer to do everything to run the operation, kill the person, bury the body, and tell no one.”

In November 1961, Bissell put Harvey in charge of executive action and instructed him to take over leadership of the CIA-Mafia assassination operation from the Office of Security. He also ordered Harvey to apply ZRRIFLE to Cuba.520 Harvey had been instructed by Helms to set up Task Force W, a new CIA unit created to run Operation Mongoose in December 1961. But he kept the Castro assassination operation separate and distinct from the task force. He also kept his most trusted CIA aides on Cuba in the dark about the assassination operation.

John McCone was also kept ignorant of the CIA-Mafia assassination plots against Castro when he replaced Allen Dulles as DCI on November 29, 1961. Dulles said nothing to McCone, and neither did Helms, whom McCone designated as his “man for Cuba.” However, Harvey did keep Helms, who replaced Bissell as deputy director for plans (DDP) in February 1962, briefed on assassination developments. Helms later told the Church Committee that President Kennedy never directly ordered the CIA to assassinate Castro. “I remember vividly [the pressure] was very intense,” he testified. “I believe it was the policy at the time to get rid of Castro and if killing him was one of the things that was to be done in this connection, that was within what was expected.”

Senator Richard Schweicker, a Republican from Pennsylvania, observed, “[A]s I understand your position on the assassination of Castro, no one in essence told you to do it, no one in essence told you not to do it… is that correct?”

“Yes, sir,” Helms replied.521 Momentum had carried the CIA’s plotting to assassinate Fidel Castro from the Eisenhower Administration to the Kennedy Administration. In the meantime, the CIA trained Cuban exile action groups for sabotage operations in Cuba.




In November 1961, the CIA informed the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano (CRC) (Cuban Revolutionary Council) and its leader, José Miró Cardona, that member groups were eligible to receive arms and paramilitary training from JMWAVE, the cryptonym for the CIA Station in Miami. According to Miró’s CIA case officer, “I assured Dr. Miró that we are ready to support any group or team that has a good plan that can be approved and will support the teams to execute them by giving training and by providing equipment and material.” The CIA had “operational relationships” with member groups of the CRC.

CRC military coordinator Captain Ernesto Despaigne met with a CIA paramilitary (PM) specialist to set up a training program for Cuban exile action groups. Each group was required to submit its military plan to Despaigne for evaluation by JMWAVE PM specialists. JMWAVE organized covert sabotage raids by exile action groups from small, speedy boats launched from bases in the United States against targets in Cuba.

The first groups to receive CIA assistance included the Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionario (MRR) (Movement of Revolutionary Recovery); Movimiento Revolucionario 30 de Noviembre (November 30th Revolutionary Movement); Movimiento Democrático Cristiano (MDC) (Christian Democratic Movement); Rescate Revolucionario Democrático (Rescue of the Democratic Revolution); and the Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil (DRE) (Revolutionary Student Directorate).

A CIA report stated, “Each [group] expresses deep desire to undertake any action and any risk provided this will not be in vain but be part of an overall plan culminating in a major all-out coordinating action combining efforts of those outside and inside plus U.S. help in force—the latter viewed as imperative for success.”522

According to an FBI report, the November 30th Revolutionary Movement sent roughly two dozen men to a CIA-run paramilitary training camp near Palm Beach, Florida, in November 1961. The CIA had an “interest” in a faction of the November 30th Movement led by Jesus Fernández and provided it with “direct assistance.” The November 30th Movement was also financially supported by Roberto “Chiri” Mendoza, a prominent Batistiano with close ties to the Mafia gamblers. An FBI report noted, “On November 7, 1961, MM T-3 advised that Luis Nodal of the 30th of November Movement said that money had been donated to that organization by one Chiri Mendoza to purchase a machine gun, camera, 500 pounds of dynamite, 30,000 rounds of ammunition and a rifle.” Mendoza was an owner of the casino at the Havana Hilton Hotel, a business partner of Fulgencio Batista and a close associate of Santo Trafficante.523

The November 30th Movement turned to the CIA for support when its underground network in Cuba started to crumble. An FBI report stated, “This group reportedly had a large membership engaged in anti-Castro activities inside Cuba until about October 1961, when it suffered a series of losses due to infiltration by a Castro agent.” In exile, the November 30th Movement split into two factions.524

Another recipient of CIA arms and paramilitary training was the DRE, which was created by the CIA for propaganda operations against the Cuban revolution in 1960. A CIA memorandum on the DRE stated, “Members were used through 1966 as political action agents, for publishing propaganda which was sent out throughout the Hemisphere, attending international student meetings at Agency direction, and producing radio programs and special propaganda campaigns.”

The CIA memorandum added, “While the DRE was set up as a psych warfare outfit, the organization was given a large amount of paramilitary aid in funds and material. After the Bay of Pigs, the DRE engaged in independent military actions…”525

The CIA also worked directly with Cuban exile action groups that refused to join the CRC, like the Movimiento Insurreccional de Recuperación Revolucionario (MIRR) (Insurrectional Movement of Recovery of the Revolution), and the Ejército Cubano Anticomunista (ECA) (Cuban Anticommunist Army). MIRR coordinator Orlando Bosch, joined by Evelio Duque of the Cuban Anticommunist Army, presented a plan to the CIA for hit-and-run maritime attacks on commercial shipping to Cuba in late 1961. JMWAVE approved the plan, and MIRR-ECA fighters were trained by CIA paramilitary specialists at Homestead, Florida. The CIA approved Bosch for “operational” use in March 1962.

According to the CIA, by the time the MIRR began to receive Agency support, Cuban security forces had already broken up its underground network. “The MIRR was a counterrevolutionary group of some consequence inside Cuba during late 1959 and early 1960,” the CIA’s “Counterrevolutionary Handbook” stated. “From this point forward, the MIRR suffered a series of body blows, including the capture and execution of its leader, Sinesio Walsh Ríos in late 1960…. [B]y mid-1961 it was largely moribund.”

Bosch quickly became disenchanted with the CIA. He did not believe that the United States was committed to an invasion of Cuba, or to supporting serious commando attacks on Cuba. He cut his ties with the CIA, which, in turn, canceled Bosch’s operational approval in November 1962.526

Meanwhile, the CIA developed what Assistant Deputy Director for Plans Tracy Barnes called “extreme dissatisfaction” with José Miró Cardona’s leadership of the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano. Barnes said that the CRC was riddled with corruption. According to a CIA memorandum, Barnes was critical of “the manner in which Dr. Miró is using the $90,000 a month budget allotted to him. He [Miró] indicated that over 50 percent of the budget goes into salaries for people whose roles are rather dubious in the program.”527

JMWAVE Chief Theodore Shackley also noted the shortcomings of Miró’s leadership. Shackley wrote in a dispatch to Task Force W Chief Harvey, “Were it not for [CIA] financial support of Miró and his continual publicizing his trips to Washington and his relations with the White House, his support would dwindle more than it already has, since he is by no means the forceful, unifying, leader-type needed to weld the Cubans together.” Miró met with President Kennedy and Attorney General Kennedy several times in 1961 and 1962.

Shackley pointed out that the Consejo was being outflanked politically by Cuban exile groups which had not joined the CRC. In a memorandum to Harvey, Shackley wrote, “The most important rival faction led by Carlos Prío Socarrás seems to be growing in strength although it includes former Batista elements.”

Miró was not the Consejo’s only problem. According to a 1961 FBI report, Antonio Varona, Miró’s principal rival for power in the CRC, was considered by Cuban exiles to be a divisive, corrupt, and unpopular leader with “dictatorial attitudes.” Varona was also tied to Mafia gamblers. Shackley wrote, “The CRC is criticized for being a Miró-Varona coalition which is not interested in the participation of any leader who seriously threatens the prestige of the present leadership.”528

When Miró threatened to resign as leader of the CRC, the Kennedy Administration intervened with the CIA. White House aide Arthur Schlesinger and the Department of State prevailed upon the CIA to address Miró’s concerns. A CIA memorandum stated, “Schlesinger concurred in State’s position that it would be highly undesirable for Dr. Miró to resign at this time, inasmuch as this would create a void which would probably be filled with one or more political undesirables…”529

Miró was unhappy because Joaquín Sangenis was undercutting his leadership with the backing of the CIA. He outlined his complaints in a meeting with Assistant Secretary of State for Interamerican Affairs Robert F. Woodward. Miró charged that Sangenis made derogatory remarks about the Consejo and recruited Cubans for his own independent commando operations against Cuba. Miró also said Sangenis brought Batistianos into Brigade 2506 when he was head of the Operation 40.

Woodward learned that the CIA had an “operational interest” in Sangenis and used him as a “control” on Miró. Woodward wrote, “It [CIA] utilizes Sangenis for two purposes: gathering intelligence and as a ‘control’ on Dr. Miró… and on other Council members.” According to Woodward, Sangenis’s relationship to the CIA went back to prerevolutionary Cuba. Woodward wrote, “[H]e got himself appointed as Varona’s intelligence chief in the FRD [Frente Revolucionario Democrático] and subsequently proposed to Miró that he organize the intelligence section of the CRC to which Miró assented; but that Sangenis never had given Miró any information.”

To smooth the waters, the White House promised Miró that Sangenis would no longer play a role in Cuban exile politics. In the future, the CIA would direct financial assistance to Cuban exile action groups, unaffiliated with the CRC, through the Consejo to give Miró political leverage. But the Kennedy Administration also claimed the “right to deal directly” with groups outside the CRC to help them conduct commando operations against Cuba.530

As the CIA organized commando raids against Cuba, the Kennedy Administration moved to isolate Cuba diplomatically and undermine its economy.




In January 1962, Secretary of State Dean Rusk traveled to Punta del Este to press for the expulsion of Cuba from the Organization of American States (OAS). By a slim majority, the OAS passed a resolution that declared the Cuban revolution was “incompatible” with the Interamerican System. Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, Chile, Ecuador, and Mexico abstained from voting on the “exclusion” resolution.

A month later President Kennedy ratcheted up the U.S. campaign to undermine the Cuban economy. On February 3, Kennedy added cigars and molasses to the list of Cuban products banned in the United States. Administration officials claimed the new trade sanctions would shut off an estimated $35 million in Cuban exports to the United States.

Kennedy asserted in a statement, “The loss of this income will reduce the capacity of the Castro regime, initially linked with the Sino-Soviet bloc, to engage in acts of aggression, subversion, or other activities endangering the security of the United States and other nations of this hemisphere.”531

A cloud of hypocrisy hung over Kennedy’s ban on the import of Cuban cigars. The day before the U.S. embargo on Cuban tobacco products was announced President Kennedy instructed White House press secretary Pierre Salinger to stock up on Cuban cigars. “The President called me into his office in the early evening,” Salinger recalled. “Pierre, I need some help,” Kennedy said. “I need a lot of cigars.” Salinger asked how many. Kennedy replied, “About 1,000 Petit Upmanns.”

The next morning Kennedy called Salinger into the Oval Office. “How did you do, Pierre?” Salinger reported he had obtained 1,200 Petit Upmanns. “He [Kennedy] took out a long paper which he immediately signed. It was the decree banning all Cuban products from the United States,” Salinger writes. “Cuban cigars were now illegal in our country.” Richard Goodwin, another Cuban cigar aficionado, wrote an early draft of the Cuba trade embargo.532

Meanwhile, Fidel Castro responded bitterly in a speech to one million Cubans in the Plaza de Revolución in Havana. On February 4, he declared that the United States was striking out at Cuba “because they are afraid, not of a Cuban revolution, but of a Latin American revolution.”

“The duty of every revolutionary is to make revolution,” Castro declared. “The revolution will triumph in America and throughout the world, but it is not for revolutionaries to sit in the doorways of their homes waiting for the corpse of imperialism to pass by.” Castro’s call for Cuban support of revolution in Latin America marked an about-face. Six months earlier, Che Guevara told Richard Goodwin that Cuba wanted back-channel talks with the United States to ease tensions between the two countries. At that time, Guevara put Cuba’s “activities in other countries” on the table for negotiation.

As we have seen, President Kennedy interpreted Cuba’s willingness to negotiate as a sign of weakness, which he tried to exploit with Operation Mongoose. Castro responded by resuming the promotion of revolution beyond Cuba’s borders. In March 1962, National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 85-62 assessed the vulnerability of Latin America to revolution, and the political impact of the Cuban revolution on the volatile region. NIE 85-62 declared: “Latin America is ripe for revolution, in one form or another. When Fidel Castro came to power, he regarded himself as the manifest leader of the revolution, not only in Cuba, but in all of Latin America.” The estimate reported that Cuba was bringing left-wing youth from Latin America to the island for political conferences and training in revolutionary activities and guerrilla war.

NIE 85-62 stated, “[I]f the Alliance for Progress should fail to produce its intended social reforms in time to meet rising popular demands, the conviction will grow that Castro’s way is the only way.”533 As the tensions escalated between the United States and Cuba, William Harvey prepared to meet with Mafia gambler Johnny Rosselli.





CHAPTER 13: 
CIA PASSES MORE POISON CAPSULES TO THE MAFIA

The overweight, pear-shaped William Harvey wanted to make an impression on Johnny Rosselli when they met in Miami in April 1962. Harvey pulled a revolver from inside his rumpled suit jacket and thumped it down on the table in the cocktail lounge of the Miami airport. As he knocked back a double Martini, Harvey explained that he had replaced Jim O’Connell as Rosselli’s CIA case officer. From now on, Rosselli would work directly with Harvey. Sam Giancana, Santo Trafficante, and Robert Maheu had been eliminated, to make the covert operation to assassinate Fidel Castro more secure. Rosselli, elegantly attired in a hand-tailored suit, alligator shoes, and a $2,000 watch, savored a Smirnoff on the rocks as he listened to Harvey.

Harvey handed Rosselli four capsules filled with poison developed by the CIA’s Technical Services Division (TSD) to kill Castro. He said the capsules “would work anywhere and at any time with anything,” according to CIA Inspector General J. S. Earman’s “Report on Plots to Assassinate Fidel Castro.” Harvey went over with Rosselli how the “lethal material” would be “introduced into Castro’s food” by a Varona “asset” connected to a restaurant where Castro frequently ate.

Rosselli updated Harvey about developments on the Miami end of the CIA-Mafia assassination operation. As we have seen, Antonio Varona joined the operation in April 1961 when Juan Orta failed to make the necessary arrangements in Cuba to poison Castro. Rosselli had already been in touch with Varona. He also reported the assassination target list had been expanded to include Raúl Castro and Che Guevara.

Harvey replied, “Everything is all right, what they want to do.” He gave Rosselli the keys to a U-Haul rental truck for Varona in a nearby parking lot, loaded with $5,000 worth of explosives, sniper rifles, handguns, and a boat radar. Varona had requested the arms and military equipment as the “price” for his role in the CIA-Mafia assassination operation. Varona became more deeply involved in the CIA-Mafia assassination operation when he became discouraged by “ineffectual progress of the Frente Revolucionario Democrático,” according to notes taken from Varona’s CIA security file by HSCA investigators.

Harvey briefed CIA Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Helms on his upcoming meeting with Rosselli before he left for Miami. Harvey briefed Helms after his meeting with Rosselli and kept him informed about the progress of the CIA-Mafia assassination operation.534 Likewise, Rosselli kept Harvey up to date on the Florida end of the poison pill operation, according to Earman.

“Harvey and Rosselli arranged a system of telephone communication by which Harvey was kept posted on any developments,” Earman wrote. “Harvey, using a pay phone, could call Rosselli at the Friars Club in Los Angeles at 1600 hours, Los Angeles time. Rosselli could phone Harvey at his home in the evening. Rosselli reported that the pills were in Cuba and at the restaurant reportedly used regularly by Castro.”

But Harvey got little operational information from Rosselli. In May, Rosselli informed him that the poison pills had been delivered to Cuba. A month later he told Harvey that Varona had sent a three-man team to Cuba on an ill-defined assassination mission.

“Harvey said that they appeared to have no specific plan for killing Castro,” Earman reported. “They were to recruit others who might be used in such a scheme. If an opportunity to kill Castro presented itself, they or the persons they recruited were to make the attempt—perhaps using the pills. Harvey never learned their names or anything else about them.” At the last minute, Rosselli brought a mysterious Cuban named “Maceo” into the operation. All Harvey knew was that Maceo spoke Italian and used the aliases “García-Gómez” and “Godoy.”

In September 1962, Rosselli reported to Harvey that Varona was getting ready to send another three-man team to Cuba. The goal of the team was “to penetrate Castro’s body guard.” But the team never left the Florida Keys.

It was highly unusual for a case officer to know as little about a CIA covert operation as Harvey knew about the plot to poison Castro. The Harvey-Rosselli collaboration violated the basic rules of intelligence tradecraft.535 From the start, Harvey had misgivings about the CIA-Mafia assassination operation. He warned DDP Richard Helms there was a “very real possibility” the Mafia gamblers or Cuban exiles would use their knowledge of the assassination plots to blackmail the CIA. He later called the assassination operation “a huge hand grenade” waiting to explode.

Nonetheless, Harvey’s ambition caused him to put his misgivings aside, according to his biographer David Martin. He was dissatisfied with his position as head of the CIA’s super-secret Foreign Intelligence/Staff D. “He was not happy in Staff D, which did little more than provide technical assistance for eavesdropping operations requested by the National Security Agency (NSA),” Martin writes. “Harvey thought he deserved better. He longed to become head of the Soviet Bloc Division and made no secret about it. Perhaps if he performed well in the Cuban task force, his wish would not be denied a second time.”536 Harvey’s initial misgivings about the CIA-Mafia assassination operation were prescient. The operation would soon be compromised.




The initial compromise of the CIA-Mafia assassination operation was the result of a collision between the CIA covert operation and Attorney General Kennedy’s war against organized crime in the United States. Robert Kennedy turned up the heat on FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover to investigate Mafia figures, including Sam Giancana and Johnny Rosselli. From the 1930s through the 1950s, Hoover had been famously indifferent to the Mafia.537

In May 1962, the FBI provided a report to the United States Attorney in Los Angeles on Rosselli’s recent activities. Rosselli had made three trips between Los Angeles and Las Vegas. He was also reported to have been in Miami during the first two weeks of April.538

FBI Special Agent Sam Papich warned Harvey the Bureau knew about his meetings with Rosselli in Miami. Papich, the FBI’s liaison with the CIA, said he would have to report Harvey’s contacts with Rosselli to FBI Director Hoover. Harvey promised to report future meetings with Rosselli to the FBI. But he divulged little about his business with Rosselli, saying he would continue to maintain an “open relationship” with Rosselli for operational reasons.539 Hoover’s curiosity was aroused by reports linking President Kennedy to Judith Campbell, who was also a paramour of Giancana and Rosselli. On March 22, 1962, in a private luncheon, Hoover informed Kennedy that the FBI knew about his sexual trysts with Judith Campbell in the White House. A FBI briefing memorandum for Hoover’s meeting with Kennedy stated, “Information has been developed that Judith E. Campbell… has been associated with prominent underworld figures Sam Giancana and John Rosselli of Los Angeles.” The FBI was monitoring Campbell, who was designated an “associate of hoodlums,” as part of its crackdown on organized crime.

The FBI discovered John Kennedy’s secret liaisons with Campbell when it reviewed her telephone records, which revealed phone calls to the White House. Campbell made seventy calls to President Kennedy’s secretary Evelyn Lincoln in 1961 and 1962. Kennedy family friend Frank Sinatra had introduced Judith Campbell to John Kennedy at the Sands Hotel in Las Vegas in February 1960, when the Massachusetts senator was campaigning for president. According to an FBI memorandum, a Bureau informant overheard Sinatra say Campbell was “shacking up with John Kennedy in the East.” Hoover would use his knowledge of John Kennedy’s affair with Campbell as leverage against the Kennedy brothers, who wanted to replace him as FBI director.

In the meantime, the CIA was still anxious about the Las Vegas wiretap case. Attorney General Kennedy’s official inquiry had effectively put the case on hold in October 1961, as we have seen. But the Las Vegas sheriff breathed new life into the case when he pressed ahead with his investigation and requested assistance from the FBI in March 1962.540 CIA Director of Security Sheffield Edwards met with FBI Special Agent Papich to discuss the case. Colonel Edwards told Papich, “Any prosecution in the matter would endanger sensitive sources and methods used in a duly authorized intelligence project and would not be in the national interest.”

In April 1962, CIA General Counsel Lawrence Houston conferred with Assistant Attorney General Herbert J. Miller, head of the Criminal Division. After the meeting Houston told Edwards that Miller anticipated “no major difficulty in stopping action for the prosecution.” FBI Director Hoover agreed it would be unwise to go ahead with the Las Vegas wiretap case. He pointed out to Assistant Attorney General Miller that prosecution of the case “undoubtedly would lead to the exposure of most sensitive information relating to the abortive Cuban invasion in April 1961, and would result in most damaging embarrassment to U.S. Government.”541

On May 7, 1962, Edwards and Houston met with Attorney General Kennedy on the Las Vegas wiretap case. As Edwards put it, he and Houston briefed Kennedy “all the way,” tracing the origins of the case to the CIA-Mafia assassination operation. Kennedy responded angrily, “I trust that if you ever try to do business with organized crime again—with gangsters—you will let the Attorney General know before you do.” But Kennedy did not tell the CIA to cut off contact with the gangsters or terminate the CIA-Mafia assassination operation. At the end of the meeting, Kennedy informed Edwards and Houston the Department of Justice would not proceed with the Las Vegas wiretap case. It was in the mutual interest of the CIA and the Kennedy brothers to keep the CIA-Mafia collaboration secret.

Kennedy’s flash of anger did not stem from his opposition to the CIA-Mafia plotting to assassinate Castro, however. He was upset because the wiretap case interfered with the Justice Department’s prosecution of Giancana, according to a memorandum by Hoover. “The Attorney General stated that he felt notwithstanding the obstacle now in the path of prosecution of Giancana, we should still keep after him,” Hoover wrote in a memorandum after meeting with Kennedy. “He stated of course it would be very difficult to initiate any prosecution against him because Giancana could immediately bring out the fact that the United States Government had approached him to arrange for the assassination of Castro.” Subterfuge and duplicity were the order of the day in the meeting between Kennedy and the CIA men.

For his part, Edwards spun a web of deception for Robert Kennedy about the current status of the CIA-Mafia collaboration. He told the attorney that the assassination operation had been terminated, and even agreed to alert Kennedy to CIA-Mafia plotting if it were to occur in the future. But the CIA-Mafia assassination operation had not been shut down; the Office of Security had merely turned over the covert operation to William Harvey. Jim O’Connell introduced Harvey to Rosselli at a meeting at the Savoy Plaza Hotel in New York in April 1962.

CIA Inspector General Earman took note of the deception. “In fact, however, at the time of the May 7, 1962 briefing of the Attorney General on ‘Gambling Syndicate Phase One,’ Phase Two under William Harvey was already under way,” Earman wrote. “When the Attorney General was briefed on May 7, Edwards knew that Harvey had been introduced to Rosselli.”542

The CIA-Mafia assassination collaboration was a compartmented covert operation. From time to time, however, Kennedy Administration officials outside the intelligence loop, would suggest the assassination option. Officials like Mongoose Chief of Operations Edward Lansdale.

Lansdale proposed “exploiting the potential of the underworld in Cuban cities to harass and bleed the Communist control apparatus” in a December 7, 1961 memorandum to several members of the Special Group (Augmented). “This effort may, on a very sensitive basis, enlist the assistance of American links to the Cuban underworld. While this would be a CIA project, close cooperation of the FBI is imperative.” Lansdale, who had collaborated with the Binh Xuyen criminal underworld when he was in Vietnam on assignment for the CIA in the mid-1950s, believed that the United States was running out of options in Cuba.

A few weeks later he discussed using Mafia gamblers to gather intelligence in Cuba with FBI Section Chief Sterling B. Donahoe. “[T]hought was being given to utilizing gambling interests in the U.S. to establish contact with gambling elements in Cuba to acquire intelligence inside Cuba.” Donahoe wrote, “I pointed out there would be serious pitfalls in such a scheme since utilization of the U.S. gambling element would put them in the precarious position of being obligated to such individuals. Sooner or later they would be faced with a gambler who was in trouble with the law and who would want to reveal his cooperation with the U.S. as a mitigating factor.”543

On August 10, 1962, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara’s made an off-the-cuff remark about Castro’s assassination in the Special Group (Augmented). This caused an awkward moment for Harvey, who had not informed the group about his highly compartmented assassination operation.544 He moved immediately to shut off the discussion.

McCone telephoned Lansdale and told him that assassination could never be condoned. “I intend to have it expunged from the record,” he said referring to Lansdale’s memorandum on the August 10 meeting. At the same time, McCone, a recent convert to Roman Catholicism, tried to insulate himself from the CIA-Mafia assassination operation, telling McNamara, “I could get excommunicated for something like this.”

Helms later insisted that McCone knew about the CIA-Mafia assassination plotting. “He was involved up to his scuppers just the way everyone else was,” Helms stated in testimony to the Church Committee. “He had access to Harvey and everybody else just the way I had and he had regular access to the Attorney General.”545

When Harvey read Lansdale’s memorandum on tasks assigned at the August 10 Special Group (Augmented) meeting and saw the phrase “Mr. Harvey: Intelligence, Political (including liquidation of leaders),” he flew into a rage. Harvey told Lansdale in no uncertain terms that nothing about Castro’s assassination should ever be put in writing. As we have seen, Harvey had a minimalist philosophy: “Kill the person, bury the body, tell no one.”546

Even before the assassination controversy erupted in the Special Group (Augmented), Harvey confided little to Lansdale about Cuba. Lansdale later said, “Harvey seldom really talked to me.” Lansdale added, “He would never initiate conversations. It was very hard to get information from him…. I’d ask him for a full explanation and I’d get one sentence back.” George McManus, Richard Helms’ “eyes and ears” on Cuba, also found Harvey incommunicative. According to a CIA report, “McManus understood that part of his job was to keep track of Harvey, who was ‘quite an independent fellow,’ and not ‘extremely forthcoming with information.’”

Harvey had a strong dislike for government bureaucracy. He bristled at the Special Group (Augmented)’s requirement that he submit detailed operational plans in advance for approval, and complained bitterly that the approval process was restrictive and stifling.547 As Harvey, Lansdale, and McNamara squabbled over open discussions of Castro’s assassination, the CIA geared up for Mongoose.




In Miami, there was a flurry of activity as the CIA station installed the “plumbing,” or infrastructure, for Operation Mongoose. JMWAVE operated under the cover of Zenith Technical Enterprises on a former U.S. Navy base for blimps at Richmond Field, which was under the jurisdiction of the University of Miami. The JMWAVE campus included seven buildings, three warehouses, and three ammunition dumps. Investigative reporters Taylor Branch and George Crile wrote, “In addition to Zenith, the Agency operated another fifty-four dummy corporations—boat shops, real-estate firms, detective agencies, travel companies, gun shops—as proprietary fronts to give cover employment for the case officers and agents outside Zenith headquarters.”

Spymaster Richard Helms described the scale of Operation Mongoose in his posthumously published memoir. “Some 600 CIA staff employees and between 4,000 and 5,000 contract personnel were involved,” Helms wrote. “At one point, the secret CIA navy was the third largest in the area. Yachts, fishing craft, speedboats, and supply vessels were modified for our purposes.”548

Paramilitary (PM) officers, assigned to the CIA’s Special Operations Division (SOD), worked closely with Cuban exile commandos. The SOD organized the infiltration of Cuban agents and delivery of arms and ammunition to counterrevolutionaries in Cuba. PM officers also supervised the planning and execution of hit-and-run raids in Cuba by CIA-backed Cuban exile action groups. Grayston Lynch and William “Rip” Robertson, two of JMWAVE’s dozen or so PM specialists, had already gained notoriety as covert warriors willing to push the envelope. Lynch and Robertson, Army officers on loan to the CIA, went ashore with Brigade 2506 at the Bay of Pigs, in defiance of President Kennedy’s orders barring U.S. personnel from taking part in the amphibious landing.

After the Bay of Pigs, Lynch and Robertson organized commando units in Florida under the command of Roberto San Román and Miguel Orozco. San Román was the brother of Pepe San Román, commander of Brigade 2506. Orozco, a Batistiano, had fought against the July 26th Movement in the Sierra Maestra as a lieutenant in the Cuban army. After the triumph of the Cuban revolution, Orozco fled into exile where he joined Brigade 2506. The Cuban exile commandos and their PM trainers were frustrated by White House priorities for Mongoose, which stressed the infiltration of Cuban agents and arms caching over sabotage operations.

Deputy Under Secretary of State U. Alexis Johnson, a member of the Special Group (Augmented), recalled, “Though he [President Kennedy] stood strongly behind Mongoose and encouraged Lansdale to use his ingenuity, when it came down to approving specific covert actions that had fairly high ‘noise’ levels, he would often draw back.”

Miguel Orozco said, “When we didn’t go, Rip would feel sick and get very mad.” Robertson liked “to crank up” his Cuban commandos for missions. He once offered Orozco a reward if he returned with the ear of a Cuban. When Orozco came back from a mission with two ears, Robertson gave him $100. Orozco recalled the pace of hit-and-run attacks picked up in summer 1962. “We would go on missions to Cuba almost every week.”549 But the Mongoose commando operations and U.S. military exercises related to Cuba did not go unnoticed in the Soviet Union.




In Moscow, Chairman Nikita Khrushchev received fragmentary intelligence reports on Operation Mongoose. Khrushchev’s son Sergei writes, “Information came through secret channels about President Kennedy’s adoption of a wide-ranging plan, ‘Mongoose,’ to destabilize the situation in Cuba.” The younger Khrushchev adds, “Every day the Cubans expected a new invasion, this time not just by émigrés but by the U.S. Army.”550

The KGB was also picking up intelligence about large-scale U.S. military exercises rehearsing an invasion of Cuba. KGB Chief Vladimir Semichastny wrote in a February 21, 1962, report, “Military specialists of the USA had revised an operational plan against Cuba, which according to the information, is supported by President Kennedy.” The new KGB chief stated U.S. Army and Navy personnel would “be supported by military air assets based in Florida and Texas.”

In Washington, the Navy Commander-in-Chief, Atlantic (CINCLANT) issued planning directives for U.S. operational plans (OPLANs) for an invasion of Cuba in a February 14, 1962 telegram. OPLANs 314-61 and 316-61, joint Army, Navy, Air Force, and Marine Corps operations, were detailed plans for an amphibious landing of ground forces supplemented by air strikes. OPLAN 316-62 included a ground combat force of 150,000 troops. The Pentagon estimated that it would take ten days of heavy combat and 18,500 U.S. casualties to drive the Cuban revolution from power with an occupation of the island to follow.551

In spring 1962, the United States conducted military exercises to test the readiness of its Cuba OPLANs with a series of military maneuvers in the Atlantic Ocean from North Carolina to the Caribbean Sea. Historian James Hershberg writes that Lantiphibex 1-62 included “40,000 marines and navy personnel and hundreds of ships and aircraft, and culminated in the dramatic, beach-storming landing of a 10,000 man attack force on the tiny island of Vieques off Puerto Rico.” In May 1962, there were two other multi-service exercises. “Quick Kick” involved 40,000 military personnel in an exercise including air strikes and an amphibious Marine Corps assault of an island. “Whip Lash” was a CINCLANT dress rehearsal for an invasion of Cuba.552

In the meantime, Castro dramatically declared his Marxist credentials in a speech in Havana on December 1, 1961. “I am a Marxist-Leninist, and I shall be until the last days of my life,” Castro asserted. He had first declared that the Cuba revolution was socialist in April 1961.

“I believe absolutely in Marxism,” Castro stated. “Did I understand it [at the time of the assault on the Moncada Barracks] as I understand it today after ten years of struggle? No, I didn’t understand it then as I understand it today.”

National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 85-62 assessed the political significance of Castro’s speech. “It seems established that he did not make his revolution as a disciplined Communist.” But the estimate also called Castro’s speech an effort to associate the Cuban revolution more closely with the Soviet Union and the socialist bloc.“From expediency, and probably from conviction as well, he has identified himself with the Communists and evidently now wished to be regarded as fully committed to their cause,” the March 1962 estimate stated. “He probably hoped that his speech would facilitate Cuba’s acceptance into the ‘socialist camp,’ thereby increasing the Soviet strategic commitment to Cuba.”

NIE 85-62 also noted the radical changes in the Cuban economy since 1959. “The past year has witnessed the increasing open identification of the Castro regime with communism and the Soviet Bloc,” the report stated, pointing out the increasing role of the state in the Cuban economy. “It monopolizes banking, foreign trade, wholesale trade, transportation, communications, and utilities, and constitutes a substantial part of retail trade. State operated enterprises account for 90 percent of the value of the gross industrial product. The state directly controls 40 percent of all farmland.”

Meanwhile, Castro welcomed a Soviet delegation to Cuba in June 1962. In meetings with the Soviets, he stressed the importance of a formal Cuba-USSR defense treaty. Castro asserted, “If the United States knows that an invasion of Cuba would imply war with the Soviet Union, then, in my view, that would be the best way to prevent an invasion of Cuba.”553 Khrushchev dispatched a delegation to Cuba because he was worried that the United States would intervene militarily to roll back the revolution. Khrushchev’s foreign-policy aide Oleg Troyanovsky remembers, “Khrushchev constantly feared that the United States would compel the Soviet Union and its allies to retreat in some region of the world.” Troyanovsky notes, “Not without reason did he believe he would be held responsible for that.”

As Khrushchev turned over in his mind what to do about Cuba, he was haunted by Joseph Stalin’s deathbed prediction. Troyanovsky writes, “In conversation he sometimes recalled the words supposedly spoken by Stalin not long before his death: ‘When I am not around, they [the West] will strangle you like kittens.’” Stalin did not consider any of his colleagues a worthy successor.554 At the same time, however, the Kremlin was unnerved by Castro’s “I am a Marxist-Leninist” speech. KGB Chief Semichastny believed that Castro was moving too quickly toward socialism. In an April 1962 memorandum, Semichastny faulted Castro for “intensifying the class struggle in Cuba” without “sufficient preparation of the laboring classes.”

Khrushchev worried that Castro’s speech would deepen Washington’s antagonism toward the Cuban revolution. Khrushchev told Castro in 1963, “[N]o one thought that when you won and opted for the course of building socialism America would tolerate you.”555 While Castro and Khrushchev braced themselves against U.S. intervention in Cuba, the Kennedy Administration evaluated the progress of Mongoose.




Over dinner on July 18, Attorney General Kennedy and DCI McCone assessed the disappointing progress of Operation Mongoose. McCone wrote, “AG expressing the opinion that the last six months’ effort had been worthwhile inasmuch as we had gained a very substantial amount of intelligence which was lacking, but that the effort was disappointing inasmuch as the program had not advanced to the point we had hoped.”

The same day, Department of State Deputy Director of the Office of Caribbean and Mexican Affairs Robert Hurwitch raised questions about U.S. military intervention in the revolt phase of Operation Mongoose. As he wrote to Assistant Secretary of State for Interamerican Affairs Edwin Martin, “There is clearly a gap between the present CIA estimate of what we can accomplish and what we feel should be the minimum condition in Cuba where we might consider using U.S. military force.”

Task Force W Chief William Harvey offered a watered-down definition of “revolt” at a meeting on Mongoose in July. According to the Mongoose guidelines, a popular revolt would be the trigger for U.S. military intervention in Cuba. Hurwitch pointed out that Harvey had given up on organizing an actual popular revolt in Cuba in favor of a CIA orchestrated attack. “By revolt… he meant an assault upon a number of Cuban government installations…” Hurwitch added, “He did not think that such assaults could be organized in a fashion where anti-Castro forces held territory for any length of time or could overthrow the regime without outside military assistance.”

A week later Lansdale conceded that Mongoose had failed to organize a movement capable of instigating a popular uprising in Cuba. “The CIA plan has been to set about doing this through introducing small teams into the Cuban countryside, ‘over the beach’ from boats,” Lansdale wrote. “Each team is tasked first to stay alive, while getting established in an area. Once able to live in an area, it then starts a cautious survey of potential recruits for a resistance group. Names of such recruits are sent to CIA for checking.”

By the end of July, Lansdale reported that only one of eleven action teams had been able to mobilize “a sizable guerrilla group.” He predicted there would be “viable teams” in eleven target areas by October. Under his original timeline, popular counterrevolutionary movements were to be organized in twenty localities by July. Ever the optimist, Lansdale insisted that it was too soon to judge the potential for counterrevolution in Cuba. He explained, “Cubans sent to risk their lives on missions inside Cuba… are unable to recruit freedom fighters aggressively by the time-proven method of starting an active resistance and thus attracting recruits; U.S. guidelines to keep this short of revolt have made the intention behind the operation suspect to local Cubans.” He continued, “Therefore, we have been unable to surface the Cuban resistance potential to the point where we can measure it realistically.”

The CIA was more pessimistic about the potential for popular revolt in Cuba. Hurwitch reported in a July 26, 1962, memorandum to Assistant Secretary Martin, “CIA believes that if assurances were given of U.S. intervention, a revolt could be mounted by late 1963, but would be destroyed within a matter of a few days if it is not supported by substantial military force.”556 On August 10, the Special Group (Augmented) met for its midcourse evaluation of Mongoose, to decide whether to authorize the transition to Course B, the phase designed to inspire open revolt. The group decided not to.

Maxwell Taylor reported the Special Group (Augmented)’s assessment of Mongoose to President Kennedy. “[I]n spite of some progress in intelligence collection, the Special Group (Augmented) does not feel that the information obtained has been adequate to assess accurately the internal conditions,” Taylor wrote in an August 17 memorandum. “[F]rom what we know we perceive no likelihood of an overthrow of the government by internal means and without the direct use of U.S. force.” Kennedy was unhappy with Mongoose’s lack of progress, but he was determined to press ahead. Kennedy promulgated National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM)-181, which stated, “The lines of activity projected for Operation Plan B-plus should be developed with all possible speed.”

Lansdale submitted a new plan, “Alternative Course B,” which stressed sabotage operations but stopped short of inciting revolt. Instead, it would use “a pool of twenty to fifty” well-trained commandos to target “major Cuban industries and public utilities with priority attention being given to transportation, communications, power plants, and utilities.” On August 16, the Special Group (Augmented) approved Alternative Course B.

McCone was upset, however, by the group’s failure to resolve its differences. McCone wrote, “The meeting was unsatisfactory, lacked both purpose and direction and left me with the feeling that very considerable reservation exists as to just where we are going with Operation Mongoose.” In a word, Operation Mongoose was a failure. As Special Assistant to the President Arthur Schlesinger later wrote, the “political base” required to organize a popular revolt in Cuba “did not exist.”557

But the Kennedy brothers, desperate for success in Cuba, were not yet willing to pull the plug on Mongoose. Meanwhile, a Cuban exile action group’s attack on a beachfront hotel and a theater in a Havana suburb raised the level of tension between Havana and Washington.




On August 24, 1962, the CIA-backed Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil (DRE) (Revolutionary Student Directorate) carried out a high-publicity commando attack on beachfront properties in the Havana suburb of Miramar. The Sierra Maestra Hotel and nearby Blanquita Theater were shelled by a 20-millimeter cannon mounted on a small, speedy boat 200 yards offshore. The Associated Press reported, “Damage was slight, but near-panic swept the hotel as sleeping guests were shaken out of bed by the midnight bombardment.” The DRE boasted the sea-borne raid the was “most dramatic” anti-Castro operation since the Bay of Pigs.

DRE gunner José Basulto was jubilant. “I opened up on the hotel dining room where Castro was supposed to be holding the meeting with the Russians,” he told the New York Times. “It was really something. I could see the shells break into the hotel windows, and then all the lights went out.” DRE official José Antonio Lanuza announced the shelling during a live interview on Barry Gray’s popular WABC radio talk show in New York on August 24. Lanuza was booked on the show by the Lem Jones public relations agency, the same agency CIA propaganda specialist David Atlee Phillips used to issue statements in the name of the Frente Revolucionario Democrático during the Bay of Pigs landing. Lem Jones also did public relations work for José Miró Cardona, head of the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano.

A DRE press statement declared the purpose of the raid on Miramar was to “denounce the arrival of increasingly large contingents of Russian troops to our island.” Soviet military personnel and weapons began to arrive in Cuba in July 1962. The DRE statement also took aim at the Kennedy Administration, saying “The presence of Russian ships in Cuba” called into question “the promises of President Kennedy that Cuba would never be abandoned.” The statement continued, “We will not tolerate peaceful coexistence…. We are not concerned with interested groups or long-range tactics of large powers. We are concerned only that over the tombs of Martí and Maceo they do not raise the soiled banners of the hammer and sickle.”

According to journalists Taylor Branch and George Crile, the weapons for the beachfront attack, “a recoilless rifle, two 50-caliber machine guns, and a 20-millimeter cannon, [were] all purchased from a Mafia gun dealer in Miami.”558 Attorney General Robert Kennedy was furious about the DRE raid in Miramar. An August 25 cable from the CIA station in Miami to Agency headquarters reported that Kennedy telephoned the FBI to “learn what points of law were violated and what legal action could be taken against the participants in this caper.”

The Department of State criticized the DRE’s commando raid as “a spur-of-the-moment raid… [that] does not weaken the Communist apparatus.” Foggy Bottom added, “While we appreciate the strong feelings of this free student group and their hostility to this most oppressive regime, we cannot approve of the use of United States territory as a base for such action.”559 The CIA had funded the DRE, code-named AMSPELL, since its members migrated into exile in the United States in 1960. In August 1962, the DRE was receiving a $51,000 monthly subsidy from the CIA. DRE teams, trained by the CIA, gathered intelligence and carried out paramilitary raids in Cuba. The CIA also used DRE propaganda assets to counter the political appeal of the Cuban revolution at student conferences in Latin America.

AMSPELL had well-placed backers in the Agency, including DDP Helms and David Phillips, who ran covert propaganda operations against Cuba from the CIA station in Mexico City in 1962–1963. The CIA denied that it had approved the DRE attack in Miramar or had advance knowledge of it. An August 1962 CIA memorandum stated that the DRE “is not fully responsive to CIA direction.” “The DRE is perhaps the most militant and most deeply motivated of all the Cuban exile groups,” the CIA memorandum continued. “For this reason it is also prone to undertake independent operations without any warning to or permission from CIA. The raid on Havana on August 24, 1962 was not the first instance of DRE independent action.”560

A memorandum by FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover reported that Agrupación Montecristi (Montecristi Group) members, including its chief of operations Leslie Nobregas, also participated in the shelling of Miramar. Two of the boats used in the raid were connected to other CIA-sponsored operations against Cuba.561

According to the FBI, the CIA funneled money to Agrupación Montecristi (AM) through the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano (Cuban Revolutionary Council). The CIA also had an operational interest in Leslie Nobregas, a vice president and copilot for Cubana Airlines, who had defected to the United States after hijacking a Cuban airliner in July 1960. The FBI reported, “Nobregas at gunpoint forced the pilot of a Cubana aircraft to fly to Miami from its intended course of Madrid, Spain to Havana, Cuba.”

The FBI report stated, “Since June 1961, AM has been operating a 45-foot prowler motorboat and a 78-foot PT boat between the United States and Cuba, delivering arms to the Cuban underground and furnishing transportation for Cubans to infiltrate Cuba.” The report added, “Leslie Nobregas… works under the control of CIA.”562 Nobregas also had ties to the Mafia gamblers through his brother George, who practiced law with Rafael García Bongo in Havana in 1959. Among George Nobregas and García Bongo’s clients was Santo Trafficante. An FBI report noted that George Nobregas “represented [Trafficante] in his fight against deportation from Cuba.”563

Meanwhile, CIA officer David Phillips may have had a hand in the DRE’s provocative attack in Miramar. Author Jefferson Morley asserts, “Phillips… made the whole incident possible.” Morley outlines Phillips’s use of the DRE in highly compartmented propaganda operations against Cuba in the summer of 1962. From Mexico City, Phillips visited Miami, where the DRE was based, and communicated regularly with Bill Kent and Ross Crozier, CIA case officers for the DRE.564

The well-publicized shelling of Miramar ratcheted up the tension in the Caribbean. The escalating tempo of Operation Mongoose and the U.S. military exercises, rehearsing an invasion of Cuba, had already frayed nerves on the island. Soviet military personnel and weapons began to arrive in Cuba, as Havana and Moscow drew closer in a secret military pact to deter expected U.S. intervention.




High-altitude U-2 spy planes detected early manifestations of Nikita Khrushchev’s reinvigorated commitment to defend the Cuban revolution. But U.S. intelligence analysts did not know how to interpret the evidence the U-2s gathered. In July and August, U-2s monitored an unprecedented number of Soviet merchant ships sailing toward Cuba. From 70,000 feet, U-2s photographed vessels as they unloaded mysterious military cargoes in Cuba.

As he puzzled over the U-2 intelligence “take,” DCI John McCone felt a deep unease. He suspected the military deliveries were part of an ominous new development in Cuba, but he lacked evidence to prove it. On August 22, a CIA Current Intelligence Memorandum assessed the Soviet deliveries to Cuba: “Intelligence on recent Soviet military assistance to Cuba indicates that an unusually large number of Soviet ships have delivered military cargoes to Cuba since late July and that some form of military construction is underway at several locations in Cuba by Soviet Bloc personnel who arrived on some of these ships and are utilizing material delivered by the vessels.”

McCone was also briefed on the Soviet military shipments to Cuba by Philippe L. Thyraud de Vosjoli of the Service de Documentación Extérieure et de Contre-Espionnage (SDECE), the French intelligence service. In the 1950s, De Vosjoli had served in Washington under diplomatic cover as he monitored Soviet activities in the Caribbean and Central America “in collaboration” with U.S. intelligence.565 On August 29, McCone’s suspicion was reinforced by the findings of the CIA’s National Photographic Interpretation Center (NPIC) in Washington. CIA photo interpreters, scrutinizing photographs taken by U-2 spy cameras, identified defensive short-range surface-to-air missiles (SAM) sites under construction on Cuba’s north coast.

McCone had a hunch that the SAMs would be used to shield vulnerable Soviet missiles while they were installed in Cuba. He worried that the United States would face a grim new geopolitical reality when Soviet missiles in Cuba, capable of hitting targets in North America, were operational. Cold War confrontations with the USSR would become more risky. McCone later asserted, “If I were Khrushchev, I’d put offensive missiles in Cuba.” He added, “Then I’d bang my shoe on the desk and say to the United States, ‘How do you like looking down the end of a gun barrel for a change? Now, let’s talk about Berlin and any other subject that I choose, including all of your overseas bases.’”

According to National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, McCone believed that Soviet missiles in Cuba would compromise U.S. strategic superiority. “McCone… was a believer in nuclear superiority and in the high cost of losing it,” Bundy later wrote. “He had been [Assistant] Secretary of the Air Force and chairman of the Atomic Energy Commission… and in these roles he had pressed for the expansion of strategic forces and the increased production of nuclear weapons. He did not believe in stopping the arms race, but in winning it, and he worried continuously about losing it.”

Fresh in McCone’s mind was the recent U.S. deployment of intermediate-range Jupiter missiles on the periphery of the USSR to shore up U.S. strategic nuclear capacity in the aftermath of Sputnik. Between 1961 and 1962, forty-five Jupiter missiles were deployed to Italy and Turkey, despite Chairman Nikita Khrushchev’s bitter protests. The United States constructed SAM sites to defend vulnerable Jupiter missiles as they were installed in Italy and Turkey.

When McCone sounded the alarm about offensive Soviet missiles in Cuba, he was a minority of one. An in-house CIA history stated, “He stood absolutely alone,” pointing out, “The experts unanimously and adamantly agreed that this was beyond the pale of possibility.”566 In contrast, the acting head of the CIA’s Board of National Estimates, Abbot Smith and William Harvey believed the Soviet Union’s “chief motive” in Cuba “to deter an anticipated U.S. military intervention against Cuba.”

Smith and Harvey wrote in an August 17 memorandum, “The Soviets regard Castro’s revolution, and his subsequent alignment with the Communists, as one of the most telling blows to the prestige of the U.S. which has occurred in the entire postwar period. In their eyes, it is a compelling demonstration of a major thesis they are urging upon the underdeveloped peoples everywhere: that the ‘colonial’ peoples can throw off the ‘imperialist yoke’ and, with the indispensable help of the USSR, successfully maintain independence from their former masters.”

In the meantime, Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (DDCI) Marshall Carter cabled McCone, in France on his honeymoon, to inform him that a Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) on the “Military Buildup in Cuba” would be published on September 19. The SNIE concluded that the Soviet Union would not risk a Cold War confrontation by deploying missiles to Cuba capable of striking targets in the United States. “The USSR could derive considerable military advantage from the establishment of Soviet medium and intermediate range ballistic missiles in Cuba, or from the establishment of a Soviet submarine base there.” The estimate added, “Either development… would be incompatible with Soviet practice to date and with Soviet policy as we presently estimate it. It would indicate a far greater willingness to increase the level of risk in U.S.-Soviet relations than the Soviet Union has displayed thus far…”567

To learn more about the SAM sites in Cuba, McCone pressed for new U-2 flights over the island. But President Kennedy, National Security Adviser Bundy, and Secretary of State Rusk opposed more surveillance flights. The CIA’s history of the U-2 states, “Within the Administration, concern mounted about the U-2’s vulnerability to SAMs in Cuba and the possibility that a loss could cause a major diplomatic crisis.” On September 9, a U-2 had been shot down over the People’s Republic of China. The White House did not want to risk the downing of a U-2 in Cuba.

At the same time, however, President Kennedy was determined to keep secret the U-2 evidence of SAM site construction in Cuba. He telephoned DDCI Carter and told him to restrict access to the U-2 evidence of SAM sites in Cuba. Carter wrote in a September 1962 memorandum, “The President said to put it back in the box and nail it tight.” CIA notes of a meeting, in the White House at which new U-2 flights over Cuba were discussed, reveal the political sensitivity of the subject. The CIA note-taker observed that the participants in the meeting “must all have been acutely aware that Cuba was potentially the campaign issue that could most seriously damage the administration in the election campaign then beginning.”568 In spite of President Kennedy’s determination to keep information about the SAMs in Cuba “in the box,” the Soviet military deliveries to Cuba sparked controversy on Capitol Hill.




News reports of Soviet arms and personnel arriving in Cuba generated a new round of political debate about the Kennedy Administration’s policy in Cuba. In August, Senator Kenneth Keating, a Republican from New York, criticized the Administration for its “do nothing” policy in Cuba. Keating asserted he had been “reliably informed” there were 1,200 Soviet army “troops” in Cuba. He called Cuba “a smoking hand grenade in the heart of the Western Hemisphere.” Between August and mid-October, Keating gave twenty speeches on Cuba. Much of the intelligence Keating used in his speeches came from the Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil, according to a CIA memorandum.569

Two Republican members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, Senators Homer Capehart of Indiana and Alexander Wiley of Wisconsin, joined Keating in his criticism of U.S. policy in Cuba. Capehart advocated U.S. military intervention in Cuba. He asserted, “The United States has every right to land troops, take possession of Havana and occupy the country,” unless the Soviet military personnel were withdrawn from Cuba. Wiley pressed for the creation of an Interamerican “peace fleet” to surround Cuba and turn back Soviet shipping headed for the island.570

On September 4, President Kennedy responded to his Republican critics. He announced U.S. intelligence had confirmed that the USSR had installed “anti-aircraft defense missiles” with a range of twenty-five miles in Cuba. He said that there was no evidence, however, of offensive Soviet missiles or organized Soviet combat units in Cuba. He acknowledged that there were 3,500 Soviet army personnel in Cuba, whose mission appeared to be teaching Cubans how to use recently delivered military equipment.571

At a news conference on September 13, Kennedy asserted that U.S. military intervention in Cuba was not “required or justified.” He said, “It is regrettable that loose talk about such action in this country might serve to give a thin color of legitimacy to the Communist pretense that such a threat exists.”

Then Kennedy drew a line in the sand on offensive Soviet missiles in Cuba. “I have indicated that if Cuba should possess a capacity to carry out offensive actions against the United States, the United States would act,” Kennedy asserted. “I’ve also indicated that the United States would not permit Cuba to export its power by force in the hemisphere.”572 National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy had a memorandum prepared for Kennedy on the military and political implications of Soviet missiles in Cuba on August 31.

“Surface-to-surface missiles with nuclear warheads would constitute a very significant military threat to the continental U.S.,” Bundy wrote. “Even short range missiles would be able to reach important population centers and military installations, and missiles of longer range would give the Soviets a capability of attacking substantial numbers of our most important military installations.” Bundy noted that the failure of the Kennedy Administration to respond effectively to the presence of Soviet missiles in Cuba would send a negative message to Latin America. He warned, “It would be judged that Castro is here to stay.”573
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Johnny Rosselli (on the right) consulting with his attorney, Frank Desimone, about his conviction in a $1 million Hollywood movie industry shakedown case. In 1943, Rosselli was sentenced to 10 years in prison. He was paroled after serving one-third of the sentence. Photograph by the New York World Telegram & Sun. Library of Congress.
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Benny More at the Ali Bar on the outskirts of Havana, where More liked to play late at night after the Banda Gigante’s regular gigs. Other musicians, including North American stars Frank Sinatra and Nat King Cole, came to the Ali Bar to listen to More. Courtesy of the Collection of John Radanovich, who used the image in his Wildman of Rhythm: The Life and Music of Benny More (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2009).
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Getting in on the action at the Hotel Riviera casino. Photograph by New York World Telegram & Sun. Library of Congress.
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Celia Cruz and Las Mulatas de Fuego at the Tropicana. Tropicana choreographer Roderico Neyra launched his legendary career with his fiery arrangements of singer Celia Cruz and Las Mulatas de Fuego rumba dancers and singers in 1947. Alan Boss Collection, Latin American Library, Tulane University.
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Dancers at the Tropicana nightclub and casino, which was famous for its fabulous floorshows. Alan Boss Collection, Latin American Library, Tulane University.
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Vice President Richard Nixon toasted General Fulgencio Batista in Cuba in February 1955, two years after the Cuban strongman returned to power by military means. Nixon’s toast added a veneer of political respectability to Batista’s rule. Nixon, in return, pressed Batista to step up the repression of suspected communists in Cuba. AP Wirephoto. Richard Nixon Presidential Library.
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Santo Trafficante, Jr. at the Sans Souci nightclub in January 1958. Trafficante gained a “controlling interest” in the Sans Souci in the mid-1950s, according to FBI records. Photograph by the New York World Telegram & Sun. Library of Congress.





[image: image]

Meyer Lansky as he left the Manhattan Arrest Court in triumph after the charges against him were dismissed in February 1958. Lansky was charged with “vagrancy” when he refused to answer questions about his business activities. He promptly returned to Havana. Photograph by the New York World Telegram & Sun. Library of Congress.
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Cubans vented their anger at gangsterismo by lashing out at Mafia establishments when they learned that General Fulgencio Batista had fled into exile. Protesters set ablaze gaming tables and roulette wheels in front of the casino at the Plaza Hotel in Havana on New Years Day 1959. Credit: Associated Press.
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Fidel Castro and his July 26th Movement guerrilla fighters were welcomed as heroes by cheering crowds in city after city as they traveled 600 miles in a caravan of civilian and military vehicles from Santiago de Cuba to Havana, arriving in the Cuban capital on January 8, 1959. Photograph by New York World Telegram & Sun. Library of Congress.
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Fidel Castro denounces U.S. criticism of Cuba’s use of “revolutionary justice” to try suspected Batistianos at a massive rally in Havana in January 1959. The political poster behind Castro, “Fidel, Marti, y Maceo,” underscored his belief the Cuban revolution was the fulfillment of Jose Marti’s 1895 war of Cuban independence. Photograph by Andrew St. George in the Cuban Revolution Collection, Yale University Library.





[image: image]

Cashiered chief of the Cuban air force Pedro Diaz Lanz created political buzz when he testified in the Senate in July 1959. Diaz Lanz alleged that Cuba was a “beachhead of communism in the Caribbean.” Three months later Diaz Lanz, who had been promoted as an anticommunist freedom fighter, reached out to Fulgencio Batista and Dominican Republic dictator Rafael Trujillo for funding for his commando operations against Cuba. Photograph by U.S. News & World Report. Library of Congress.
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In Miami, Commander Jose “Pepe” San Roman presented President John Kennedy with the battle flag of Brigade 2506 for temporary “safekeeping.” Kennedy responded, “I can assure you that this flag will be returned to a free Havana” as 40,000 Cuban exiles chanted “Guerra! Guerra!” and “Libertad! Libertad!” in the Orange Bowl on December 29, 1962. White House photographer Cecil Stoughton. John Fitzgerald Kennedy Library.
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Tony Cuesta posed for a photographer at a Miami marina after a Comandos L hit-and-run attack on the Soviet freighter “Baku” in Caibarien harbor on Cuba’s north coast in March 1963. In the background at the marina are boats like the ones used in the Comandos L raid. U.S. News & World Report photograph. Library of Congress.
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Antonio Varona at the headquarters of the Consejo Revolucionario Cubano in Miami in April 1963. Varona was the choice of the CIA and Mafia gamblers to lead post-Castro Cuba. U.S News & World Report photograph. Library of Congress.
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Attorney General Robert Kennedy was the lead witness at a Senate Rackets Committee hearing in September 1963. Kennedy testified about Mafia informer Joseph Valachi, the Mafia, and his “war on crime.”

U.S. News & World Report photograph. Library of Congress.
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Sam Giancana, head of the Chicago Outfit, forced a smile for photographers as he arrived at the U.S. District Court to appear before a federal grand jury investigating organized crime in Chicago in June 1965. Photograph by the New York World Telegram & Sun. Library of Congress.
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Sans Souci brochure. The legendary Sans Souci had hidden financial ties to top Cuban army and police officers in the 1940s and 1950s. Alan Boss Collection, Latin American Library, Tulane University.
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Casino Nacional advertisement. The corrupt Casino Nacional was “cleaned up” by Meyer Lansky in the late 1930s. Alan Boss Collection, Latin American Library, Tulane University.
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Hotel Nacional brochure. Meyer Lansky and his North American gangster associates operated the casino at the Hotel Nacional. Alan Boss Collection, Latin American Library, Tulane University.
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Crash site of a small plane that went down in Cuba in May 1960. The plane was similar to those used by mercenaries who flew bombing missions in Cuba for a group of Batistianos and Mafia gamblers based at the Biltmore Terrace Hotel in Miami Beach in 1959-60. Photograph by Andrew St. George in the Cuban Revolution Collection, Yale University Library.
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Mambo pioneer Arsenio Rodriguez, in the middle-center with tres and sunglasses, performed at the Smithsonian Institution’s Festival of American Folklife in Washington, D.C. on July 5, 1969. Rodriguez’s AfroCuban styles had an important influence on the first generation of salsa musicians in the United States. Center for Folklife and Cultural Heritage, Smithsonian Institution.





CHAPTER 14: 
“HEDGEHOGS DOWN THE AMERICANS’ TROUSERS”

In April 1962, Chairman Nikita Khrushchev was in Bulgaria on a state visit. But his thoughts were thousands of miles away in the Caribbean. He worried that the United States was preparing to invade Cuba, and was preoccupied with defending the Cuban revolution.

The idea of deploying Soviet missiles to Cuba came to Khrushchev as he strolled along the Black Sea in Varna, Bulgaria, from the state guest house to the Black Sea and back through the forest in Varna Park, with Defense Minister Rodion Malinovsky. Malinovsky pointed to Turkey across the Black Sea, noting the U.S. Jupiter missile base there. Intermediate-range Jupiter missiles could reach targets in the Ukraine and southern Russia within a matter of minutes. Khrushchev asked why the Soviet Union did not have the right to deploy missiles to Cuba as the United States did in Turkey. He became convinced that the presence of Soviet missiles in Cuba would deter a U.S. invasion of Cuba.574 Back in Moscow, Khrushchev pressed Malinovsky again: “What about putting one of our hedgehogs down the Americans’ trousers?”

This time, however, Khrushchev made a strategic argument. He pointed out that the installation of missiles in Cuba would also augment the Soviet Union’s strategic nuclear force.

He elaborated, “According to our intelligence we are lagging almost fifteen years behind the Americans in warheads. We cannot reduce that lead even in ten years. But our rockets on America’s doorstep would drastically alter the situation and go a long way towards compensating us for the lag in time.” Soviet intermediate-range ballistic missiles (IRBMs) in Cuba would be capable of striking targets deep inside the United States, including New York and Washington.

The Kremlin was acutely aware of the margin of U.S. superiority over the Soviet Union in strategic nuclear weapons. According to Anatoly Dobrynin, the USSR’s ambassador in Washington, the USSR had 300 nuclear warheads compared to a U.S. arsenal of 5,000 warheads for intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) and B-52 bombers with an intercontinental range in October 1962.575 Khrushchev discussed his plan to deploy Soviet missiles to Cuba with only a handful of Soviet leaders.576




Khrushchev consulted Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko about his missile deployment plan. “The situation forming around Cuba at the moment is dangerous,” Khrushchev said. “It is essential that we deploy a certain quantity of our nuclear missiles there for its defense, as an independent state.” Gromyko responded, “I have to say quite frankly that taking our own nuclear missiles to Cuba will cause a political explosion in the United States.” The chairman dismissed Gromyko’s warning. Instead, he sought the counsel of Anastas Mikoyan, a veteran member of the Presidium and his closest associate.

Khrushchev later wrote, “Comrade Mikoyan expressed his reservations.” Khrushchev continued, “His opinion was that we would be taking a dangerous step… This step bordered on adventurism. This risk lay in the fact that in wanting to save Cuba, we could be drawn into a very terrible and unprecedented nuclear missile war. That had to be avoided by every possible means, and to consciously provoke such a war would really be dangerous.”577

Khrushchev would not be deterred. On May 24, 1962, the Presidium met to consider Khrushchev’s missile deployment idea. According to the minutes of the meeting, the Presidium gave “full and unanimous approval of enterprise ‘Anadyr’ (subject to receiving F. Castro’s agreement).”578 KGB officer Alexandr Alexiev was summoned back to Moscow from his post in Cuba. When Khrushchev informed him that he would return to Cuba as the new Soviet ambassador, Alexiev was puzzled, because he was not a diplomat. Khrushchev explained, “What is important is that you are friendly with Fidel, with the leadership.” He noted, “And they believe in you, which is the most important thing.”

Khrushchev added, “Comrade Alexiev, to help Cuba, to save the Cuban revolution, we have reached a decision to place rockets in Cuba.” He asked, “What do you think? How will Fidel react? Will he accept or not?” Alexiev said he thought Castro would reject the missiles because they would compromise the independence of the Cuban revolution. Khrushchev responded, “There’s no other way for us to defend him.” He continued, “The Americans only understand force. We can give them back the same medicine they gave us in Turkey. Kennedy is pragmatic, he is an intellectual, he’ll comprehend and won’t go to war… [I]t’s just to frighten them a bit…. They have to swallow the pill like we swallowed the Turkish one.”

The success of Khrushchev’s exercise in Soviet missile power was based on presenting President Kennedy with a fait accompli. The Soviet “hedgehogs” would be installed in Cuba while Washington was preoccupied with the November 1962 congressional elections. Khrushchev planned to tell Kennedy about the Soviet missile deployment after the November elections, when the missiles were fully operational. Khrushchev believed that Kennedy would not launch U.S. military strikes against the missile sites, because he could not be sure of taking out all of the missiles. He reasoned that Kennedy would grudgingly accept the missiles in Cuba as an alternative to nuclear war with the Soviet Union.579

In June, Alexiev returned to Cuba with a delegation from the Soviet Union, including Marshal Sergei Biryuzov, head of the Strategic Rocket Forces, and Politburo member Sharaf Rashidov. When the delegation met with Fidel Castro, the Soviets discussed the international situation and the possibility of a U.S. invasion of Cuba. Marshal Biryuzov asked Castro what he thought would deter U.S. military intervention. Castro replied, “If the United States knows that an invasion of Cuba would imply war with the Soviet Union, then, in my view, that would be the best way to prevent an invasion of Cuba.” Castro wanted a formal Cuba-USSR defense pact.

The Soviet delegation insisted that only the deployment of Soviet missiles in Cuba would prevent U.S. intervention. The Soviets said the missiles would also enhance the power of the USSR and the Socialist bloc of nations. Castro responded, “If making such a decision is indispensable for the socialist camp, I think we will agree to the deployment of Soviet missiles on our island.” But he wanted to consult with his closest colleagues before making a decision about the missiles.

The next day Alexiev met again with Castro, who was joined by Che Guevara, President Osvaldo Dorticós, Carlos Rafael Rodríguez, and Blas Roca. Guevara stated, “Anything that can stop the Americans is worthwhile.” The Cubans approved the broad outline of the missile deployment plan. The details would be negotiated later in Moscow.580 The idea that Soviet missiles in Cuba would make the Socialist bloc stronger appealed to the Cuban revolutionaries. It also tempered their concern that the missiles would compromise the independence of the revolution.581

On July 2, 1962, Raúl Castro led a Cuban delegation to Moscow to negotiate the details of the Soviet missile deployment. Raúl met with Khrushchev twice. Raúl and Defense Minister Rodion Malinovsky initialed a treaty to formalize the missile deployment. The treaty stipulated that the missiles would be completely controlled by the USSR. But the Soviets refused make the treaty public.

Raúl, following Fidel’s instructions, asked Khrushchev what the Soviet Union would do if the United States discovered the missiles before they were operational. Khrushchev replied, “Don’t worry, nothing will happen.” He added, “If the Americans start getting nervous, we’ll send our Baltic fleet as a show of support.” Fidel was not satisfied. He thought the missile agreement should be announced publicly to put the United States on notice. He wanted explicit wording that U.S. intervention would be treated as if it were a military attack against the USSR.

In August 1962, Guevara and Emilio Aragonés traveled to Moscow to renegotiate the missile agreement. The changes Fidel wanted in the treaty text were accepted.582 In July 1962, the Soviet missile deployment to Cuba, code-named Operation Anadyr, named for a river in the Soviet Union’s Arctic region, began in great secrecy. It would turn out to be Khrushchev’s most fateful decision.

Khrushchev closely monitored the progress of Operation Anadyr. Colonel-General Dmitri Volkogonov stated, “He was involved at every phase and concerned with every detail, and saw Malinovsky two or three times a week.” Volkogonov was director of the Institute of Military History in Moscow from 1985 to 1991. Never before had so many merchant vessels sailed simultaneously from ports in the Soviet Union. Freighters from the USSR’s Baltic and Black Sea merchant fleets transported cargoes of missiles, related equipment, and military personnel. Nuclear warheads were shipped in freighters from Murmansk and the remote North Sea Military Base.

The scope of Operation Anadyr was massive. Ambassador Dobrynin wrote, “More than eighty-five ships were secretly used to transport men and material to Cuba, and they made more than 183 runs from different ports under false cover.” The first Soviet missiles arrived in Cuba in mid-September 1962. According to General Anatoli Gribkov, thirty-six medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs) were off-loaded from the freighters Omsk and Poltava. On October 4, the Indigirka delivered atomic warheads for MRBMs. In mid-October, the Poltava set out for Cuba with twenty-four IRBM launchers. The Operation Anadyr timetable called for all the missiles to be operational by early November. Gribkov supervised the planning and execution of Anadyr.

In all, forty-two launchers for MRBMs with sixty nuclear warheads were shipped to Cuba. Six launchers for short-range tactical Luna missiles with nuclear warheads were unloaded in Cuban ports. Forty MiG jet aircraft and nine IL-28 bombers were also delivered to Cuba. Along with the missiles and warheads, 42,000 Soviet troops were deployed to the island. The Achilles heel of Operation Anadyr was Khrushchev’s gamble that Soviet missiles could be shipped halfway around the world and installed in Cuba without being discovered by the prying eyes of U.S. U-2 spy planes.583




On October 14, U-2 Mission 3101 took 928 photographs from 70,000 feet above Cuba. The next day the CIA’s National Photographic Interpretation Center (NPIC) in Washington made a critical discovery. According to a CIA memorandum, NPIC photo interpreters found evidence of “Soviet MRBMs in the early stages of deployment.”

The Agency memorandum noted that NPIC identified fourteen “canvas-covered trailers” similar to those used to transport MRBMs in the USSR. CIA photo interpreters also detected “four specifically configured vehicles… used for missile erection in a field environment.” The MRBM-related equipment was spotted in the Sierra del Rosario mountains about fifty miles southwest of Havana.584

NPIC director Arthur Lundahl informed CIA Deputy Director for Intelligence (DDI) Ray Cline about the findings of his photo analysts. On the evening of October fifty Cline telephoned National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy at his home. Cline told Bundy, “Those things we’ve been worrying about in Cuba are there.” Bundy said that he wanted to see the photographic evidence first thing in the morning.

On October 16, Cline and Lundahl briefed Bundy on U-2 Mission 3101 in his White House basement office at 8 a.m. Lundahl showed Bundy three enlarged photographs of MRBM sites. Bundy asked the CIA men to wait in his office while he went to the White House family quarters to tell the president about the new intelligence.

President Kennedy telephoned his brother Robert, who came over to the White House to look at the photographs. Cline and Lundahl briefed the younger Kennedy, who cursed “Oh shit! Shit! Shit!” and paced about the office sputtering, “Those sons of bitches Russians.”585 Later in the day Deputy Director of Central Intelligence (DDCI) Marshall Carter joined Cline and Lundahl to brief President Kennedy. Kennedy asked Lundahl, “Are you sure?” Lundahl replied, “Mr. President, I am as sure of this as a photo interpreter can be of anything.” Kennedy asked, “How long will it be before they can fire those missiles?”

CIA missile analyst Sidney Graybeal said, “We do not believe they are ready to fire.” Kennedy ordered new U-2 flights over Cuba, saying “I want photography interpreted and the findings from the readouts as soon as possible.”586 Two more U-2 missions were flown over Cuba, which revealed a fourth MRBM site at San Cristóbal. NPIC interpreters also identified twenty-one crates for Soviet IL-28 medium-range bombers at an airfield in San Julián. The IL-28 was technically obsolete, but it was capable of carrying nuclear bombs. The IL-28, test flown in 1948, had a cruise radius of 750 miles, compared to MRBMs with a range of 1,100 miles.587

The CIA’s timely identification of the MRBM sites was greatly assisted by Colonel Oleg Penkovsky of Soviet military intelligence (GRU). Penkovsky provided the CIA with a treasure trove of intelligence about Soviet missiles that helped NPIC interpret the raw intelligence provided by the U-2 photos. Penkovsky was a “walk-in” defector, who volunteered to spy for the United States and Great Britain. He was arrested in Moscow in October 1962 and executed the following May.588

However, there was a gap in the U-2 surveillance of Cuba. MRBMs began arriving in Cuba in September 1962, and by the middle of the month, construction work had started on IRBM sites, according to a CIA Directorate of Intelligence Research Staff report. But these developments were not detected until a month later, because of the Kennedy Administration’s reluctance to authorize more U-2 overflights of Cuba.

U-2 missions were flown on September 17, 25, 26, and 29, but they did not fly directly over the island. According to a Directorate of Intelligence Research Staff report, the U-2 missions were “coastal flights which occasionally passed over portions of Cuba near the coast,” far from the areas of missile site construction.589 The intelligence collected by U-2 Mission 3101 would spark an intense debate within the Kennedy Administration.




President Kennedy’s senior advisers remained in the Cabinet Room after a CIA briefing on the Soviet missiles in Cuba on October 16. In this and subsequent meetings of the ad hoc Executive Committee (ExCom) of the National Security Council, Kennedy and his aides struggled to assess the significance of the missiles in Cuba and what to do about them.

Kennedy asked Secretary of State Dean Rusk for his views. Rusk said that the goal of U.S. policy should be to bring about the removal of the Soviet missiles from Cuba. Rusk proposed military action against the missile sites in Cuba: “The question becomes whether we do it by a sudden, unannounced strike of some sort or that we build up the crisis to the point where the other side has to consider very seriously about giving in, or even the Cubans themselves take action on this.”

Rusk said that the time had come to move to the revolt phase of Operation Mongoose. “We then would move more openly and vigorously into the guerrilla field and create maximum confusion on the island,” Rusk counseled. “We won’t be too squeamish at this point about the overt/covert counterpoint of what is being done.”590 Meanwhile, an initial consensus formed in the ExCom in support of air strikes on the missile sites in Cuba. White House aide Theodore Sorensen later wrote, “The idea of American planes suddenly and swiftly eliminating the missile complex with conventional bombs in a matter of minutes—a so-called ‘surgical’ strike—had appeal to almost everyone first considering the matter, including President Kennedy…”

Sorensen added, “But there were grave difficulties to the air-strike alternative, which became clearer each day.” The core members of the ExCom were the members of Kennedy’s foreign-policy inner circle, including Bundy, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, Robert Kennedy, Secretary of the Treasury C. Douglas Dillon, McCone, Rusk, Sorensen, and General Maxwell Taylor, Kennedy’s new chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff.591

McNamara played a forceful role in the ExCom debates. On October 16, he outlined a possible sequence of military action in Cuba, beginning with several days of air attacks on known missile sites. He asserted, “[W]e would be prepared, following the air strike, for an invasion, both by air and by sea.” He added U.S. forces would be ready to invade Cuba seven days after the start of the air strikes. He outlined a five-day air campaign of 700 to 1,000 sorties a day. He estimated an invasion force would require from 90,000 to more than 150,000 U.S. troops. He pointed out that U.S. military intervention “will lead to a Soviet military response of some type, some place in the world.”

At the same time, however, McNamara opposed bombing Soviet missile sites in Cuba if they were operational. Instead, he proposed a naval blockade of Cuba as an alternative to U.S. air strikes or an invasion. “We would plan to maintain [the blockade] indefinitely,” he stated. “[W]e would be prepared to immediately attack the Soviet Union in the event that Cuba made any offensive move against this country.”592

Members of the ExCom knew that the Soviet missiles in Cuba posed a big political problem for President Kennedy. The Republicans would use the missiles to criticize Kennedy’s policy in Cuba. Kennedy lamented to his aides, “The campaign is over,” referring to the November Congressional elections. “This blows it—we’ve lost anyway.”593 Kennedy insisted on maintaining the appearance of “business as usual” until he decided on a course of action. The missile crisis was emotionally and physically grueling for members of the ExCom. The meetings were endless, and the alternatives were risky.

Sorensen recalls, “Each of us changed his mind more than once that week on the best course of action to take—not only because new facts and arguments were adduced but because, in the President’s words, ‘Whatever action we took had so many disadvantages to it and each… raised the prospect that it might escalate the Soviet Union into nuclear war.’”

President Kennedy maintained his scheduled public activities. He met with the West German Foreign Minister and the Crown Prince of Libya. He made public appearances in the Midwest, New England, and upstate New York on behalf of Democratic congressional candidates.594 Meanwhile, Robert Kennedy tried to get Operation Mongoose back on track. At a meeting of the Special Group (Augmented) on October 14, the attorney general complained, “Nothing was moving forward.” According to a memorandum by McCone, Kennedy reported his brother was “dissatisfied by the lack of action in the sabotage field.”

McCone defended the CIA, putting the responsibility for the lack of progress on President Kennedy’s aides. McCone emphasized the Special Group (Augmented)’s “hesitancy” to approve aggressive covert operations “which would involve attribution.” After a series of heated exchanges, a consensus emerged. It was agreed that Mongoose Alternative Course B, approved in early September, was outdated. McCone wrote, “General Lansdale was instructed to give consideration to new and more dynamic approaches, the specific items of sabotage should be brought forward immediately and new ones conceived, that a plan for mining harbors should be developed, and the possibility of capturing Castro forces for interrogation should be studied.”595

On October 16, Robert Kennedy convened another meeting of the Special Group (Augmented) on Mongoose, sandwiched between ExCom meetings. He again expressed the “general dissatisfaction of the President” with the progress of Mongoose. CIA Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Helms wrote in a memorandum, “The attorney general then stated that in view of this lack of progress, he was going to give Operation Mongoose more personal attention.”

CIA veterans of the Cuba Project had concluded that the main lesson of the Bay of Pigs was covert action by itself could not topple the Cuban revolution. U.S. military intervention was required. The same day, DDCI Marshall Carter outlined new proposals for sabotage operations in a memorandum to Bundy, which focused on hit-and-run attacks on bridges, oil refineries, power plants and SAM sites. Carter also proposed underwater demolition by Cuban frogmen in the port of La Isabela de Sagua, mining the approaches to one or more Cuban harbors with moored oil drums, and setting an oil tanker on fire off Havana or Matanzas harbor. The CIA proposal also included a “grenade attack” on the Embassy of China in Havana.

Robert Kennedy responded favorably to the CIA proposals. Helms wrote, “[H]e made reference to the change in atmosphere in the United States Government during the last twenty-four hours, and asked some questions about the percentage of Cubans whom we thought would fight for the regime if the country were invaded.” On October 16, the ExCom briefly discussed Mongoose. Bundy said, “We have a list of sabotage options, Mr. President.” Bundy noted a proposal for laying mines in “international waters.” Kennedy replied, “I don’t think we need to put mines out right now,” but he gave a green light for the other Mongoose proposals.596

Despite the Kennedy brothers’ renewed interest in Operation Mongoose, the rush of events in Cuba overtook the covert operation.




When the ExCom reconvened on October 16, General Taylor reported on the Joint Chiefs of Staff’s evaluation of U.S. military options in Cuba. Taylor stressed that the Joint Chiefs were adamantly opposed to limited air strikes on Soviet missile sites. He said, “They would prefer no military action rather than to take that limited first strike.”

Taylor told the ExCom, “You’re never sure of… getting everything down there.” He added, “We can certainly do a great deal of damage… [I]n our judgment it would be a great mistake to take this very narrow, selective target because it invited reprisal attacks and it may be detrimental.”

Instead, Taylor pressed for an expanded target list, including Cuban airfields, where Soviet IL-28 bombers and MiG jets were based. He said the bombing campaign would last five days, which would give the Administration time to decide whether to invade Cuba. President Kennedy countered with a proposal for limited U.S. air strikes in Cuba. He was acutely conscious the United States and the Soviet Union were on the brink of a military confrontation.

Kennedy framed the problem in a global context. He reasoned if the missile crisis were confined to Cuba, “the best thing is to be bold.” But the Soviet missiles had Cold War ramifications. As the crisis in Cuba escalated, so, too, would “the dangers of worldwide effects.” A better approach would be “to get this thing under some degree of control.” He added, “If you go into Cuba in the way we’re talking about, and taking all the planes and all the rest, then you really haven’t got much of an argument against invading it.”597

When McCone met with President Kennedy later in the day, he described Khrushchev’s objective in Cuba as twofold. Khrushchev wanted to provide Cuba “with an offensive or retaliatory power for use if attacked” and to “enhance Soviet strike capability against the United States.” McCone advised Kennedy to tell Khrushchev: The United States has discovered the Soviet missiles in Cuba and will give you twenty-four hours to begin removing them. “If Khrushchev and Castro fail to act, we should make a massive surprise strike at air fields, MRBM sites and SAM sites concurrently.”598

Meanwhile, Kennedy sought the counsel of former Secretary of State Dean Acheson, one of the architects of President Harry Truman’s Cold War strategy of containment. On October 17, Acheson attended ExCom meetings and met with President Kennedy. He recommended air strikes limited to Soviet missile sites, which he thought would restore U.S. credibility, but opposed an invasion, because of its prohibitively high military and political costs. He predicted U.S. troops would be needed to occupy Cuba for years after an invasion.

Robert Kennedy strongly disagreed, and he and Acheson clashed bitterly. Kennedy declared his support for a naval blockade of Cuba: “My brother is not going to be the Tojo of the 1960s.”599 He compared U.S. air strikes on missile sites in Cuba without warning to Japan’s surprise bombing of the U.S. Navy’s Pacific fleet in Pearl Harbor. Kennedy later wrote, “I could not accept the idea that the United States would rain bombs on Cuba, killing thousands of civilians in a surprise attack.”

Acheson angrily rejected Kennedy’s Pearl Harbor analogy. He pointed out that President Kennedy had warned the USSR publicly in September of the consequences of deploying offensive missiles in Cuba. He asked, “How much of a warning was necessary to avoid the stigma of ‘Pearl Harbor in reverse’?”600

President Kennedy’s closest aides understood that Robert Kennedy was acting as a surrogate for his brother when he advocated a naval blockade of Cuba. Until this point, Robert Kennedy had been a hawk on Cuba.601 A few days earlier, he had suggested fabricating an incident to justify a U.S. invasion of Cuba: “We should also think of whether there is some other way we can get involved in this, through Guantánamo Bay or something. Or whether there’s some ship that… you know, sink the Maine or something.”602 Meanwhile, new U-2 photographs ratcheted up tensions in the missile crisis.




On October 18, McCone and Lundahl briefed President Kennedy and the ExCom on new U-2 intelligence on Cuba. For the first time, CIA photo interpreters had identified intermediate-range ballistic missile (IRBM) facilities under construction in Cuba. Lundahl pointed to missile-launch pads and concrete nuclear-warhead storage bunkers at two sites near Guanajay, twenty-one miles west of Havana, which bore the characteristics of SS-5 IRBM sites in the USSR. He also identified an IRBM site under construction near Remedios, 185 miles east of Havana.

The evidence of IRBM sites was disturbing. The range of IRBMs (2,200 miles) was twice that of medium-range ballistic missiles (MRBMs), and their nuclear warheads (five megatons) were nearly twice as powerful as those of MRBMs. The newly discovered IRBM sites had spurred support in the ExCom for full-scale U.S. military intervention in Cuba. Taylor was so troubled by them that he dropped his opposition to an invasion.”603

In between ExCom meetings, President Kennedy met with Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko in the Oval Office on October 18. The previously scheduled meeting, which Ambassador Dobrynin also attended, was awkward and tense. Gromyko began by protesting the administration’s “anti-Cuba campaign” and support for Cuban exile raids on Cuba. Kennedy assured Gromyko “there was no intention to invade Cuba.” Gromyko reacted skeptically, recalling the Bay of Pigs invasion.

Kennedy said the Soviet Union’s recent shipments of military equipment to Cuba were the real source of tension in the Caribbean. He walked over to his desk, picked up transcripts of his September 4 and 13 press statements on Soviet arms shipments to Cuba, and read them aloud to Gromyko, including his warning that “the gravest of situations would arise” if the Soviet Union delivered weapons to Cuba with offensive capabilities.

Rusk recalled that Gromyko listened to Kennedy with a “poker face,” then replied, “The Soviet Union would never become involved in the furnishing of offensive weapons to Cuba.” Although Gromyko was fully informed about the secret missile deployment, Dobrynin had been kept out of the intelligence loop. Still, Gromyko sent an optimistic report to the Presidium on his meeting with Kennedy. He wrote, “All that we know about the U.S. position on the Cuban question warrants the conclusion that, by and large, the situation is quite satisfactory.” He added, “There is reason to believe that the United States has no current plans for an invasion of Cuba.”604

On October 19, President Kennedy met with General Maxwell Taylor and the Joint Chiefs in the Cabinet Room. The Joint Chiefs made the case for massive air strikes on Soviet missile sites and other military targets in Cuba. General Curtis LeMay, the new Air Force Chief of Staff, dismissed a naval blockade of Cuba as “almost as bad as the appeasement at Munich.” “[W]e don’t have any choice except direct military action,” LeMay declared. “If we do this blockade that’s proposed, a political action, the first thing that’s going to happen is your missiles are going to disappear into the woods, particularly your mobile ones. Now, we can’t find them… and we’re going to take some degree of damage if we try to do anything later on.”

Admiral George W. Anderson, the new Chief of Naval Operations, predicted that a blockade would spark a broader military conflict, while General Earle Wheeler, the new Army Chief of Staff, argued that the Soviet missiles in Cuba posed a strategic threat to the United States. “[T]hey can achieve a sizeable increase in offensive Soviet strike capabilities against the United States…,” Wheeler asserted. “They do have ICBMs that are targeted at us, but they are in limited numbers. Their air force is not by any manner of means of the magnitude and capability that they probably desire. And this short-range missile course gives them a quantum jump in their capability to inflict damage on the United States.”

Kennedy told the Joint Chiefs that if the United States bombed targets in Cuba, Khrushchev would likely make a countermove in Berlin. “If we go in and take them out on a quick air strike, we neutralize the danger to the United States of these missiles being used…” Kennedy stated. “On the other hand, we increase the chance greatly… of their just going in and taking Berlin by force. Which leaves me only one alternative, which is to fire nuclear weapons—which is a hell of an alternative—and begin a nuclear exchange, with all of this happening.”605

On October 19, Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) 11-18-62 assessed possible Soviet reactions to U.S. military intervention in Cuba. “If the U.S. takes direct military action against Cuba… [w]e do not believe that the USSR would attack the U.S., either from Soviet bases or with its missiles in Cuba, even if the latter were operational and not put out of action before they could be readied for firing.” The SNIE noted, “We believe that whatever course of retaliation the USSR elected, the Soviet leaders would not deliberately initiate general war or take military measures which in their calculation, would run the gravest risks of general war.” The report predicted that Khrushchev may try to hold Berlin “hostage to U.S. action in Cuba.” The Soviet Union might try to deny the West access to Berlin by sealing off the city with a blockade or signing a separate peace treaty with East Germany. The intelligence estimate also suggested that Khrushchev was likely to press for negotiations with Washington about the U.S. missiles in Italy and Turkey aimed at the USSR.

The SNIE warned that the missile crisis could spark an accidental war. The intelligence estimators stated, “We must of course recognize the possibility that the Soviets, under pressure to respond, would again miscalculate and respond in a way which, through a series of actions and reactions, could escalate into general war.”606 With the SNIE’s assessment of possible Soviet responses to U.S. military action in Cuba in hand, President Kennedy decided a naval blockade of Cuba was the least risky option.




On October 20, President Kennedy told the ExCom that he would impose a naval blockade, encircling Cuba with U.S. Navy warships. He authorized the Department of Defense to prepare for air strikes on missile sites in Cuba by October 22. He also instructed the Pentagon to make final preparations for an invasion of Cuba. Kennedy’s decision came two days after a CIA evaluation of the missile threat in Cuba concluded that two missile sites west of Havana, with eight mobile launchers and sixteen MRBMs, “must be considered operational.”607

On October 21, General Walter C. Sweeney, commander of the Air Force’s Tactical Air Command, briefed Kennedy on air operations in Cuba. McNamara wrote in his notes on the meeting, “General Sweeney stated that he was certain the planned air strike would be ‘successful.’” McNamara noted, “[H]owever, even under optimum conditions, it was not likely that all of the known missiles would be destroyed.”

Taylor asserted grimly, “The best we can offer you is to destroy 90% of the known missiles.” Robert Kennedy again compared the proposed air strikes to “a Pearl Harbor type attack.” He said U.S. military action in Cuba “would lead to unpredictable military responses [by the Soviet Union] which could be so serious as to lead to general nuclear war.” Attorney General Kennedy again advocated a naval blockade of Cuba.608

Rusk stressed the importance of a “pause” after the blockade was imposed. The ExCom minutes stated, “The U.S. needed to move in a way such that a planned action would be followed by a pause in which the great powers could step back from the brink and have time to consider and work out a solution rather than be drawn inexorably from one action to another and escalate into general nuclear war.”609

With input from Bundy, McNamara, and Rusk, Sorensen began drafting a speech for President Kennedy. The minutes of an October 21 ExCom meeting stated, “The question of whether our actions should be described as a blockade or quarantine was debated.” Rusk noted “blockade” and “quarantine” were similar in meaning, but he preferred quarantine, “for political reasons.”

President Kennedy wanted to avoid declaring war on Cuba. Kennedy asked, “Now, to declare a blockade in Cuba, do we have to declare war on Cuba?” A chorus of ExCom members replied that it was common practice to declare war when imposing a blockade. A blockade was considered an act of war in international law. Kennedy said, “I think we shouldn’t assume we have to declare war.”610 Rusk later wrote, “To… allow for maximum flexibility, we hit upon a new term ‘quarantine,’ partly because no one knew exactly what a quarantine meant.”

On October 21, Kennedy invited UN Ambassador Adlai Stevenson to join the ExCom, where Stevenson urged a diplomatic strategy. The minutes of the meeting stated, “Ambassador Stevenson said we should take the initiative by calling a UN Security Council meeting to demand an immediate missile standstill in Cuba.” Stevenson urged Kennedy to hold an emergency summit meeting with Khrushchev. He urged the administration to offer to withdraw the Jupiter missiles from Italy and Turkey and abandon the U.S. Navy base at Guantánamo Bay, in exchange for the USSR’s removal of its missiles from Cuba.

The ExCom minutes reported, “The President disagreed, saying that we could not accept a neutral Cuba and the withdrawal from Guantánamo without indicating to Khrushchev that we were in a state of panic.” The minutes stated, “An offer to accept Castro and give up Guantánamo must not be made… He said we should be clear that we would accept nothing less than the ending of the missile capability now in Cuba, no reinforcement of that capability, and no further construction of missile sites.” Stevenson was out of step with the thinking of the ExCom, which had already ruled out a diplomatic strategy.

Meanwhile, President Kennedy anticipated the USSR’s reaction to his speech. The minutes of the October 21 ExCom meeting stated, “The President said he believed as soon as he finished his speech, the Russians would (a) hasten the construction and the development of their missile capability in Cuba, (b) announce that if we attack Cuba, Soviet rockets will fly, and (c) possibly make a move to squeeze us out of Berlin.”

Douglas Dillon was also apprehensive. According to the minutes of the October 21 ExCom meeting, “Secretary Dillon said in his view a blockade would either inevitably lead to an invasion of Cuba or would result in negotiations, which he believes the Soviets would want very much. To agree to negotiations now would be a disaster for us.”611

On October 22, President Kennedy broke the news about the Soviet missile deployment in Cuba in a nationally televised speech from the Oval Office at 7 p.m., which preempted regularly scheduled programming. Kennedy’s demeanor was grim and solemn.

“Within the past week unmistakable evidence has established the fact that a series of offensive missile sites is now in preparation on that imprisoned island… The purposes of these bases could be none other than to provide a nuclear strike capability against the Western Hemisphere.”

Kennedy announced that the United States would impose a naval “quarantine” around Cuba. He declared, “All ships of any kind bound for Cuba from whatever port will, if found to contain cargoes of offensive weapons, be turned back.” He said the quarantine would be coupled with increased U.S. aerial surveillance of Cuba. He warned Khrushchev that if a single missile were fired from Cuba, the consequence would be nuclear war. “It shall be the policy of this Nation to regard any nuclear missile launched from Cuba against any nation in the Western Hemisphere as an attack by the Soviet Union on the United States, requiring a full retaliatory response upon the Soviet Union.”

Then, the president delivered an ultimatum. “I call upon Chairman Khrushchev to halt and eliminate this clandestine, reckless, and provocative threat to world peace and stable relations between our two nations,” Kennedy said. “He has an opportunity now to move the world back from the abyss of destruction—by… withdrawing these weapons from Cuba—by refraining from any action which will widen or deepen the present crisis—and then by participating in a search for peaceful and permanent solutions.”

Following Kennedy’s speech, the television networks broadcast news clips of U.S. warplanes taking off from air bases and troop trains transporting GIs to the southeastern United States in preparation for an invasion of Cuba.612




Kennedy’s announcement of a U.S. naval blockade of Cuba set in motion a perilous chain of events. U.S. warships were already steaming toward Cuba. The Joint Chiefs issued an order to fleet commanders, outlining the rules of engagement for the naval encirclement of Cuba. The objective was to prevent Soviet merchant vessels from delivering more missiles and nuclear warheads to the island.

The U.S. Navy history of the blockade states, “The order listed prohibited items, general rules for engagement between U.S. forces and ships and aircraft of other registry or ownership, details for conducting searches, a concept of the operations, and the plan for the defense of Guantánamo naval base.” All told, more than 150 U.S. naval vessels, 250 aircraft, and 30,000 military personnel were mobilized, to form a circle around the island with a 500-mile radius from Cape Maisí in eastern Cuba. One hundred fifty-six U.S. bombers were readied in Florida to hit targets in Cuba at a moment’s notice.613

On October 24, as the U.S. blockade of Cuba took effect, the readiness of the Strategic Air Command’s (SAC) nuclear strike force—B-52 bombers, land-based ICBMs, and submarine-based ballistic missiles—was increased from Defense Condition (DefCon) 3 to DefCon 2, one level below imminent nuclear war. SAC Commander General Thomas Power later wrote, “This action by the nation’s primary war deterrent force gave added meaning to the President’s declaration that the United States would react to any nuclear missile launched from Cuba with a full retaliatory response upon the Soviet Union.”614

At the same time, the Department of Defense made final preparations for an invasion of Cuba. The 250,000-man invasion force included 90,000 troops which would take part in an amphibious landing in Cuba. On October 22, McNamara advised Congressional leaders he had reviewed the invasion plan “with the President over the past ten months on five different occasions. We’re well prepared for an invasion and as well prepared as we could possibly be.”615

On October 23, Secretary of State Rusk addressed a special meeting of the Council of the Organization of American States (OAS) in Washington. Rusk charged that Cuba had become an offensive military threat to the Western Hemisphere. The OAS voted 19 to 0 to support the U.S. blockade of Cuba. (Uruguay abstained.) New York Times reporter Tad Szulc called the OAS vote “the greatest display of Western Hemisphere solidarity since the days of World War II.”616

Other allies offered varying degrees of support. President Charles de Gaulle of France instructed the French delegation at the United Nations to back the U.S. blockade. Chancellor Konrad Adenauer of West Germany voiced support of the U.S. action. But British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan held back from endorsing the quarantine in the face of fierce criticism of the U.S. move in the House of Commons and the British press. Canada announced a ban of stopovers at Canadian airports by Soviet planes bound for Cuba or the Caribbean.617





CHAPTER 15: 
TO THE BRINK OF NUCLEAR WAR AND BACK

Chairman Nikita Khrushchev responded defiantly to the blockade, denouncing the U.S. action in an October 23 letter to Kennedy as a “gross violation” of international law and a “threat to peace and security.” He stressed, “We cannot recognize the right of the United States to establish control over armaments essential to Republic of Cuba for strengthening its defensive capability.”

Khrushchev decided to test Kennedy’s determination, according to his foreign-policy aide Oleg Troyanovsky. “The first reaction of Khrushchev and the others to Kennedy’s speech was one of relief rather than alarm,” Troyanovsky recalls. “The ‘quarantine’ of Cuba proclaimed by President Kennedy seemed to leave a great deal of room for political maneuvering. In any case it did not sound like an ultimatum or a direct threat of an attack on Cuba.” Khrushchev ordered Soviet merchant ships sailing toward the U.S. quarantine line to proceed on course. He later wrote, “We didn’t let ourselves be intimidated.”

The impending showdown on the seas off Cuba was infused with the nightmarish logic of Cold War brinkmanship. Khrushchev recollected, “In our estimation the Americans were trying to frighten us, but they were no less scared than we were of atomic war.” He continued, “We hadn’t had time to deliver all our shipments to Cuba, but we had installed enough missiles already to destroy New York, Chicago, and the other huge industrial cities, not to mention a little village like Washington. I don’t think America had ever faced such a threat of destruction as at that moment.”618

There was considerable anxiety in the Kremlin as thirty Soviet merchant ships steamed toward Cuba, including five vessels carrying nuclear warheads. Soviet Defense Minister Rodion Malinovsky had instructed General Issa Pliyev, commander of Soviet forces in Cuba, to ready his troops for war on October 22. The USSR accelerated its military construction activities in Cuba. Historians Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali write, “The Soviet colony on the island… was in a state of frenzied activity. Pliyev had ordered stepped-up measures to prepare for war. At 2 a.m. on October 23, Soviet soldiers began digging trenches around missile installations and manning antiaircraft batteries.”619

In an October 23 letter, Khrushchev told Castro what the USSR was doing to defend Cuba. “The Soviet Government has expressed the most determined protest against the piratical actions of the United States Government, denouncing them as perfidious and aggressive.” He said, “We have issued instructions to our military personnel in Cuba on the need to adopt the necessary measures to be completely ready for combat.” Military forces in the USSR and Warsaw Pact countries were also put on alert status.

In Havana, Fidel Castro denounced the blockade on Cuban television, in a voice filled with anger and emotion. “Our arms are defensive,” he declared. “We will acquire the arms we feel like acquiring and we don’t have to give an account to the imperialists. Cuba has the right to arm itself and defend itself. What would have occurred if we had not been armed at the time of Girón Beach [Bay of Pigs]?” Castro put 350,000 Cuban soldiers and militia members on combat alert status to defend the island from an expected invasion by U.S. troops.620

In Washington, the CIA’s Board of National Estimates (BNE) warned that the USSR was likely to challenge the U.S. blockade line. In an October 23 letter, President John Kennedy urged Khrushchev to honor the U.S. quarantine of Cuba. “I think you will recognize that the steps which started the current chain of events was the action of your government in secretly furnishing offensive weapons to Cuba,” Kennedy wrote. “I am concerned that we both show prudence and do nothing to allow events to make the situation more difficult to control than it already is.”621

On the evening of October 23, Attorney General Robert Kennedy paid a secret visit to Ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin at the Soviet Embassy. Dobrynin remembered, “He was in a state of agitation.” Kennedy was angry that the Soviets had deceived the Kennedy Administration about the offensive nature of the weapons the USSR was delivering to Cuba.

As he got ready to leave, Kennedy asked whether the Soviet merchant ships en route to Cuba would voluntarily comply with the U.S. blockade. Dobrynin said the ship captains had been instructed to continue on course for Cuba. Kennedy replied, “I don’t know how all of this will end, for we intend to stop your ships.”

The Kennedy brothers would use the Dobrynin back-channel to communicate with Khrushchev for the rest of the missile crisis. The Kennedys’ confidence in Dobrynin turned out to be well placed. Dobrynin had not deceived the Kennedys about the missiles. Khrushchev had kept him out of the loop on the missile deployment to Cuba.622 The stage was set for the most dangerous crisis of the Cold War.




By imposing a naval blockade of Cuba, Kennedy wanted to demonstrate political firmness and resolve. But he also wanted to avoid a direct military confrontation with the USSR, according to Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff General Maxwell Taylor: “It was a classic example of the use of military power for political purposes…” McNamara biographer Deborah Shapley writes, “The object [of the blockade] was not to shoot anybody but to communicate a political message to Khrushchev.”623 According to Taylor, Kennedy told McNamara to monitor “the key actions of his military forces,” and McNamara did.

The Navy was eager to stop and board any vessel that defied the quarantine. But President Kennedy wanted to give Khrushchev more time to order the merchant ships to turn around. The potential for a naval clash was underscored by the approach of the freighters Gagarin and Kimovsk, which were accompanied by Soviet submarines. The ExCom debated whether to stop ships carrying weapons or those transporting nonmilitary goods, eventually reaching a consensus that there was less risk of confrontation in stopping vessels with nonmilitary cargoes.

The first ship the ExCom decided to stop for inspection was the oil tanker Bucharest. On October 26, when a U.S. Navy destroyer signaled the Bucharest to stop, the crew cooperated fully. The Bucharest was permitted to proceed to Cuba. The Navy also hailed and boarded the Marucla, a Lebanese flag freighter with a dry cargo, without incident. The freighter was allowed to sail to Cuba.624

In the meantime, the Kennedy Administration received intelligence that Soviet merchant ships, thought to be delivering missiles and warheads, had reversed course. Kennedy telephoned British Prime Minister Harold Macmillan. He said, “The fourteen ships that have turned back are obviously the ones that have sensitive cargo that he [Khrushchev] does not want us to be able to produce.”625

Khrushchev decided not to challenge the U.S. blockade on the high seas, but Soviet construction activities at missile sites in Cuba continued apace. On October 24, McCone reported to the ExCom, “Surveillance of Cuba indicates the continued rapid progress in completion of the IRBMs and MRBMs.” McCone noted, “Buildings believed to afford nuclear storage are being assembled with great rapidity.” Surveillance also revealed expedited assembly of IL-28 bombers, construction of antiaircraft batteries near missile sites, and increasingly sophisticated camouflage activities.

As construction at the missile sites continued, the United States and the Soviet Union edged ineluctably closer to the brink of nuclear war. Each day the missile crisis remained unresolved, more Soviet missiles became operational, and pressure mounted on Kennedy to take new and increasingly dangerous steps. At an ExCom meeting on October 25, Attorney General Kennedy had second thoughts about air strikes in Cuba. He noted the continuing Soviet construction activities at missile sites.

Kennedy mused, “Rather than have the confrontation with the Russians at sea… it might be better to… knock out their missile bases as a first step.” Mindful of his Pearl Harbor line of opposition to air strikes a few days earlier, Kennedy suggested giving a ten-minute warning to the Russians to remove their military personnel from the missile sites.

As preparations for U.S. military action in Cuba gained momentum, the need for up-to-date targeting intelligence grew. General William Y. Smith, special assistant to General Maxwell Taylor from 1961 to 1963, wrote “Beginning October 23, the U.S. Navy and Air Force began to fly low-level reconnaissance missions over Cuba, partly to intensify the search for nuclear weapons depots but primarily to provide targeting data more accurately than the high-level U-2 photography could supply.”

A plan to use Cuban assets of Operation Mongoose to gather intelligence “on missile bases and other points of interest” was discussed at an ExCom meeting on October 26. Ten teams of five Cubans were to be infiltrated into Cuba in a covert operation involving U.S. submarines. But the plan got bogged down in bureaucratic turf battles among the CIA, Edward Lansdale, and the Pentagon.626

On October 26, President Kennedy learned that the situation in Cuba was even more dangerous than he thought, when McCone and Arthur Lundahl, head of the CIA’s National Photographic Interpretation Center (NPIC), briefed him on the presence of Luna missiles in Cuba—tactical nuclear missiles with a twenty-to-twenty-five-mile range.627 Had U.S. ground forces intervened in Cuba, the vastly outnumbered Soviet troops on the island likely would have used the Lunas against the invasion force. If Lunas were fired at U.S. forces, the pressure on President Kennedy to authorize a nuclear response would have been intense. As the danger mounted, Khrushchev opened a direct line of communication with Kennedy.




On the evening of October 26, a long letter for President Kennedy from Chairman Khrushchev arrived at the Department of State. Khrushchev acknowledged that the Soviet Union had installed missiles in Cuba, but asserted that the objective of the missile deployment was defensive. Khrushchev welcomed Kennedy’s recognition of the need for mutual restraint. “We and you ought not now to pull on the ends of the rope in which you have tied the knot of war, because the more the two of us pull, the tighter the knot will be tied,” he wrote.

He referred to his personal experiences in war. “If indeed war should break out, then, it would not be in our power to contain or stop it, for such is the logic of war,” he wrote. “I have participated in two wars and know that war ends when it has rolled through cities and villages, everywhere sowing death and destruction.” Khrushchev offered Kennedy an olive branch. “If assurances were given by the President and the Government of the United States that the USA would not participate in an attack on Cuba and would restrain others from actions of this sort, if you would recall your fleet, this would significantly change everything.”628

A handful of ExCom members met with President Kennedy in the Oval Office to analyze Khrushchev’s letter. Under Secretary of State George Ball remembered, “The Chairman’s letter seemed to be the break in the clouds we had been waiting for…” White House aide Theodore Sorensen recalled the letter was “long, meandering, full of polemics but in essence appearing to contain the germ of a reasonable settlement.”

When the ExCom reconvened the next morning, Kennedy and his aides believed that a favorable settlement of the crisis was within reach. But those hopes were promptly dashed. Sorensen notes, “A new Khrushchev letter came in, this time in public, making no mention of the private correspondence but raising the ante: the Jupiter missiles in Turkey must be included in exchange.”

National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy suggested that Kennedy ignore Khrushchev’s new proposal and respond to his earlier quid pro quo restricted to Cuba: the removal of Soviet missiles from Cuba in return for a U.S. pledge not to invade Cuba. Kennedy disagreed. He thought that Khrushchev’s new offer must be taken seriously. “We’re going to be in an insupportable position on this matter if it becomes his proposal. In the first place, we last year tried to get the missiles out of there [Turkey] because they’re not militarily useful, number one.” Kennedy noted, “Number two… it will look like a very fair trade.”

He continued, “[I]t will [be] very difficult to explain why we are going to take hostile military action in Cuba, against those [missile] sites… when he’s saying: ‘If you’ll get yours out of Turkey, we’ll get ours out of Cuba.’ I think we’ve got a very touchy point here.”629

In the ExCom, however, there was opposition to a Cuba-Turkey missile tradeoff. The minutes of an ExCom Berlin-NATO subcommittee meeting on October 27 reported, “The subject was raised and while no firm and formal judgments were reached the sense of the group was that the door should be closed as quickly as possible on the idea of trading the U.S. position in Turkey for the Soviet position in Cuba.”630

President Kennedy stepped out of the Cabinet Room to attend to other business. When he returned to the ExCom meeting, he resumed his analysis of Khrushchev’s latest proposal. “Let’s not kid ourselves. They’ve got a very good proposal, which is the reason they’ve made it public,” Kennedy asserted. “[I]t makes it much more difficult for us to move [against Cuba] with world support.”631

In the meantime, the full text of Khrushchev’s new proposal arrived in Washington. Khrushchev wrote, “You have been alarmed by the fact that we aided Cuba with weapons, in order to strengthen its defense capability.” He added, “Our aim has been to help Cuba and no one can dispute the humanity of our motives, which are oriented toward enabling Cuba to live peacefully and develop in the way its people desire.”

Khrushchev spelled out his new proposal. The Soviet Union would remove its missiles from Cuba if the United States withdrew its missiles from Turkey. To complete the quid pro quo, Khrushchev proposed that the United States pledge not to invade Cuba or interfere in the island’s internal affairs.632

Meanwhile, the Soviet Defense Ministry received a coded message from General Issa Pliyev, commander of Soviet forces in Cuba, on the morning of October 27. Pliyev cited intelligence sources that reported the United States had located the positions of Soviet missile sites in Cuba. Pliyev’s sources also said the U.S. Strategic Air Command had been put on “a full military alert.” “In the opinion of the Cuban comrades a strike by U.S. aircraft on our facilities in Cuba ought to be expected on the night of 26–27 October or at dawn on the 27th.” He noted, “In case of a strike on our facilities by American aircraft it has been decided to use all available air defense resources.” A few hours later Defense Minister Malinovsky, with the backing of Khrushchev and the Presidium, cabled Pliyev. Malinovsky wrote, “Your decision is approved.”633

Halfway around the world, in the E-ring of the Pentagon, the Joint Chiefs of Staff rejected Khrushchev’s new proposal. The Joint Chiefs distrusted Khrushchev’s motives. General Taylor dismissed the proposal as a stalling tactic designed to draw the United States into lengthy and inconclusive negotiations.

The Joint Chiefs believed that the moment had arrived for decisive U.S. military action. Taylor told the ExCom that the Joint Chiefs favored the implementation of OPLAN 312, “the big [air] strike,” on October 29, to be followed in seven days by OPLAN 316, “the invasion plan,” unless “there is irrefutable evidence in the meantime that offensive weapons are being dismantled…” Kennedy rejected the Joint Chiefs’ recommendation. The White House responded to Khrushchev’s proposal with a press statement. “Work on the Cuban bases must stop,” the White House declared. “Offensive weapons must be rendered inoperable; and further shipment of offensive weapons to Cuba must cease—all under effective international verification.”634 Kennedy was playing for time, waiting for diplomacy to bear fruit. In the short term, however, the missile crisis took a turn for the worse.




In the White House, October 27 was known as “Black Saturday,” the day events pushed the “hands of the metaphorical Doomsday Clock,” in journalist Michael Dobbs’s apt phrase, to “one minute to midnight.”

On October 27, a U-2 spy plane was shot down over eastern Cuba by a surface-to-air missile (SAM) under Soviet control, killing the pilot, Rudolf Anderson. The CIA did not learn until later that “Castro was personally responsible” for the downing of the spy plane. A Soviet general in Cuba had “succumbed” to Castro’s “harangue” not to let the U-2 “photograph Cuba,” and ordered the attack on Anderson’s U-2 without Khrushchev’s authorization.

With the downing of the U-2 in Cuba, Kennedy felt the knot suddenly tighten in the rope on which he and Khrushchev were pulling. ExCom policy on retaliation notwithstanding, Kennedy put off ordering a retaliatory strike on the suspected SAM site.635 A few hours after the downing of Anderson’s U-2 in Cuba, President Kennedy was informed that a U-2 had gone astray in the Arctic north of the USSR, west of Alaska.

U-2 pilot Charles Maultsby had set out on air sampling mission from Alaska to the North Pole on October 27. But Maultsby, confused by the aurora borealis, lost his navigational bearings over the North Pole. On the return leg of his flight, Maultsby flew 1,000 miles off course, into Soviet airspace over the Chukat Peninsula, causing Soviet MiGs to scramble in pursuit of his high-flying spy plane. The veteran pilot managed to regain his bearings, evade the MiGs, and return to Alaska. Nonetheless, Maultsby’s overflight of the Soviet Arctic was highly provocative. Dobbs writes, “There was a risk that Soviet leaders would view a U-2 overflight as a reconnaissance mission prior to an all-out attack.”636

In another ominous development, a Soviet cruise missile regiment took up a position within fifteen miles of the U.S. Naval Base at Guantánamo Bay on October 27. Nuclear-armed FKR cruise missiles had roughly the same destructive power as the U.S. atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima in World War II. The FKRs were aimed at the Guantánamo base, to prevent a breakout of U.S. forces in the event of a U.S. invasion of Cuba.”637

As developments appeared to spin out of control, President Kennedy eased his grip on the rope. He told his brother and Sorensen to draft a diplomatic response to Khrushchev. The ExCom was too divided to accomplish that task. Kennedy’s letter accepted the general framework of Khrushchev’s first proposal of October 26. “You would agree to remove those weapons systems from Cuba under appropriate United Nations observation and supervision; and undertake, with suitable safeguards to halt the further introduction of such weapons systems into Cuba.” He added, “We, on our part, would agree… (a) to remove promptly the quarantine measures now in effect and (b) to give assurances against an invasion of Cuba and I am confident that other nations of the Western Hemisphere would be prepared to do likewise.”638

On October 27, Attorney General Kennedy summoned Ambassador Dobrynin to the Department of Justice. Kennedy handed Dobrynin a copy of his brother’s letter to Khrushchev. He told Dobrynin that the crisis in the Caribbean was at a crossroads. He said that if the USSR did not remove its missiles from Cuba as part of a diplomatic settlement, the United States would destroy the missiles by direct military action. He added that the United States would resume reconnaissance fights over Cuba, and if U.S. planes were shot at, the United States would return fire. He requested a response from Khrushchev within twenty-four hours.

In his letter to Khrushchev, President Kennedy did not address the removal of Jupiter missiles from Turkey. But a few hours earlier, Kennedy and a handful of his advisers had set the parameters for Robert Kennedy’s talks with Dobrynin. Robert Kennedy was authorized to offer a Cuba-Turkey missile trade in a secret oral message to Dobrynin if he raised the subject. Bundy later acknowledged that Kennedy was “instructed” to tell Dobrynin the U.S. offer to withdraw its Jupiter missiles from Turkey must remain secret, adding “any Soviet reference to our assurance would simply make it null and void.”

Robert Kennedy wrote in his diary after meeting with Dobrynin, “The President was not optimistic, nor was I… The expectation was a military confrontation by Tuesday [October 30] and possibly tomorrow [October 28].”639 Meanwhile, President Kennedy met with the Joint Chiefs of Staff on October 28. He praised the Joint Chiefs for their “advice and counsel” during “this very, very difficult period.” But the Joint Chiefs were seething with anger. Admiral Anderson declared, “We’ve been had.”

Joint Chiefs Chairman Maxwell Taylor had led the Chiefs to believe that the naval blockade would be a prelude to U.S. military intervention in Cuba. Taylor’s aide General William Y. Smith later wrote, “Primed to deliver a knockout blow, the leaders of the U.S. armed forces were obliged to pull their punch.”640 For Kennedy, the meeting was a vivid reminder that the window of opportunity for diplomacy would be brief. Khrushchev also recognized the need to reach a negotiated settlement of the “Caribbean crisis” as quickly as possible.




The situation in Cuba was slipping out of Khrushchev’s control. Castro invited Ambassador Alexandr Alexsiev to his command post in Havana on October 26, and pressed for the Soviet Union to do more “to deter a U.S. attack,” which he believed was imminent. He wanted “guidance” on how to respond to U.S. reconnaissance overflights. Later in the day, Castro met with General Issa Pliyev, commander of Soviet military forces in Cuba. “I told him that the Cuban side could not allow the American planes to fly at such low altitudes over Cuba anymore,” Castro recalled. “Those overflights were nothing else but preparation for a sudden American invasion of Cuba.”

Meanwhile, Khrushchev grilled Defense Minister Malinovsky about the U-2 shoot-down. He wanted to know if Lieutenant General Stepan Grechko had sought authorization from Moscow before he okayed the launch of a SAM at a spy plane. Sergei Khrushchev writes, “Malinovsky replied that there wasn’t enough time, and the general decided to follow Fidel Castro’s orders to Cuban antiaircraft forces.”641

But the problem was not limited to an undisciplined Soviet general. Soviet commanders and their troops had embraced the spirit of the Cuban revolution. According to General Anatoly Gribkov, Soviet troops stood a little taller and saluted more smartly in the presence of the charismatic Castro and Che Guevara. They were prepared to fight alongside the Cubans if the United States invaded Cuba.

In the meantime, Khrushchev moved to regain control over the Soviet forces in Cuba. He reiterated to Malinovsky, “Only Moscow’s orders.” He stressed, “No independent initiatives. Everything is hanging by a thread.” On October 27, Defense Minister Malinovsky sent a ciphered telegram to Pliyev. Malinovsky stated, “We categorically confirm that you are prohibited from using nuclear weapons from missiles, FKR [cruise missiles], ‘Luna’ and aircraft without orders from Moscow.”642

When the Presidium convened on October 28, its first order of business was Dobrynin’s report on his meeting with Robert Kennedy. Dobrynin wrote, “During our meeting R. Kennedy was very upset; in any case I’ve never seen him like this before.” He noted that Kennedy had said “There are many unreasonable heads among the generals who are ‘itching for a fight.’” Kennedy added, “Time is of the essence and we shouldn’t miss the chance.” Sergei Khrushchev writes, “The President was calling for help: that was how Father interpreted Robert Kennedy’s talk with our ambassador.”

The Presidium also discussed the October 27 letter from President Kennedy that his brother delivered to Dobrynin. Several hours later Troyanovsky informed the Presidium that an important message had arrived from Fidel Castro, saying, “Castro thinks… war will begin in the next few hours… possibly in 24 hours, but in no more than 72.” He continued, “In the opinion of the Cuban leadership, the people are ready to repel an imperialist and aggressive attack. They would sooner die than surrender.”

Troyanovsky continued, “In Castro’s opinion, in face of imminent conflict with the United States, the imperialists must not be allowed to deliver a strike,” repeating for emphasis, “allowed to deliver a nuclear strike.”

Khrushchev asked incredulously, “What? Is he proposing that we start a nuclear war? That we launch missiles from Cuba?” “Apparently,” Troyanovsky answered. “The text will be delivered soon and then it will be easier to tell what Castro really has in mind.” Khrushchev declared, “Remove them, and as soon as possible,” referring to the Soviet missiles in Cuba. “Before something terrible happens.”643

In his letter, Castro grappled awkwardly with the strategic implications of an imminent U.S. invasion of Cuba, which he believed would trigger a nuclear war. “If they actually carry out the brutal act of invading Cuba in violation of international law and morality, that would be the moment to eliminate such a danger forever through an act of clear legitimate defense, however harsh and terrible the solution would be, for there is no other,” Castro wrote. “The Soviet Union must never allow the circumstances in which the imperialists could launch the first nuclear strike against it.”

Khrushchev was shaken by Castro’s letter, and promptly cabled Castro. For the first time, he mentioned his ongoing negotiations with Kennedy. “Our October 27 message to President Kennedy allows for the question to be settled in your favor, to defend Cuba from an invasion and prevent war from breaking out,” he wrote in an October 28 cable. He cautioned Castro not to play into the hands of Pentagon “militarists.”

“Yesterday you shot down one of those [U-2s],” Khrushchev scolded Castro. “I would like to advise you in a friendly manner to show patience, firmness and even more firmness. Naturally, if there is an invasion it will be necessary to repulse it by every means. But we mustn’t allow ourselves to be carried away by provocation, because the Pentagon’s unbridled militarists, now that the solution to the conflict is in sight and apparently in your favor, creating a guarantee against the invasion of Cuba, are trying to frustrate the agreement and provoke you into actions it could use against you. I ask you not to give them the pretext for doing that.”

Castro responded, “We agree that we must avoid an incident at this precise moment that could seriously harm the negotiations, so we will instruct the Cuban batteries not to open fire for as long as the negotiations last.”

Khrushchev decided the moment had arrived to act decisively to end the crisis. On October 28, he announced to the Presidium, “Comrades, now we have to look for a dignified way out.” Dobrynin observed, “It was then decided without further delay to accept President Kennedy’s proposals, all the more since his consent to remove the American missiles gradually from Turkey made it possible to justify our retreat.”

On October 29, Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko sent “an urgent cable” to Dobrynin instructing him to seek an immediate meeting with Robert Kennedy. Dobrynin told Kennedy, “The President’s message of October 27 will be answered on the radio today, and the answer will be highly positive.” Kennedy replied, “This is a great relief.”

In a letter to President Kennedy, Khrushchev acknowledged receiving his letter of October 27. Khrushchev wrote, “I express my satisfaction and thank you for the sense of proportion you have displayed and for realization of the responsibility which now devolves on you for the preservation of the peace of the world.” On October 29, President Kennedy and Chairman Khrushchev reached agreement on the broad outlines of a settlement of the Cuban missile crisis. Khrushchev dispatched Deputy Premier Anastas Mikoyan and Deputy Foreign Minister Vasily Kuznetsov to New York to work out the details.644

President Kennedy tapped former Assistant Secretary of War John J. McCloy to lead a “coordinating committee” to negotiate the modalities of the removal of the Soviet missiles from Cuba. McCloy and Kuznetsov developed a plan to verify that the Soviet missiles had been removed from Cuba. UN teams would do onsite inspections of Soviet missile sites in Cuba to certify the installations had been dismantled and the missiles withdrawn from the island. With the removal of the missiles from Cuba, the United States would lift its naval blockade and publicly pledge it would not invade Cuba.645 Mikoyan’s talks with the Kennedy Administration would be complicated, however, by Cuba’s dissatisfaction with the Kennedy-Khrushchev agreement.




On October 30, UN General Secretary U Thant flew to Havana, where he discussed with Castro the U.S.–USSR verification plan. Castro rejected onsite inspections, according to Carlos Lechuga, Cuba’s ambassador to the United Nations. Castro told U Thant that the United States had no right to demand onsite inspections. “We have not violated any law, we have not carried out any act of aggression against anyone,” he asserted. “This issue of the inspection is a further attempt to humiliate our country. Therefore, we do not accept it.” Thant said the UN would not undertake inspections if Cuba did not consent. The next day he and Castro met one-on-one, and Castro outlined his own plan in a letter to the UN general secretary on October 28.

According to Castro, Kennedy’s pledge of no U.S. aggression against Cuba was “meaningless” unless more fundamental issues were addressed. Castro offered a five-point plan in which he called on the United States to lift its naval blockade and economic embargo of Cuba and shut down its naval base at Guantánamo Bay. He called for an end to “piratical attacks” by Cuban exile groups based in the United States. He also demanded an end of U.S. aerial surveillance of Cuba.

On November 1, Castro went on Cuban television to oppose UN inspections in Cuba. He not only underscored Cuba’s continuing defiance of the United States but also reflected tensions between Cuba and the Soviet Union. Oleg Troyanovsky recalls, “Khrushchev was not at all pleased about the way the situation unfolded with regard to Cuba. He suffered great anguish over these things.” Khrushchev dispatched Mikoyan to Cuba to resolve Cuba’s differences with the USSR.646 Castro was on hand to greet Mikoyan at José Martí airport on the outskirts of Havana on November 2. As historian Robert Quirk put it, Mikoyan’s reception was “correct but cold.” Pro-Soviet posters all over Cuba were taken down before Mikoyan’s visit.

Castro opened the first meeting on a light note. “We are aware that N. S. Khrushchev once said, ‘There is a Cuban on the Central Committee of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and this Cuban is A. I. Mikoyan,’” Castro joked. “We can speak to you very frankly. We profoundly trust the Soviet Union.” Castro got to the heart of the matter. He faulted Khrushchev for his failure to consult with Cuba about his negotiations with President Kennedy to end the “October crisis.” He said the Soviet Union’s abrupt withdrawal of its missiles left the Cuban revolution vulnerable.647

Mikoyan responded, “Considering that the missiles had been discovered and were no longer a means of deterrence we decided that for the sake of saving Cuba it was necessary to give an order to dismantle and return the strategic missiles to the Soviet Union and to inform Kennedy of this.” He noted, “It was a critical moment. We thought our Cuban friends would understand us.”

Mikoyan emphasized the importance Moscow attached to the defense of the Cuban revolution. He said there had not been enough time for the Soviet Union to consult with Havana. He referred to Castro’s letter of October 26 in which Castro “informed us that an inevitable aggression was expected within 24 hours.” Under normal circumstances, the Soviet Union would have sent a “draft of our decision” to Havana and waited for a reply before responding to Washington. Khrushchev acted quickly to prevent the crisis from spiraling out of control.

The meeting was interrupted when Mikoyan was handed an urgent telegram from Moscow. His wife, Ashkhen, had just died. His son Sergo, who accompanied him to Cuba, returned to Moscow to make funeral arrangements, while Mikoyan remained in Cuba to complete his diplomatic mission. When the talks resumed the next day, Mikoyan said Moscow had no choice but to accept the U.S. demand for UN inspections in Cuba. To do otherwise would have been a deal-breaker. He explained, “If we had made a statement declining inspections, the Americans would have taken it for our desire to swindle them and their intervention would have become a reality.”

Castro replied, “We cannot take that step.” He continued, “If we agree to inspection, then it is as if we permit the United States to determine what we can or cannot do in foreign policy. That hurts our sovereignty.” Khrushchev’s envoy met several times with Castro in private sessions. Mikoyan also met with other Cuban leaders, including President Osvaldo Dorticós, Defense Minister Raúl Castro, Che Guevara, Carlos Rafael Rodríguez, and Emilio Aragonés. Soviet Ambassador Alexsiev usually accompanied Mikoyan to these meetings.

Mikoyan was puzzled as to why the Cuban leaders did not consider the outcome of the missile crisis favorable to the Cuban revolution. But Castro remained skeptical of Kennedy’s no-invasion pledge.648 Mikoyan also failed to convince Che Guevara, who noted that revolutionaries in Latin America were “dismayed” by the USSR’s withdrawal of its missiles from Cuba.

“You offended our feelings by not consulting us,” Guevara explained. “But the main danger is you as if recognized the right of the USA to violate international law. This is great damage done to your policy. This fact really worries us. It may cause difficulty for maintaining the unity of the socialist countries. It seems to us that there already are cracks in the unity of the socialist camp.”

Mikoyan praised the Cuban revolution, but he also acknowledged the limits of Soviet support for Cuba. “You were born heroes, before a revolutionary situation ripened in Latin America, but the camp of socialism still has not grown into its full capability to come to your assistance. We give you ships, weapons, people, fruits and vegetables,” he told Guevara. “There will come a time when we will show our enemies. But we don’t want to die beautifully. Socialism must live.”

Mikoyan was more explicit about the limits of Soviet support in an exchange with Castro on November 19. “You know Comrade Fidel that we have done and shall do all that is necessary for the defense of Cuba,” Mikoyan said. “But you know that we cannot go to nuclear war—that is a line we cannot cross… For Cuba would cease to exist. Many millions would perish. The survivors would never forgive the communist leadership for not using all opportunities to avoid war.”

Despite the difficulty of his negotiations in Cuba, Mikoyan continued to admire Castro and his colleagues. But the missile crisis had profoundly shaken the Cuban revolutionaries’ confidence in Moscow.649 Castro knew all about Khrushchev’s nuclear brinkmanship, what Sergei Khrushchev calls his father’s “nuclear bluff and bluster.” But Khrushchev had failed to take Castro into his confidence about the role nuclear weapons actually played in the USSR’s Cold War strategy. Meanwhile, Mikoyan left Havana for New York, where he resumed negotiations with the United States.




In New York, U.S. negotiator John McCloy dropped the Kennedy Administration’s demand for on-site inspections. The United States and the Soviet Union agreed to inspections on the seas. U.S. aircraft would fly over ships bound for the USSR, to photograph missiles displayed on their decks, to verify that all the missiles had been removed from Cuba.

But the Soviets balked when the United States made a new demand—the withdrawal of IL-28 bombers from Cuba—before the blockade was lifted. As tensions steadily built up between the United States and the Soviet Union, the Joint Chiefs of Staff pressed Kennedy to authorize U.S. air strikes against known IL-28 sites in Cuba.

On November 20, Kennedy and Khrushchev untied the missile crisis knot completely when they reached an agreement on the IL-28s. In a letter, Khrushchev promised Kennedy the IL-28s would be removed from Cuba within thirty days. At a news conference, Kennedy announced that the United States would lift its blockade of Cuba. He said inspections at sea had confirmed that “all known” Soviet missiles in Cuba had been dismantled and loaded on ships bound for the USSR.

But Kennedy also sounded a note of caution.“Important parts of the understanding of October 27 and 28 remain to be carried out.” He worried that Havana would become a base for the “export” of revolution in Latin America. “If Cuba is not used for the export of aggressive communist purposes, there will be peace in the Caribbean.” He stressed, “We will not, of course, abandon the political, economic efforts in this Hemisphere to halt subversion from Cuba nor our purpose and hope that the Cuban people shall someday be truly free. But these policies are very different from any intent to launch a military invasion of the island.”

The next day Kennedy assured the ExCom that there was wiggle room in his no-invasion pledge. “Our objective is to preserve our right to invade Cuba in the event of civil war, if there were guerrilla activities in other Latin American countries or if offensive weapons were reintroduced into Cuba,” he stated. “We do not want to build up Castro by means of a no-invasion guarantee.”650

Meanwhile, Kennedy moved to improve his standing with Cuban exiles, who were angry that he did not use the missile crisis as an opportunity to drive the Cuban revolution from power.





CHAPTER 16: 
“AUTONOMOUS OPERATIONS”

President John Kennedy made a dramatic appearance before a large crowd of Cuban exiles in the Orange Bowl in Miami on December 29, 1962. He had choppered down from the Kennedy family estate in Palm Beach to mark the return of the Brigade 2506 prisoners of war, captured at the Bay of Pigs.

John and Jackie Kennedy drove into the Orange Bowl football stadium in a gleaming white Lincoln Continental convertible with its top down as 40,000 Cuban exiles cheered and waved U.S. and Cuban flags. As they approached the 50 yard line, the Kennedys stood up in the presidential limousine, radiating glamour like Hollywood stars on a sunny 79 degree day.

President Kennedy walked over to the Brigade 2506 leaders on a platform at midfield. He shook the hands of Commander José Pérez San Román, second-in-command Erneido Oliva, Brigade political officer Manuel Artime, and Cuban Revolutionary Council leader José Miró Cardona as the national anthems of the United States and Cuba were played by the U.S. Air Force Band. Then Kennedy marched across the field to review the troops of Brigade 2506, who stood at attention in formation. He walked down each line shaking hands and offering words of encouragement to the Bay of Pigs veterans.

“Pepe” San Román spoke on behalf of the Brigade. “The 2506 Brigade, we offer ourselves to God and to the free world as warriors in the battle against communism,” San Román declared. “We don’t know how or in what form the opportunity will come for us to fight in the cause of Cuba. Whenever, however, wherever, in whatever honorable form it may come, we will do what we can to be better prepared to meet and complete our mission.”

As Oliva presented Kennedy with the blue and gold flag of Brigade 2506, San Román said, “Mr. President, the men of the Brigade 2506 give you their banner—we temporarily deposit it with you for safekeeping.” Kennedy unfolded the banner and spoke with emotion. “I want to express my great appreciation to the Brigade for making the United States the custodian of this flag,” he asserted. “I can assure you that this flag will be returned to this Brigade in a free Havana.”

The Brigade cheered wildly. Family members and supporters stomped their feet in the stands as they chanted “¡Guerra! ¡Guerra!’” (“War! War!”) and “¡Libertad! ¡Libertad!’’ (“Liberty! Liberty!”). “The Brigade is the point of the spear, the arrow’s head,” Kennedy continued. “It is the strongest wish of this Hemisphere that Cuba shall one day be free again, and that when it is, this Brigade will deserve to march at the head of the free column.”

Kennedy did not mention his agreement with Nikita Khrushchev to end the Cuban missile crisis, or his pledge that the United States would not invade Cuba, which had angered the Cuban exile community. Jackie Kennedy addressed the crowd in Spanish. “I feel proud that my son has met the officers,” she said. “He is still too young to realize what has happened here, but I will make it my business to tell him the story of your courage as he grows up. It is my wish and my hope that someday he may be a man at least half as brave as the members of Brigade 2506.”651




President Kennedy got the idea for his appearance at the Orange Bowl from a meeting with Brigade 2506 leaders in Palm Beach on December 27. The Cuban exiles invited Kennedy to inspect the Brigade 2506 troops at a formal ceremony. Kennedy’s aides warned him not to go to the Orange Bowl. “Don’t go there,” White House political aide Kenny O’Donnell told Kennedy. “After what you’ve been through with Castro, you can’t make an appearance in the Orange Bowl and pay tribute to those rebels. It will look like you’re planning to back them in another invasion of Cuba.”

Brigade 2506 leaders had made no secret of their desire to resume the fight against the Cuban revolution. On December 25, Artime told a gathering of 4,000 Cuban exiles in Miami, “We have come to call you with the voices of our dead to war again in the name of our mothers who gave their sons.” But Robert Kennedy encouraged his brother to appear with the recently released Bay of Pigs prisoners of war.652

The Bay of Pigs disaster had weighed heavily on the president. In summer 1962, the Cuban Families Committee retained attorney James B. Donovan to negotiate with Fidel Castro for the release of the Bay of Pigs prisoners. In November, Robert Kennedy got involved, setting up a prisoner-release operation in the Department of Justice. Castro indicated that Cuba would release the brigadista prisoners of war in exchange for medical supplies and pharmaceuticals, according to Deputy Assistant Secretary of State for Interamerican Affairs Richard Goodwin.

President Kennedy told Goodwin, “[W]hatever it takes, let’s do it. I put those men in there. They trusted me. And they’re in prison now because I fucked up. I have to get them out.” On December 21, Castro signed an agreement with Donovan to release the Brigade 2506 prisoners. In return, Donovan guaranteed the delivery of $53 million in foodstuffs, medical supplies, and pharmaceuticals to Cuba. The first of ten airplanes carrying the released prisoners arrived in Florida on December 23.653

President Kennedy’s appearance at the Orange Bowl boosted his credibility in the Cuban exile community. A CIA memorandum stated, “Exile hopes were lifted by President Kennedy’s Orange Bowl speech at the end of 1962, and it was hoped that the returning Brigade 2506 veterans would provide the nucleus for exile unity.”654 Kennedy used his ties to San Román to recruit Cuban exiles for a new phase of covert operations against Cuba. On October 31, Edward Lansdale went to Miami to supervise the termination of the covert operation.655

In early 1963, Artime, Pepe San Román, and Enrique Ruiz Williams met frequently with the attorney general in Washington. Robert Kennedy biographer Evan Thomas writes, “Kennedy had been meeting privately with Cuban exiles.” He continues, “RFK was entertaining Cuban exiles at Hickory Hill and calling them at their apartments at the Ebbitt Hotel downtown, where they were housed by the Agency.”

In January 1963, the CIA reorganized its Cuba operations. Des FitzGerald, appointed chief of the new Special Affairs Staff (SAS), replaced William Harvey as the Agency’s point man on Cuba.656 Harvey and Johnny Rosselli tied up the loose ends of their plotting to assassinate Castro. The report of Senator Frank Church’s Senate Select Committee stated, “Harvey was told that the pills, referred to as ‘the medicine’ was still ‘safe’ in Cuba.” The poison capsules were delivered to Cuba in May 1962. On February 15, 1963, Harvey flew to Los Angeles to meet with Rosselli. According to CIA Inspector General J. S. Earman, Harvey and Rosselli agreed that the poison pill “operation would be closed off.”657




Cuban exile leaders had not expected the Cuban missile crisis to end peacefully. They fervently hoped that the United States would intervene militarily to remove the missiles and overthrow the Cuban revolution. They were demoralized when Kennedy pledged not to invade Cuba as part of his agreement with Khrushchev to end the missile crisis.

A U.S. Army Intelligence report noted the deep dismay of Cuban exiles caused by “the U.S. failure to invade Cuba as had been expected a few days earlier.” Former Havana attorney Mario Lazo, whose clients included U.S. business interests in Cuba, had close ties to the U.S. Embassy in the 1950s. He called Kennedy’s no-invasion pledge “a soul shattering blow.” Rafael Quintero told former Miami Herald reporter Don Bohning it was a betrayal of the first magnitude. “This was bigger for me than the Bay of Pigs, because the Bay of Pigs I could understand.”

Dismay turned to anger when CIA-backed commando operations against Cuba were suspended at the end of October 1962. The Cuban exile movement’s anger boiled over when Attorney General Kennedy announced a crackdown on unauthorized exile action group raids on Cuba, which he worried would jeopardize the continuing negotiations between the United States and the Soviet Union to finalize the Kennedy-Khrushchev agreement.

Cuban exile action groups planned to defy the administration’s ban. On October 30, a CIA memorandum reported that Alpha 66 and the Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil (DRE) “pledged that they will renew their armed fight against Castro.”658 On October 31, Eloy Gutiérrez Menoyo’s Segundo Frente Nacional Del Escambray challenged the stand-down. Ten SFNE commandos were arrested on the yacht Sigma on the Miami River. Customs agents seized weapons and 2,000 rounds of ammunition.659

On December 4, U.S. law enforcement officials also prevented a hit-and-run team from the International Penetration Force (Interpen) from leaving Florida. In the Florida Keys, federal officers arrested thirteen Interpen commandos, including ten North Americans. United Press International reported that Interpen “had been training for a guerrilla attack on Cuba for the past six months at No Name Key forty miles northeast of Key West.”660

Meanwhile, President Kennedy had to tread carefully in Cuba. He did not want to unravel his agreement with Khrushchev that had ended the missile crisis, or risk another dangerous Cold War confrontation over Cuba. To Cuban exiles, however, U.S. policy toward Cuba appeared to be adrift.




In the Cuban exile community, the optimism created by President Kennedy’s appearance at the Orange Bowl, soon turned into bitter disillusionment. But Alpha 66’s audacious attacks on merchant vessels in Cuban waters lifted the spirits of anti-Castro Cuban exiles. Antonio Veciana was the public face of Alpha 66. The group’s fundraising and propaganda work were done in Puerto Rico, but its commando operations were launched from Miami in small, speedy boats.

Veciana set out to challenge the Kennedy Administration on Cuba. A CIA report concluded that Veciana’s objective was “to create an incident which would involve the United States and the Soviet Union.” On September 19, 1962, Alpha 66 raiders fired on the British freighter Newlane, a Cuban coastal vessel, and another Cuban boat off Caibarien on Cuba’s north coast. On October 8, Alpha 66 claimed credit for another attack on Cuban and Soviet forces at a military encampment near Isabela de Sagua.

In a January 1963 speech in San Juan, Puerto Rico, Veciana announced that Alpha 66 would lead “a war of liberation” in Cuba. “It is useless to demand aid from the United States because U.S. policy on the Cuban situation is not cooperative.” Veciana claimed that “pacifist” members of the Kennedy Administration were seeking “rapprochement” with Havana.

In March 1963, Alpha 66 heightened Cold War tensions by launching brazen attacks on Soviet freighters in Cuban waters. On the night of March 17, Alpha 66 and Segundo Frente Nacional del Escambray commandos attacked the Soviet freighter Lvov at anchor in the harbor of Isabela de Sagua. The raiders opened fire with a 20-millimeter cannon, hitting the Lvov several times. As the exiles drew closer, they strafed the freighter with a .30 caliber machine gun, turned north and escaped into the darkness of the Caribbean.

On March 19, Veciana held a news conference in Washington to tout the success of the Alpha 66 mission.661 In late March, Antonio Cuesta and his Comandos L crew, a group that had split off from Alpha 66, accompanied by photojournalist Andrew St. George, left Miami on a sabotage mission on the Phoenix, a 22-foot speedboat.

Off the coast of Florida, Cuesta’s raiders rendezvoused with Santiago Alvarez Rodríguez’s 43-foot yacht Alisan. The two boats sailed to Anguilla Island in the Bahamas, where they picked up arms and ammunition from a secret cache. From the Bahamas, the Alisan, with the Phoenix in tow, headed toward Caibarien. The Phoenix decoupled from the Alisan and slipped into Caibarién harbor. Ramón Font fired his 20 mm Lahti cannon, hitting the freighter Baku ten times. The Comandos L crew also tossed overboard a magnet-equipped mine, which blew a huge hole in the Baku, according to St. George’s account in Life magazine. The Phoenix and the Alisan returned to Anguilla Island, where the Comandos L crew cached their arms and unused ammunition. The Alisan towed the Phoenix back to Florida.662

Meanwhile, declassified U.S. intelligence documents shed new light on Veciana and his backers.

Veciana, a former manager of the Banco Financiero in Havana, was a past president of the Cuban Association of Public Accountants. The Banco Financiero was owned by Julio Lobo. Before the revolution Lobo, who owned eleven sugar mills and had a half-interest in three other mills, was known as Cuba’s “Sugar King.” Lobo’s Galban Trading Company was one of the biggest sugar brokerage houses in the world. His holdings also included other banks, insurance companies, and real estate.663

Lobo had profited from gangsterismo. The gangsters turned to the Banco Financiero to finance the expansion of their gambling colony in the 1950s. Cuban writer Enrique Cirules cites documents from the Banco Nacional de Cuba and the Archivo Nacional de Cuba that outline the Banco Financiero’s role in financing the construction of the Mafia-owned Capri and Riviera hotels.664 Veciana was Lobo’s protégé. According to CIA records, Lobo, who left Cuba for Miami in October 1961, was an early source of funding for Alpha 66. One CIA document reported that Veciana received “large sums of money for Alpha 66 from Lobo in 1962.” Lobo offered to commit $250,000 for future Alpha 66 operations.665

Veciana later told Gaeton Fonzi, a House Assassinations Committee investigator, that he organized Alpha 66 at the behest of a man who used the allias “Maurice Bishop.” He said that Bishop, whom he believed was a U.S. intelligence officer, was the hidden hand behind Alpha 66. Veciana kept Alpha 66 combatants in the dark about the group’s inner workings. He also kept secret his alliance with Eloy Gutiérrez Menoyo and the Segundo Frente Nacional del Escambray. Under a clandestine arrangement, Veciana funneled funds to Menoyo, who led SFNE sabotage operations in Cuba. As we have seen, Menoyo was controversial because of his betrayal of the Batistiano plan to invade Cuba in August 1959.

An Army Intelligence memorandum explained, “The Escambray Group… could not raise funds under its own name very probably due to the fact that the exiles who had money have refused to contribute to the political element which such groups represent.” But Menoyo was an experienced guerrilla commander with connections to counterrevolutionaries in Cuba and elsewhere in the Caribbean.666 When details about Veciana’s secret alliance with Menoyo leaked out, there was a rebellion in Alpha 66. Antonio Cuesta, Santiago Alvarez Rodríguez, and others refused to work with Menoyo, whom they considered a radical leftist. Veciana worked out a compromise. The dissidents formed a separate faction of Alpha 66 called Comandos L. But Comandos L would cooperate in joint operations with Alpha 66 and Menoyo’s SFNE.667

The Alpha 66 raids in March 1963 provoked the first challenge to the Kennedy-Khrushchev agreement that ended the Cuban missile crisis. On March 27, the USSR delivered a diplomatic note to the U.S. Embassy to protest Cuban exile attacks on Soviet merchant vessels. Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko also met with Ambassador Foy Kohler in the U.S. Embassy to lodge a protest.668 On April 3, President Kennedy responded angrily to the Alpha 66 and Comandos L raids, calling them dangerously provocative but militarily ineffective.

“It doesn’t seem to us that this represents any real blow to Castro,” Kennedy told reporters. “It gives additional incentives for the Soviet Union to maintain their personnel in Cuba; to send additional units to protect their merchant ships… [I]t will bring reprisals possibly on American ships. We will then be expected to take a military action to protect our ships.” To ease tensions with the Soviet Union, President Kennedy ordered a new crackdown on Cuban exile raids unauthorized by the CIA.

The Kennedy Administration sent a team of officials to Miami to meet with local representatives of the CIA, Coast Guard, Customs Service, FBI, and Immigration and Naturalization Service about the exile raids. According to an Army Intelligence report, “Prevention of Departure” notices were delivered to twenty-six Cuban exiles from Alpha 66, Comandos L, SFNE, and the Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil. The exiles were informed that they would put their immigration status in jeopardy if they left “the land limits” of Dade Country, Florida.

The Department of Justice considered prosecuting Cuban exiles who participated in raids unauthorized by the CIA. Cuban exiles reacted angrily to the crackdown. A CIA cable reported, “Exile colony in uproar over notices to Cuban exile operations.” The cable continued, “Reaction among exiles appears universal over this issue and is anti-US and anti-Kennedy. Even though notices only sent to selected leaders, order being interpreted as applicable all exiles and as beginning coexistence [with Cuba].”669 The discontent in Miami put pressure on the administration to produce visible results in Cuba.




As the cherry trees blossomed around the Tidal Basin and Jefferson Memorial, the Kennedy Administration reviewed its policy options in Cuba. There was little chance that the Cuban revolution could be overthrown in the short term. Soviet troops, which had remained in Cuba since the missile crisis, were a deterrent to U.S. military intervention.

Robert Kennedy spoke in favor of externally mounted Cuban exile operations. But other members of the Administration’s foreign-policy team expressed skepticism. SAS Chief Desmond FitzGerald questioned the usefulness of large commando raids. Director of Central Intelligence (DCI) John McCone argued that the number-one priority of the administration should be “to assure the removal of Soviet troops” from Cuba. The administration estimated that 17,000 Soviet military personnel remained on the island in January 1963.670

Meanwhile, McGeorge Bundy raised the possibility of “some form of accommodation with Castro” in a “Tab” to a memorandum to the Standing Group on April 23. Bundy reasoned that more aggressive policy options, and the exploration of accommodation with Havana, were not mutually exclusive.671

But Robert McNamara gave short shrift to “accommodation” with Cuba. On April 23, McNamara told the Standing Group that the “elimination” of the Cuban revolution was essential. He argued that the administration “should aim at creating such a situation of dissidence within Cuba as to allow the U.S. to use force in support of anti-Castro forces without leading to retaliation by the USSR on the West.”

Robert Kennedy was unrelentingly hawkish on Cuba. On April 23, Kennedy referred to the possibility of the “death of Castro.” He called for three studies on covert policy options, including: “A list of measures we would take following contingencies such as the death of Castro; A program with the objective of overthrowing Castro in 18 months; A program to cause as much trouble as we can for Communist Cuba during the next 18 months.”

In May, the CIA’s Office of National Estimates (ONE) did an analysis of the likely impact of Castro’s death, as requested by Robert Kennedy. “We believe the odds are that upon Castro’s death his brother Raúl or some other figure in the regime would, with Soviet backing and help, take control. However, there is a good chance that a power struggle would ensue,” a draft ONE memorandum stated.672 Meanwhile, the interdepartmental Cuban Affairs Coordinating Committee approved three targets for CIA sabotage missions: A railroad bridge, oil storage tanks, and a molasses storage vessel. NSC staff officer Gordon Chase noted, “This will meet the President’s desire for some noise level and for some action in the immediate future.”673

Despite unauthorized Cuban exile raids and CIA covert operations on the island, the cornerstone of the Kennedy Administration’s post-missile crisis policy in Cuba would be “autonomous operations” by selected Cuban exile action groups.




SAS Chief Desmond FitzGerald presented a proposal for a program of “autonomous operations” to the Standing Group on April 25. The CIA would fund selected Cuban exile groups for sabotage missions in Cuba.

In June 1963, the CIA spelled out the “rules of engagement” for autonomous operations, which would be mounted by Cuban exiles from bases outside the United States. Direct U.S. involvement would be minimal. A CIA officer would be assigned as a liaison with each autonomous exile group, providing general advice, funds, and material support. The CIA would not control their operations, unlike in the past, when CIA-supported Cuban exile covert actions were effectively run by the Agency.

Cuba’s economic and transportation infrastructure was the priority target for autonomous operations, which were designed to cause regional economic breakdowns.674 On June 19, President Kennedy approved the CIA’s “integrated program of action.” The CIA’s new covert action plan, outlined in a paper for the Standing Group, was designed to prevent further consolidation of the Cuban revolution.

The CIA paper outlined six interrelated components of the covert plan: “A. Covert collection of intelligence, both for U.S. strategic requirements as well as for operational requirements. B. Propaganda actions to stimulate low-risk simple sabotage and other forms of active and passive resistance. C. Exploitation and stimulation of dissatisfaction in the Cuban military and power centers. D. Economic denial actions on an increased basis. E. General sabotage and harassment. F. Support of autonomous anti-Castro Cuban groups to supplement and assist in the execution of the above courses of action.”675




To implement its new policy of “autonomous operations,” the Kennedy Administration turned first to Manuel Artime and his Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionario (MRR) (Movement for the Recovery of the Revolution). The CIA would subsidize the MRR’s autonomous sabotage operations in Cuba.

A House Select Committee on Assassinations staff report on the MRR stated, “Manuel Artime… was soon scouting around Latin America for sites on which to establish guerrilla training camps.” Artime’s guerrilla force was recruited primarily from Brigade 2506 veterans. Artime’s “prestige” had been enhanced greatly by his presence with President Kennedy on the speakers’ platform at the Orange Bowl.676

Artime established bases in Nicaragua and Costa Rica, and with funds from the CIA, the MRR purchased a small commando fleet. The CIA also helped the MRR procure small arms. FitzGerald’s assistant Sam Halpern recalls, “We supplied the money and told them where to buy arms.” Halpern added, “They bought them in the open market. We told them where the sellers were, what they could get, what they had to pay for it. It was decided to let the Cubans do it on their own.”

JMWAVE, the CIA station in Miami, provided logistical and intelligence support for MRR sabotage operations in Cuba, according to Shackley biographer David Corn.677 Manuel Ray’s Junta Revolucionaria Cubana (JURE) (Cuban Revolutionary Junta) was also designated eligible for covert funding as an autonomous operation. Ray founded JURE in September 1962, a year after he was ousted from the leadership of the Movimiento Revolucionario del Pueblo (MRP) (People’s Revolutionary Movement) in Cuba. Robert Kennedy was an admirer of Ray.

JURE advocated working with dissidents in the Cuban armed forces to organize an internal uprising.678 By summer 1963, JURE had acquired a 25-foot boat for infiltrating operatives into Cuba. JURE also had a B-26 airplane, weapons arsenals in the Dominican Republic and Venezuela, and a training camp in Costa Rica. Felipe Pazos, Raúl Chibás, and Justo Carrillo were also included in the JURE leadership.

Behind the scenes in Washington, New York Times reporter Tad Szulc lobbied on behalf of Ray, even meeting with President Kennedy. Szulc’s CIA case officer Alfonso Rodríguez was troubled by the reporter’s role as an advocate for Ray. Manuel Ray also had critics in the Cuban exile community, who dismissed his politics as Fidelismo sin Fidel.

An airgram from the Office of the Coordinator of Cuban Affairs in Miami to the Department of State described Ray’s standing in the exile community. “There is widespread dislike, resentment and fear directed particularly at Ray,” the airgram reported. “These feelings… seem to be inspired mainly by Ray’s reputed personal ambitions, radicalism, atheism, and dictatorial manner.” Ray was Minister of Public Works in the first revolutionary Cuban Cabinet from 1959 to 1960.679 As the administration’s policy of “autonomous operations” got under way, its effort to prosecute rogue Cuban exile raiders fell by the wayside.




In the wake of President Kennedy’s crackdown on unauthorized Cuban exile attacks, Attorney General Robert Kennedy had second thoughts about prosecuting Alpha 66, Comandos L, and SFNE commandos. Trials in open courts would reveal U.S. intelligence agency links to the exile action groups.

According to FBI Director Hoover, Army Intelligence used Alpha 66 raiders as intelligence sources on Cuba. The CIA also had shadowy associations with Veciana and Alpha 66. Lt. Col. Grover C. King, of Army Intelligence, wrote in an October 22, 1962 message, “There is a working agreement between Alpha 66 and CIA.” King pointed out that Alpha 66 used CIA explosives in its hit-and-run sabotage operation in Isabela de Sagua in October 1962. He wrote, “Prior to the raid on La Isabela an Alpha 66 member stole approximately $600.00 worth of explosives from the CIA. Explosives were used in La Isabela raid.”

In January 1962, the CIA authorized Veciana for “provisional operational use” in sabotage missions. Veciana was given the code-name AMSHALE-1.680 An FBI investigation found that some members of Comandos L were connected to Army Intelligence and the CIA. The FBI reported that the CIA had a prior “operational interest” in Santiago Alvarez Rodríguez, whose yacht, Alisan, was used in Alpha 66, Comandos L, and SFNE raids on Caibarien in March 1963. Alvarez was a “navigator” for the CIA-sponsored Frente Revolucionario Democrático during the Bay of Pigs invasion. The CIA also had an “operational interest” in Alvarez’s son, Santiago Alvarez Fernández, who took part in a September 1962 sabotage operation in Cuba.

The FBI learned that the weapons and ammunition Comandos L used in the Caibarien attack belonged to the CIA. The weapons were from a secret arms cache the CIA laid down on Anguilla Island for the Bay of Pigs invasion.681 FBI reports also indicate that Santiago Alvarez Rodríguez was a hard-core Batistiano. Batista appointed Alvarez to his Cabinet as minister without portfolio in March 1952.

Alvarez was also linked to Rolando Masferrer, the infamous pistolero (political gunman) tied to Batista. A federal grand jury in Miami handed down an indictment of Masferrer, Alvarez, and five others on April 10, 1961. Alvarez was charged with using his yacht Mary Ann in a Masferrer operation against Cuba in October 1960.682

Meanwhile, Comandos L’s Antonio Cuesta had multiple connections to U.S. intelligence. Cuesta was a “small boat operator” in CIA “maritime operations” in 1961. Notes taken by a House Select Committee on Assassination (HSCA) investigator from FBI files on Cuesta, reported the “FBI had interest in January 1961.” A CIA Trace Request in May 1962 disclosed that Cuesta was also being “utilized” by Army Intelligence.683 The CIA also had a hidden interest in Comandos L. A February 1963 FBI airtel to Director Hoover stated, “CIA has reported that they have an operational interest in a dissident faction of Alpha 66,” referring to Comandos L.684

Even Eloy Gutiérrez Menoyo was used by U.S. intelligence as an asset. When Menoyo first arrived in the United States, the CIA did not trust him. Menoyo and eleven of his SFNE guerrillas were held at the U.S. immigration detention center in McAllen, Texas from January until June 1961. As we have seen, Menoyo had alerted Castro to the Batistiano plan to invade Cuba from the Dominican Republic in 1959. In January 1961, a CIA cable to the Miami Station reported, “It is HQS position: subject cannot be trusted even though he passes LCFLUTTER [lie detector] test.”

Nonetheless, Menoyo and his associates were released when Carlos Prío and José Miró Cardona intervened on their behalf. Within a month, Menoyo began infiltrating SFNE guerrillas back into the Escambray mountains. According to CIA officer Seymour Bolton, “The purpose of the infiltration is to unite the underground inside Cuba in an effort to overthrow Fidel Castro.” Army Intelligence recruited Menoyo as an intelligence asset from July 1961 through 1963.

Attorney General Kennedy decided not to seek the prosecution of Veciana and his associates. Trials in open courts could have compromised ongoing U.S. covert operations in Cuba.685




Antonio Veciana had a darker secret to hide than his links to U.S. intelligence. Veciana had plotted with “Maurice Bishop,” an alias used by a U.S. intelligence officer, to assassinate Fidel Castro on two occasions in 1961.

From the start, Veciana’s relationship with Bishop was shrouded in mystery. Bishop showed up at Veciana’s office at the Banco Financiero in mid-1960. He introduced himself and handed Veciana the business card of a Belgian mining company, then invited Veciana to lunch at El Floridita. Veciana recalled this meeting in one of numerous interviews with HSCA investigator Gaeton Fonzi. Bishop didn’t talk much about business. Instead, he shared with Veciana his concern about the radical direction Castro was leading Cuba. He said he had heard that Veciana felt likewise. Veciana was taken aback. He had mentioned his opposition to Castro only to a few trusted friends, including Julio Lobo. Bishop and Veciana met several more times. Then Bishop arranged for Veciana to attend nightly lectures and training sessions in the use of explosives, propaganda, psychological warfare, and sabotage. Bishop never revealed his true identity. But Veciana concluded that Bishop worked for U.S. intelligence, probably the CIA.

Veciana was appointed chief of sabotage for the Movimiento Revolucionario del Pueblo (MRP) (Revolutionary Movement of the People) in Havana. Bishop gave Veciana the names of contacts at the U.S. Embassy for arms: Military Attaché Sam Kail, Political Officer Ewing Smith, and Vice Consul Joe D’Acosta.686 However, Veciana unnerved the CIA station in Havana when he made a clumsy approach in December 1960. With no prior consultation, Veciana presented the CIA station with a plan to assassinate Castro, and asked for help from the U.S. Embassy.

A CIA cable stated, “Veciana informed Hava[na] of plot to wipe out Prime Minister and top associates. Veciana said he needed visas for members of men assigned to job.” The cable pointed out, “COS [chief of station] gave Veciana no encouragement whatsoever.” Veciana’s “cold approach manner” aroused suspicion, but Lobo vouched for him with U.S. officials, reassuring diplomat Thomas Mann that Veciana was “reliable.”

In 1961, Bishop and Veciana discussed Castro’s assassination. Veciana recalled, “Bishop decided that the only thing left to be done was an attempt on Castro’s life.” The two men developed a plan to kill Castro during Soviet cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin’s visit to Cuba in July 1961, then later rejected the plot as unworkable.

The two men devised a second assassination plan in which Castro would be killed during a public appearance in Havana in October 1961. Castro would be shot on the balcony of the Palacio Presidencial as he stood alongside President Osvaldo Dorticós on Dorticós’ return from a diplomatic mission to the USSR and Eastern Europe.

Veciana rented an apartment on Avenida de las Missiones with a clear line of sight to the balcony of the Palacio Presidencial, fifty meters away. Fonzi writes, “He then recruited triggermen and obtained the weapons.” Fonzi continues, “A massive firepower attack, with automatic rifles, grenade launchers and a bazooka, was planned so that all of the aides appearing with Castro that day would be killed.”

At the last minute, Veciana got cold feet when his cousin Guillermo Ruiz, a Cuban intelligence officer, questioned him about his frequent visits to the U.S. Embassy. Bishop’s sources confirmed that Cuban intelligence was suspicious of Veciana’s activities. Veciana left Cuba secretly by boat for the United States the day before the assassination was to take place. The Cuban G-2 arrested Veciana’s accomplices, including MRP leader Reynold González. Veciana’s coconspirators fingered him as the chief organizer of the October 1961 assassination operation. The HSCA noted that Veciana’s account of the assassination attempt was, in part, corroborated by a November 7, 1961 report in the Cuban newspaper Revolución.687

In the meantime, Veciana resettled in Miami. Bishop reestablished contact and urged Veciana to form a new Cuban exile group to resume the fight against the Cuban revolution, and counseled him how to set up Alpha 66. Fonzi writes, “Every meeting was instigated by Bishop; he would call Veciana and set the time and place for a meeting. Usually it was in public place, on a street corner or in a park, and they would walk and talk.”

According to Veciana, it was Bishop’s idea for Alpha 66 to attack Soviet merchant ships in Cuban waters in the tense period before and after the Cuban missile crisis. Veciana recalled, “The purpose was to publicly embarrass Kennedy and force him to move against Castro.”688

But who was “Maurice Bishop”? The House Assassinations Committee failed to establish his identity. But the HSCA found it “probable that some agency of the United States assigned a case officer to Veciana since he was the dominant figure in an extremely active anti-Castro organization.” Both Army Intelligence and the CIA had used Veciana for intelligence purposes. CIA Inspector General John H. Waller reported, “Veciana was registered in the Inter-Service Registry by the U.S. Army for the period November 1962 to July 1966…” As we have seen, Veciana was also authorized by the CIA for “provisional operational use” in 1962.

Fonzi was convinced that Bishop was Phillips. “‘Maurice Bishop’ was David Atlee Phillips. I state that unequivocally, although Veciana cannot officially identify him publicly as such.” Fonzi added, “[B]elieve me I know that he was. And Bob Blakey and the House Assassinations Committee knew that he was, although its report did not admit that.” (Emphasis in original.) Blakey was chief counsel of the HSCA.

Evidence from CIA sources also suggests that Bishop may have been Phillips. In posthumously published memoirs, CIA officer E. Howard Hunt tied Phillips to Veciana and Alpha 66. “After the Bay of Pigs, Phillips helped formulate plans to assassinate Castro,” Hunt wrote. “In Miami, he helped support Alpha 66… and reportedly told the organization’s founder, Antonio Veciana, that he hoped to provoke the United States into interceding in Cuba by ‘putting Kennedy’s back to the wall.’” Fonzi’s belief that Bishop was Phillips was bolstered by Ross Crozier, a former CIA case officer for the Directorio Revolucionario Estudíantil in Florida, who worked with Phillips on matters related to the DRE and Cuba. In interviews with the HSCA, Crozier recalled that Phillips sometimes used the alias “Maurice Bishop.”

Meanwhile, CIA historian Jack Pfeiffer linked Phillips to a previously undisclosed CIA assassination plot in Cuba in 1961 involving the DRE. WH/4 Chief of Operations Richard Drain mentioned the CIA assassination operation in an oral history interview with Pfeiffer. Drain recalled that on February 24, 1961, he “asked Ed, Dave Phillips, Hinkle, Moore and Jake ‘why not proceed with operation AMHINT to set up [a] program of assassinations.’” AMHINT, the CIA cryptonym for a DRE propaganda team, later canceled the murder plan.689

Castro’s assassination was clearly on Phillips’s mind in 1961. Whether he was Maurice Bishop or not, the evidence is troubling: A U.S. intelligence officer was the hidden hand behind Alpha 66’s provocative attempts to push President Kennedy into a new Cold War crisis over Cuba.





CHAPTER 17: 
CASTRO AND KHRUSHCHEV RECONCILE

Fidel Castro and Nikita Khrushchev carried on like old friends during Castro’s month-long visit to the Soviet Union in 1963. They joked with each other around a picnic table piled high with food at a feast in the Caucasian Mountains celebrating the arrival of spring. Khrushchev smiled mischievously at Castro, who was holding a long animal horn filled with wine. Castro reluctantly quaffed the wine, to the delight of the villagers. Moments later a grinning, gesticulating Castro cheered on Khrushchev as he emptied his Georgian drinking horn.

A few hours earlier, however, the two leaders had locked horns over the Cuban missile crisis. Khrushchev insisted that his deployment of Soviet missiles to Cuba had deterred a U.S. invasion of the island. Castro was still furious that Khrushchev did not consult him before withdrawing the Soviet missiles from Cuba. They would return again and again to the missile crisis during their marathon talks from April 27 until May 23, 1963. Despite the recurrent friction between the two men, Castro and Khrushchev developed a close personal bond. Sergei Khrushchev writes of his father’s relationship with Castro, “He had given his heart to the bearded leader and now regarded him as a son.”690

At the same time, Khrushchev also had to contend with Mao Zedong, who exploited the chaos of the missile crisis to woo Cuba politically, challenging Khrushchev’s leadership of the international communist movement more boldly than before. On October 31, 1962, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) newspaper called Khrushchev’s removal of Soviet missiles from Cuba “a retreat at the expense of Cuba.” In Beijing, Chinese diplomats called into question the reliability of the Soviet Union as an ally in meetings with the Cuban ambassador. In repeated messages to Havana, Mao assured Cuban leaders that China fully backed the Cuban revolution, and dismissed the United States as “a paper tiger.”691

A November 1962 CIA memorandum commented on China’s response to Khrushchev’s withdrawal of Soviet missiles from Cuba. The memorandum stated, “Their efforts to exploit the failure of Khrushchev’s Cuban policy, and what they have termed as a ‘Soviet Munich,’ have now driven the two parties so far apart that a further exacerbation… might lead to an open break.”692

On January 31, 1963, Khrushchev wrote Castro, “We should meet. During the Caribbean crisis, our viewpoints did not always coincide, we did not see the different stages of the crisis in the same way; it was clear that we viewed the ways to solve it differently.” Khrushchev added, “[T]here are still gaps, which are difficult to assess, in our relations with Cuba.”693 When Castro received Khrushchev’s invitation, he was still angry that Khrushchev had removed the Soviet missiles from Cuba.694 Castro later explained he decided to meet with Khrushchev “to avoid any further accumulation of bitterness in the relations between the Soviets and us.” He added, “[W]e had very close economic relations with the Soviets. The entire life of the country, the energy of the country depended on the Soviets.”695 Meanwhile, Castro was welcomed warmly in the Soviet Union.




On April 27, Castro gave a speech in Red Square from the steps of Lenin’s Tomb to 40,000 cheering Russians in Moscow. Castro declared, “Were it not for the Soviet Union, the imperialists would not hesitate to launch a direct military attack on our country.” Four days later, he was back in Red Square with Khrushchev, Anastas Mikoyan, and other Soviet leaders on the reviewing stand at the annual May Day parade.696

Castro spent half of his nearly month-long visit to the Soviet Union with Khrushchev, a unique opportunity for an in-depth exchange of views. Khrushchev conducted a seminar on war and peace for Castro, in which he analyzed the missile crisis and its aftermath in the context of the Soviet strategy of “peaceful coexistence.” Khrushchev asserted that the Soviet missiles in Cuba had deterred the United States from invading Cuba: “Only one thing could constrain them: the fear, the knowledge that if they began the invasion, the missiles would carry out their mission and the cities of North America would be left in ruins.”

Castro was skeptical that Kennedy would honor his “no invasion” pledge. Khrushchev replied that Soviet missile power would make Kennedy keep his pledge. Khrushchev did not believe Kennedy would risk another possible nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union over Cuba.697 But Khrushchev turned down Castro’s request to keep Soviet troops in Cuba. “The presence of Soviet military personnel in Cuba represents the sole good deterrent against every kind of military adventure,” Castro argued. “It is our opinion that Soviet military personnel located in Cuba are like the celebrated missiles. So long as they are there, American military circles are convinced that an attack on Cuba would inevitably lead to war with the Soviet Union, which is something they don’t want and fear.” Khrushchev wanted to withdraw Soviet military personnel from Cuba to ease U.S.-USSR tensions in the Caribbean.

Interestingly, Under Secretary of State W. Averell Harriman had recently pushed Khrushchev on Soviet troops in Cuba. On April 26, Harriman was in Moscow on another matter but took the occasion to raise the issue of Soviet troops in Cuba: “Cuba is creating much tension in the whole Caribbean area and if it is not important to the Soviets to have its troops in there why don’t the Soviets take them out.”698

Castro and Khrushchev also differed over Havana’s support for revolutionary movements in Latin America, according to historians Aleksandr Fursenko and Timothy Naftali. Khrushchev advised Castro that it was not wise to press too hard in support of insurgencies, because the CIA still wanted to overthrow the Cuban revolution. Castro reiterated his belief that Cuba had “a revolutionary duty” to assist third-world insurgencies. Khrushchev assured Castro that there was a role for revolution in the Cold War. But he insisted the revolutionary struggle had to stop short of creating situations that could spin out of control, into nuclear war with the United States.699 In the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis, the Kennedy Administration turned its attention to easing tensions with the USSR.




On June 10, 1963, President John Kennedy made a dramatic proposal to slow the nuclear arms race in a commencement address at the American University in Washington. He noted that the prospects for “general and complete disarmament” were not good. But he held out hope that “a treaty to outlaw nuclear tests” was possible. He said a nuclear test ban treaty “would check the spiraling arms race in one of its most dangerous areas.” Kennedy announced that U.S. diplomats were ready to negotiate a treaty to ban nuclear weapons testing. The United States would refrain from nuclear weapons tests in the atmosphere “as long as other states do not do so.”

Khrushchev welcomed Kennedy’s offer to negotiate. When Under Secretary of State for Political Affairs W. Averell Harriman returned to Moscow on July 15, however, Khrushchev balked at the U.S. insistence on on-site inspections. He called “inspections a form of espionage.” But negotiators for the United States, Great Britain, and the Soviet Union did agree on a plan for a partial test ban treaty, without on-site inspections, on July 25. The treaty would prohibit nuclear weapons testing in the atmosphere but allowed testing to continue underground.”700

Nonetheless, Kennedy faced an uphill battle for Senate ratification of the treaty. Historian Michael Beschloss writes, “The President was told that Congressional mail was running 15 to 1 against the treaty.” In a July 26 speech intended to mobilize political support, he declared, “For the first time, an agreement has been reached on bringing the forces of nuclear destruction under international control…” Said Kennedy: “[T]his treaty can be a step towards the reduced world tension and broader areas of agreement.”

Kennedy worked assiduously to win over opponents of the test ban treaty. “I regard the Chiefs as key to this thing,” Kennedy told Senate Majority Leader Mike Mansfield, a Democrat from Montana. “If we don’t get the Chiefs just right, we can get blown.” When Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Maxwell Taylor appeared before the Senate Foreign Relations Committee, he stated that the Joint Chiefs could support the limited test ban treaty if it included safeguards. The Chiefs wanted a new series of underground tests and funding for the continued upgrade of warheads by U.S. nuclear weapons laboratories. The Joint Chiefs also insisted on an assurance that the administration would resume atmospheric testing if the Soviets violated the treaty.

Kennedy gave the Joint Chiefs what they wanted, and he won their support. On September 24, 1963, the limited test ban treaty passed the Senate by a 80 to 19 vote on September 24, 1963. Deborah Shapely notes the partial test ban treaty was an important, but largely symbolic, step in easing Cold War tensions.701 By this time, neither the United States nor the Soviet Union had a pressing need to continue atmospheric weapons testing. Both countries had completed the series of weapons tests they started in 1961.”702 Still, Cold War tensions seemed to ease for the moment. And the Kennedy Administration grappled with a leadership vacuum in the Cuban exile community.




The Cuban exile movement fell into disarray as the Kennedy Administration made the transition from Operation Mongoose to “autonomous operations.” The impact of the new covert policy was immediate for Cuban exile groups: They lost their CIA subsidies. Only Manuel Artime’s Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionaria (MRR) (Movement for the Recovery of the Revolution) and Manuel Ray’s Junta Revolucionaria Cubana (JURE) (Cuban Revolutionary Junta) received U.S. arms and financial assistance for autonomous operations. And this assistance was top-secret.

Cuban exile action groups were also outraged that the Kennedy Administration cracked down on commando operations unauthorized by the CIA. Consejo Revolucionario Cubano (Cuban Revolutionary Council) President Jose Miro Cardona went to Washington to protest the crackdown on Cuban exile commandos. When Miro met with Attorney General Kennedy on April 5, 1963, he pressed for proof that the Administration had a “plan for liberating Cuba.” Kennedy reassured him that the Administration was determined to topple the Cuban revolution, but downplayed the likelihood of direct U.S. intervention. Kennedy also rejected the CRC’s proposal for commando operations in Cuba.

Miro left his meeting with Kennedy demoralized. He felt that the Consejo was being upstaged by Alpha 66, and resigned as president of the CRC on April 10, 1963.703 Antonio Maceo replaced him. But the CRC’s free fall continued when the CIA cut off its subsidy. Member organizations began to quit the coalition, complaining of its ineffectiveness. With the disintegration of the Consejo, the exile community lacked what the CIA’s “Cuban Counterrevolutionary Handbook” called “a unity mechanism.”704

There were several unsuccessful efforts to unify Cuban exile groups. Former Bay of Pigs prisoner Enrique Ruiz Williams formed a “unity committee” with the backing of Attorney General Robert Kennedy. But neither Williams or nor his Ejército Liberación de Cuba (ELC) (Liberation Army of Cuba) had much of a popular following. According to CIA documents, Ruiz told other Cuban exiles that he had been chosen by Robert Kennedy “to lead new Cuban Republic.”

José “Pepin” Bosch, president of Bacardi Rum, financed a committee to select a single leader to represent Cuban exiles. Former Cuban President Carlos Prío Socarrás and Alonso Pujol, a Brigade 2506 veteran, promoted “a letter of integration,” which a number of prominent exiles signed.705 The Cuban exile community failed, however, to rally around a leader.706

In July and August 1963, former Nicaraguan strongman Luis Somoza was in Miami to rally the Cuban exile movement. In Miami, he met with Cuban exile leaders and offered them aid and arms and the use of bases in Nicaragua from which to launch attacks on Cuba. Among others, he met with Carlos Prío, Manuel Artime, Anotnio Varona, Antonio Veciana, and Carlos Marquez Sterling.

Somoza had come to a bitter conclusion after meeting with Robert Kennedy and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. “The U.S. is not about to mount a large-scale movement or invasion against the island,” Somoza complained to a CIA officer. But he also vowed to “continue to work against Castro.” A CIA memorandum commented, “Somoza appears anxious to spearhead an anti-Castro movement with or without the support of the U.S. and appears to have gathered a token concurrence… from the Heads of State in Guatemala and Costa Rica and probably Salvador.”

Marquez Sterling, a presidential candidate in Cuba in 1958, and Carlos Prío met with Somoza several times to discuss efforts to unify the Cuban exile movement over summer 1963. Marquez Sterling told the FBI that Somoza briefed them on a meeting of Central American presidents in Costa Rica in March 1963. President Kenendy assured the Central American leaders that the United States was comitted to removing Castro from power. When Somoza’s Cuban action plan came up for discussion, Kennedy offered U.S. backing for the first phase of the plan: Up to 600 commandos would be trained to launch sabotage raids against Cuba from bases in Nicaragua. But Kennedy did not give a green light for the second phase, in which an “army” of Central American fighters would invade Cuba.

According to Marquez Sterling, Somoza explained, “President Kennedy was very strong in his statement to the Central American presidents that he wanted no fighting in Cuba as long as Russian troops were there because of the threat of thermo-nuclear war.” Marquez Sterling said “the withdrawal of Russian troops from Cuba… would be the sign for the beginning of military action in Cuba.” In a July 1963 meeting with Robert Kennedy, Somoza learned that Kennedy was moving forward with a plan similar to one discussed in Costa Rica. Kennedy told Somoza that he had chosen Manuel Artime to lead the Cuban exile invasion force, and pressed Somoza to rally the Cuban exile movement around Manuel Artime as “the chief of Cuban exiles.”

A September 1963 FBI report stated, “The Attorney General had a considerable interest in Artime.” CIA support for the Artime-led Cuban exile force was a compartmented operation, distinct from the CIA’s support of Artime’s “autonomous operation,” given the cryptonym AMWORLD.707 An anonymous CIA memorandum reported, “Artime predicated his planning on the assumption that the overthrow of Castro’s regime would be preceded by a long-and-hard war… commando teams; infil teams, and guerrillas… abductions, assassinations, targeted against G-2 informants, agents, officers, foreign communists to lift the morale of people inside Cuba.”

In private, Somoza was critical of Artime. He said Artime was “too young and too egotistical… [He] thinks more of himself than of the liberation of Cuba.” Somoza also took pot shots at Artime in meetings with Cuban exiles, calling him “a controversial figure…. Many Cubans would not accept his leadership.”

An October 1963 CIA memorandum reported that Somoza had endorsed Prío’s campaign to lead the Cuban exile community. The cable was based on the CIA’s debriefing of a top Prío aide, Orlando Puente Perez, who had just returned from a meeting with Somoza. “Somoza has decided to let Prío himself carry out the plan… Puente feels that, despite Prío’s indecisive character he has decided to spend the money needed for the job since he feels that this is his last opportunity to vindicate himself in the eyes of Cuban and United States nationals.”708

In September 1963, the CIA gave the CIA Station in Venezuela a heads-up about Carlos Prío’s plans to visit Caracas to build support for his leadership of the Cuban exile invasion force. The CIA cable stated, “HQS deprecates Prío’s role which liable give exile effort unsavory coloration and could furnish grist on Castro’s propaganda mills, esp if construed as explicit commitment re install Prío and what he stands for.”

But a unified invasion force of “several thousand” Cuban exiles never became a reality in Nicaragua. A CIA assessment found that the forces under Artime’s command in Nicaragua were unprepared for combat. On November 19, 1963, the CIA reported, “[T]he Artime operation is still far from reaching the point of being an effective military force.” There was no big battle-ready force in training in Nicaragua bases. Cuban exiles had only recently begun to infiltrate into Nicaragua, where they would undergo military training.

The plans for an invasion of Cuba scheduled for December 1963 never came together. A January 1964 FBI memorandum reported, “The Somoza plan for establishing a base of operations against Cuba never materialized and is now a part of the past.”709 Like Somoza, the Mafia stepped into the vacuum created when the CIA pulled back from the Cuban exile movement.




The Mafia increasingly supplied financial assistance and arms to Cuban exile action groups, whose CIA subsidies for paramilitary operations had been cut off. Paulino Sierra Martinez made a big splash when he arrived in Miami in 1963. Sierra, backed by gangsters with gambling interests in Las Vegas, met with Cuban exile groups to promote his group Junta de Gobierno de Cuba en el Exilio (JGCE) (Junta of the Cuban Government in Exile). Sierra claimed his Mafia sponsors had $30 million for him to disperse to Cuban exile action groups.

The CIA took note of Sierra’s activities in Florida. “Sierra’s JGCE offered individual exiles and leaders of small groups a program under which Cubans would bring about the liberation of Cuba by their own efforts,” a CIA memorandum stated. “A movement that boasted ample financial backing without being tied to the apron string of U.S. policy must have seemed particularly appealing to exiles after the demise of the CRC, which had long been regarded as Washington controlled.”

Sierra’s backers were candid about their motives. In return for funding Cuban exile commandos, the gangsters expected support for the reestablishment of the Mafia’s gambling colony in post-Castro Cuba. According to a CIA report, “Sierra reportedly told Miguel León, a colleague of Manuel Artime Busea, that he represented U.S. gambling interests which were prepared to finance a united liberation movement.” The report added, “[I]n return Sierra’s backers would ask for gambling concessions once the Castro regime was overthrown.”

According to FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, Attorney General Kennedy took “a personal interest” in Sierra’s activities in Miami. Sierra was unable to unify the Cuban exile movement around the JGCE. But he gained credibility after he provided funds for arms to Alpha 66, Comandos L, Movimiento Insurreccional de Recuperación Revolucionaria (MIRR) (Insurrectional Movement for the Recovery of the Revolution), a faction of the November 30th Movement, Second National Front of Escambray, and Unidad Revolucionario (UR) (Revolutionary Unity).710

Sierra funded air operations in Cuba by Orlando Bosch’s MIRR in August and September 1963. A CIA cable reported that Sierra provided “the initial funds” for a MIRR air raid on the Cunagua sugar mill in Camaguey province on August 15. As we have seen, the CIA had an “operational interest” in Bosch in 1962. Bill Johnson, a North American pilot for Bosch, informed the FBI that Roberto “Chiri” Mendoza also helped finance MIRR’s bombing raid in Cunagua. Mendoza, a business associate of Batista and Santo Trafficante, was a former owner of the Havana Hilton casino. He was also linked to the Sans Souci nightclub and casino.

According to the FBI, MIRR flew a second mission over Camaguey on September 7, attacking the Jaronu sugar mill. An FBI report stated, “Four of these bombs exploded and… caused great damage to the sugar mill.” In September, the CIA learned that MIRR had obtained aircraft for future attacks in Cuba. “Two P-51 aircraft are being sold for the total sum of 16,000 dollars to Bill Johnson by Aero Enterprises, Inc. of LaPorte, Indiana,” stated a CIA cable. “Bill Johnson has napalm loaded drop tanks which he will attach in LaPorte.”711

The Mafia took a special interest in blowing up oil refineries near Havana. On June 15, 1963, U.S. Customs agents broke up a plan to bomb the Shell Oil refinery, seizing a twin-engine Beechcraft airplane, explosives, and bombs at an abandoned airport near Miami. Michael McLaney, who bought the Hotel Nacional from Lansky’s allies in the Cleveland Syndicate in 1958, supplied the airplane and the money for the bombing mission. An FBI memorandum stated, “MM T-1 was of the opinion that McLaney was investing in the raid in order to earn some credit for future business operations in Cuba should the Castro regime be overthrown.” McLaney was a Mafia-linked businessman and sports gambler from New Orleans.

Mafia gambler Sam Benton organized the botched plan to bomb the Shell Oil refinery. Evelio Alpizar Pérez told the FBI, “Benton stated that he wanted the plane to carry two 300-pound napalm bombs and six 100-pound demolition bombs.” Benton, who worked for McLaney at the Hotel Nacional, tried unsuccessfully to recruit Alpizar for the Shell operation. McLaney described Benton’s role: “He lined up actions, arranged to fund and supply them, and took a percentage off the top.”

Benton had an unsavory reputation in Florida. An FBI report stated, “MM T-3… advised that Sam Benton has been involved… with Cuban revolutionary groups in plans to sink yachts to obtain insurance, arms deals, and collection of funds for personal use.”712 On July 31, the FBI raided a farmhouse in Lacombe, Louisiana, near Lake Ponchartrain connected to another McLaney-sponsored plot to bomb targets in Cuba. The FBI seized 2,400 pounds of dynamite and twenty bomb casings. The farm belonged to McLaney’s brother William, a casino worker in Havana in the 1950s. Rich Lauchli, a Collinsville, Illinois, gun dealer, was tied to the explosives found in the farmhouse in Lacombe.

The Mafia used Lauchli, a cofounder of the ultra-right Minutemen, to supply arms and munitions to Cuban-exile commando groups. According to the FBI, Lauchli was introduced to “different Cuban exile leaders in Miami” by soldiers of fortune Frank Fiorini and Gerry Patrick Hemming. In return, Sierra provided funds for Hemming’s Interpen, which had a training camp for Cuban commandos outside of New Orleans.713

Meanwhile, Santo Trafficante was well known among Cuban exile action groups as a one-stop source for weapons. A “Miami source” told the FBI, “Any anti-Castro group in the Miami area could obtain arms and ammunition from the ‘Mafia’ through Trafficante and that Trafficante would be willing to finance such purchases if he were given evidence groups [were] actually taking some action against Castro.” In February 1963, the CIA noted that Trafficante “reportedly gave aid for arms and ammunition to Serafín’s Movimiento Acción Patriótica for commando raids in Cuba.”714 Evelio Duque’s Ejército Cubano Anticommunista (ECA) (Cuban Anticommunist Army) met with an unnamed Trafficante representative to negotiate an arms deal a few months later. A source told the FBI, “Duque wanted to obtain rockets, high explosives, and detonators for use in raids against Cuba,” the source said. “Duque allegedly received $25,000.00 from Carlos Prío for this purpose.”

Bartone and Duque’s emissary met again on June 25. FBI source MM T-1 reported that Bartone said he would make arrangements for the arms sale “with [Carlos] Prío and his brother Paco.” A CIA “Information File” on Duque described a July 1963 ECA military plan “to take the keys on northern coast of Las Villas province.” It added “The true purpose of the mission… was to embarrass the USA and force it into direct action against Cuba.” Duque may also have been receiving financial assistance from Batista for his operation in Las Villas. A July 13 CIA report stated, “Duque’s group appeared to have ample financial aid which was suspected of coming from Fulgencio Batista.”

Duque had a prior operational link to the Agency. A CIA trace file on Duque stated, “A POA [Provisional Operational Authorization] was granted Duque in Aug 61…” The POA was canceled in May 1962.715 Meanwhile, Antonio Varona traveled to Chicago, where he met with Sam Giancana, Murray Humphreys, and other leaders of the Chicago Outfit in July 1963. A confidential CIA informant said that “four underworld figures made a contribution of $200,000 to him [Varona].”716

Two months later the Directorio Revolucionario Estudiantil (DRE) (Revolutionary Student Directorate) also made a trek to Chicago. According to a CIA report, two DRE members gave Richard Cain a “purchasing list” of weapons. Cain told the CIA’s Domestic Contact office (OO/C) in Chicago that the DRE wanted two small speedboats, radar, 40-millimeter and 20-millimeter cannons, 50 caliber machine guns, 9-millimeter submachine guns, 45-caliber pistols, and bazookas. The DRE was willing to pay up to $25,000 for the weapons.

According to an unsigned CIA memorandum, Cain was instructed to “get out of the picture as soon as possible, and to make no commitment. Apparently the DRE is an MOB-controlled organization which, at times, seems to act independently of its monitor.” A handwritten note in the margin exclaimed “Amen!” The DRE also cultivated Bacardi Rum as a financial sugar daddy. An FBI report stated, “MM T-1, who is in regular contact Cuban exiles at Miami, Florida, active in revolutionary activities, advised that Luis Bacardi of the Bacardi Rum manufacturing family, has been financing some activities of the DRE.” JMWAVE, the Miami CIA Station, reported that the DRE was offering a $10 million reward for Castro’s assassination.

“Nov 63 issue See magazine… contains wanted poster of Fidel Castro on front cover,” JMWAVE reported. “Wanted poster is part of a story… gist of which is DRE offers 10 million dollars reward ‘to person or persons who with help of the DRE will assassinate Fidel Castro.’” JMWAVE Chief Theodore Shackley described the CIA’s relationship with the DRE to the FBI. A Bureau report stated, “His agency maintained an interest in the propaganda, political and intelligence activities of DRE, but did not sponsor and had no interest in the paramilitary operations of the DRE and was interested in preventing the DRE from executing any paramilitary operations.”717 The Mafia’s growing involvement in the Cuban exile movement made it more difficult for the Kennedy Administration to control Cuban exile commando raids and manage U.S. relations with the Soviet Union.




With the November 1964 presidential elections looming over the political horizon, President Kennedy was eager to take visible action against the Cuban revolution.718 Kennedy was not in political trouble. According to Gallup public opinion polling, Kennedy had a double-digit advantage over likely Republican presidential challengers. But he wanted to position himself better on Cuba. In 1960, he had criticized the Eisenhower Administration for doing too little, too late in Cuba. In 1964, he did not want to be vulnerable to similar charges from the Republicans.

Former Vice President Richard Nixon had already signaled that he would attack Kennedy’s policy in Cuba. Senator Barry Goldwater of Arizona also planned to play up Cuba as an example of Kennedy’s “outmoded” and “weak-kneed” foreign policy.719 In June 1963, President Kennedy pressed the CIA to get its Cuban exile sabotage campaign up and running as soon as possible. The CIA’s new covert action plan, Operation AMLILAC, targeted Cuba’s economic infrastructure. A June 19 memorandum for the Standing Group asserted that the goal was not to foment an uprising but “to nourish a spirit of resistance and dissatisfaction which could lead to significant defections and other byproducts of unrest.”720

The first of the AMLILAC raids took place in the darkness of August 17–18. A nine-member team, using 75-millimeter recoilless rifles and 81-millimeter mortars, attacked oil storage facilities near the port of Casilda, not far from Trinidad on Cuba’s south coast. Another nine-member team shot up a sulfuric acid plant in Santa Lucia on Cuba’s north coast on the night of August 18–19. The CIA teams used recoilless rifles and 3.5-inch rocket launchers in the hit-and-run raid in Santa Lucia.

CIA-trained Cuban exile raiders struck again on September 30-October 1 in Oriente. They destroyed a lumber mill in Marabí. An Underwater Demolition Team (UDT) sank a large floating crane in the harbor of La Isabela de Sagua on Cuba’s north coast on October 21-22. UDT swimmers attached a limpet to a P-6 patrol boat at a Cuban naval base on the Isle of Pines, off Cuba’s south coast on December 23. Three Cuban sailors were killed and eighteen others injured.

Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Maxwell Taylor analyzed the CIA operations. “All were executed by Cubans landing in small craft launched from a mother ship,” Taylor wrote in a memorandum to Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. “[The] operations [were] conducted in a manner designed to ensure nonattributability to the United States.” The motherships left from secret JMWAVE bases in the Florida Keys.721 JMWAVE’s standard operating procedure was to allow exile action groups like Alpha 66 to take credit for CIA-controlled operations. But in this case the CIA created a fictional exile action group Comandos Mambises, named after the nineteenth-century Cuban independence fighters, to claim responsibility for the attacks.

Comandos Mambises’s cover as a front for the CIA was blown when Clemente Inclán Werner and two other CIA-trained Cubans were captured off the coast of Pinar del Río. In an interview broadcast on Cuban television, Inclán said that his group was trained at a camp near New Orleans by the CIA. He said the raids were launched off the coast of Cuba from a CIA mothership named Rex.722

In Washington, Attorney General Kennedy moved to gain access to Mafia arms dealer Dominick Bartone’s contacts to promote “boom and bang” in Cuba. At the request of Special Assistant to the Attorney General William Kenney, Justine F. Gleichauf, head of the CIA’s Domestic Contact office in Miami, interviewed Bartone. Gleichauf reported that Bartone was willing to cooperate with U.S. authorities. Bartone’s lawyers were appealing his conviction for smuggling airplanes to the Dominican Republic in August 1959.

Gleichauf concluded that Bartone had “little, if any potential” for use by the CIA, because his legal status did not permit him to travel outside the United States. “However, he does have access to some rather unusual requests from abroad for arms and he has promised to keep us advised as they develop.”723 From Miami Beach, President Kennedy would turn up the rhetorical heat on Cuba. In a speech to the Interamerican Press Association in November 1963, Kennedy accused Fidel Castro of betraying the original ideals of the Cuban revolution.





CHAPTER 18: 
KENNEDY AT A CROSSROADS IN CUBA IN NOVEMBER 1963

On November 18, 1963, President John Kennedy delivered a speech to the Inter-American Press Association meeting at the Americana Hotel in Miami Beach on Cuba. The audience listened politely, but unmoved, to the first two-thirds of the speech, in which Kennedy tried to put the best possible face on the Alliance for Progress and its two-and-a-half years of lackluster achievements.

Under the Alliance, the United States had provided $2.3 billion for Latin American economic development. Kennedy conceded that only ten of nineteen nations in Latin America had met or exceeded the Alliance’s goal of 2.5 percent economic growth. He also noted that “unnecessary obstacles” stood in the way of social and economic reforms, referring to ruling oligarchies and military juntas in the Americas. But when Kennedy took a hard line on Cuba, the crowd went wild. The Miami Herald reported, “The President was interrupted by applause three times during the 25-minute speech—each time he spoke of the ultimate downfall of Fidel Castro.”

Kennedy denounced Cuba’s alliance with the Soviet Union. “A small band of conspirators has stripped the Cuban people of their freedom and handed over the independence and sovereignty of the Cuban nation to forces beyond the hemisphere,” he said. Referring to Cuba’s alignment with the Soviet Union, he stated, “As long as this is true, nothing is possible. Without it, everything is possible.”724

Two different messages were embedded in the speech, according to those who drafted parts of it. White House aides Arthur Schlesinger, Jr. and Theodore Sorensen, both involved in preparing Kennedy’s Miami speech, said it was designed as a diplomatic “signal” to Fidel Castro. Sorensen later explained, “President Kennedy… was trying to make it clear in that speech that it was only Cuba’s role as an agent of the Soviet Union in the Western Hemisphere that blocked a normalization of relations…”725

But another paragraph in the speech was drafted by the CIA as a signal of support to Rolando Cubela, a Cuban government official with whom the CIA was conspiring to assassinate Fidel Castro. Special Affairs Staff (SAS) Chief Desmond FitzGerald referred to the critical wording in a December 9, 1963 memorandum to Director of Central Intelligence John McCone: “For once Cuban sovereignty has been restored we will extend the hand of friendship and assistance to a Cuba whose political and economic institutions have been shaped by the will of the Cuban people.”

Cubela told his CIA case officer Nestor Sanchez that he was “pleased” by Kennedy’s speech. Sanchez had told Cubela that “James Clark,” an alias used by FitzGerald, had “helped prepare” Kennedy’s speech. The CIA concluded, “Within Cuba, we believe that President Kennedy’s statement probably contributed significantly to providing political assurances to the relatively small number of potential coupsters to whom these remarks are addressed.”726 Secret exploratory talks between the United States and Cuba were already underway before Kennedy spoke in Miami Beach.




For months, President Kennedy, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, and other administration officials had been discussing the possibility of negotiations with Castro to explore the easing of tension between the United States and Cuba.

National Security Council (NSC) staff member Gordon Chase advocated a flexible approach to talks with Cuba. Chase argued in a March 4, 1963 memorandum that the United States should not make “the breaking of” ties between Havana and Moscow “a nonnegotiable point.” He added, “We don’t want to present Castro with a condition that he obviously cannot fulfill. We should start thinking along more flexible lines.” In an April 11 memorandum to Bundy, he advocated taking a “sweet approach” to Cuba. Chase was an aide to Bundy.

Chase wrote, “If the American people could be shown that the offensive missile threat and the subversive threat are under control, that the Russian presence in Cuba is reduced and that Castro is much more a nationalist than a communist, the selling job necessary for a careful quiet policy turnaround may not be impossible.”

In May, CIA Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Helms told DCI McCone that Castro was using an interview with ABC News correspondent Lisa Howard to signal his willingness to negotiate. “It appears that Fidel Castro is looking for a way to reach a rapprochement with the United States,” Helms wrote in a May 1, 1963 memorandum to McCone. In the upper right margin of the memorandum are the handwritten notations “Bundy” and “Psaw” (President saw).727

On September 20, U.S. diplomat William Attwood met with Attorney General Robert Kennedy. Attwood told Kennedy about his recent meeting with Carlos Lechuga, Cuba’s ambassador to the United Nations, in Lisa Howard’s Park Avenue apartment in New York. Lechuga told Attwood that Castro was “in a mood to talk.”

Howard wrote, “It is my guess that he [Castro] is… prepared to make substantial concessions.” She added, “[I]n our conversations he made it quite clear that he was ready to discuss: the Soviet personnel and military hardware on Cuban soil; compensation for expropriated American lands and investments; the question of Cuba as a base for Communist subversion throughout the hemisphere.”

Meanwhile, Robert Kennedy told Attwood that he should respond favorably to Lechuga’s invitation to talk further, but he should not travel to Cuba. Lisa Howard telephoned Castro’s personal aide Major René Vallejo. Attwood recalled, “She wanted to make certain, through Vallejo, that Castro knew there was a U.S. official available if he wanted to talk.” Attwood added, “He [Vallejo] said Castro would very much like to talk to the U.S. official any time and appreciated the importance of discretion to all concerned.”728

On November 5, Bundy briefed the Standing Group on Attwood’s exploratory discussions. Bundy recommended that Attwood continue his talks with Cuba, saying, “To hear what Castro has to say and to know on what basis he might wish to negotiate would be of use to the U.S.”729 Bundy met with Attwood on November 12. “I told him that the President hoped he would get in touch with Vallejo,” Bundy wrote in a memorandum. He laid out the preconditions for negotiations. Cuba must reduce its ties with the Soviet Union and end its “campaign of subversion” in Latin America. “Without an indication of readiness to move in these directions, it is hard for us to see what would be accomplished by a visit to Cuba.”

On November 18, Attwood went back to Howard’s apartment. Howard telephoned Vallejo and passed the phone to Attwood. Vallejo invited Attwood to Cuba. Attwood said it was necessary first to agree on an agenda. Vallejo said “we” (Vallejo and Castro) would send a proposed “agenda” to Lechuga. Attwood met again with Bundy on November 19. “He [Bundy] said once an agenda had been agreed upon, the President would want to see me and decide what to say to Castro,” Attwood wrote. “He [Bundy] said the President would be making a brief trip to Dallas but otherwise planned to be in Washington.”730 As the Kennedy Administration explored the possibility of negotiations with Cuba, the CIA resumed active plotting to assassinate Castro.




CIA collaborator Rolando Cubela had long wanted to kill Castro. He first expressed this desire, to a few close associates, in March 1959, before he was appointed military attaché at the Cuban Embassy in Spain. When he returned to Cuba from Madrid, Cubela formulated a plan to overthrow the revolution that included sabotage operations and the assassination of Castro.

Carlos Tepedino González, a Havana jeweler and friend of Cubela, set up a meeting between Cubela and the CIA. Cubela pitched his plan to a CIA officer in a two-hour meeting at the Hilton Hotel in Mexico City in March 1961. Tepedino, a CIA asset since 1957, whose cryptonym was AMWHIP, was a financial and political backer of the Directorio Revolucionario of which Cubela had been a leader. He used his jewelry business and business travel abroad as cover for his role as a “cut-out” between Cubela and the Agency.

According to CIA Inspector General Earman, “Cubela repeatedly insisted that the essential first step in overthrowing the regime was the elimination of Castro himself, which Cubela claimed he was prepared to accomplish,” Earman wrote. “He repeatedly requested that we furnish him with the special equipment or material needed to do the job.”731

In early talks with the CIA, Cubela alternated between soliciting support for his plan to assassinate Castro and requesting help to defect. CIA Counter Intelligence granted him “provisional operational approval” (POA) for use as a possible defector in 1962. But in a meeting with a CIA officer in Helsinki in August 1962 Cubela agreed to remain in Cuba to gather intelligence for the Agency, under the code-name AMLASH. A short time later he met with CIA case officer Nestor Sánchez in Paris. Earman wrote, “Cubela was given S/W [secret writing] training and was issued appropriate S/W supplies,” allowing him to communicate more frequently with the CIA.732 In September 1963, Cubela conferred again with Sánchez in Porto Alegre, Brazil. Earman wrote, “Cubela discussed a group of military officers known to him, and possible ways of approaching them.”

The CIA had already made contact with disgruntled Cuban army officers as part of Operation AMTRUNK, the objective of which was to cause “a split” in the leadership of the Cuban revolution.733 CIA-trained Cuban assets were infiltrated into Cuba to make “initial contacts among select high-level military figures in Havana,” according to a CIA memorandum. In October and November 1963, Cubela met several more times with Sánchez in Paris. Cubela requested a meeting with Attorney General Robert Kennedy, and on October 29, 1963, SAS Chief FitzGerald met with Cubela in Paris, using an alias claimed to represent Robert Kennedy. Earman noted, “FitzGerald recalls that Cubela spoke repeatedly of the need for an assassination.” Earman added, “In particular, he wanted a high-powered rifle with a telescopic sight or some other weapon that could be used to kill Castro from a distance.”

When the United States failed to supply Cubela with a sniper rifle, he objected bitterly, complaining to Tepedino about the CIA’s foot-dragging. A November 20, 1963 CIA memorandum stated, “AMLASH also talked about going to the French terrorist group, the OAS, in order to get the materials and guidance he needs.” FitzGerald relented. “C/SAS (FitzGerald) approved telling Cubela he would be given a cache inside Cuba,” another CIA memorandum stated. “Cache could, if he requested it, include… high power rifles w/scopes.”

In the meantime, FitzGerald provided Cubela with an unrequested assassination instrument. FitzGerald biographer Evan Thomas writes, “At the last minute FitzGerald decided to throw in another offering to Cubela: a poison pen.” Thomas adds, “Cubela was looking for some small ‘exotic’ weapon… he could use with deadly effect in close quarters.”

On November 22, Cubela met with Nestor Sánchez in Paris. Sánchez handed him the poison pen and showed him how it worked. He told Cubela to fill the pen with Black Leaf 40, a common insecticide utilizing a lethal forty percent concentration of nicotine sulfate. Sánchez wrote, “Cubela said that he was returning to Cuba fully determined to pursue his plans to initiate a coup against Castro.” Cubela asked again for two high-powered rifles with telescopic sights, grenades, and C-4 explosives.

As the meeting broke up, Cubela and Sánchez learned that President Kennedy had been assassinated in Dallas. A sniper shot Kennedy with a rifle in Dealey Plaza at 12:30 pm (Central Time). He was pronounced dead at Parkland Hospital thirty minutes later.734 In Havana, Castro learned about the assassination as he was talking to a French reporter about the possibility of a thaw in diplomatic relations between Cuba and the United States.




French journalist Jean Daniel started his interview with Fidel Castro on November 19 at his hotel in Havana, but the conversation continued over the next three days. Castro invited Daniel, a reporter for the left-of-center L’Express news magazine, to join him at his residence in Varadero Beach east of Havana. Castro was interested in learning what Kennedy said about Cuba in his recent interview with Daniel, especially his remarks about past U.S. support for Batista.

According to Daniel’s account of his interview with Castro, he recalled Kennedy’s comments about Cuba: “I believe that there is no other country in the world… where economic colonization, humiliation, and exploitation were worse than in Cuba, in part owing to my country’s policies during the Batista regime,” Kennedy told Daniel. “I believe that we created… the Castro movement out of whole cloth and without realizing it.”

Castro told Daniel that although he had not forgotten U.S. counterrevolutionary efforts and invasion attempts, he still held out hope that Kennedy would come to terms with the Cuban revolution and the harsh realities of Latin America: “He still has the possibility of becoming, in the eyes of history, the greatest president of the United States, the leader who may at last understand that there can be coexistence between the capitalists and the socialists, even in the Americas. He would then be an even greater president than Lincoln.”

Daniel told Castro that Kennedy had invited him to the White House for a second conversation upon his return to Washington, and Castro asked him to deliver a message. “[I]t is my duty to indicate what the basis for understanding could be,” Castro said. “I ask for nothing: neither dollars nor assistance, nor diplomats, nor bankers, nor military men—nothing but peace, and to be accepted as we are.”

Daniel was playing the role Kennedy had hoped he would. Kennedy had agreed to talk to Daniel at the urging of his friends William Attwood and Ben Bradlee, then Washington bureau chief of Newsweek. Attwood and Bradlee knew that Daniel planned to interview Castro, and they wanted Kennedy to use Daniel to sound out the Cuban leader.

On November 22, Castro and Daniel were having lunch in Castro’s residence at Varadero Beach when a telephone rang. Castro excused himself to take the call in another room. When Castro hung up, Daniel heard him repeat three times, shaken, “Es una mala noticia” (“This is bad news”).

When Castro returned, he informed Daniel that President Kennedy had been assassinated. For a few moments, the two men sat in a stunned silence. Then Castro spoke. “Everything is going to change,” he said, worried the window of opportunity for negotiations with the United States had slammed shut with Kennedy’s passing. “The Cold War, relations with Russia, Latin America, Cuba… [A]ll will have to be rethought.”

As they listened to radio news updates from Dallas, Castro became more apprehensive. Kennedy’s alleged assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, was described as a member of the “Fair Play for Cuba Committee,” a pro-Castro Marxist whose wife was Russian. “If they had had proof, they would have said he was an agent, an accomplice, a hired killer,” Castro said. “In saying simply that he is an admirer, this is just to try and make an association in people’s minds between the name of Castro and the emotions awakened by assassination. This is a publicity method, a propaganda device. It’s terrible.”

Nerves were also frayed in Moscow by Kennedy’s assassination. The news hit Nikita Khrushchev as “a personal blow,” according to Oleg Troyanovsky. Khrushchev biographer William Taubman writes, “Khrushchev suspected American reactionaries had killed the President to torpedo a U.S.-Soviet detente.” Khrushchev dispatched his troubleshooter, Deputy Premier Anastas Mikoyan, to Washington to assess the intentions of Lyndon Baines Johnson, the new president. On November 26, President Johnson met with Mikoyan in Washington for nearly an hour. Johnson assured Mikoyan that he did not plan to change the basic course of U.S. foreign policy. The United States, he said, “was not planning to invade Cuba,” according to a memorandum of the conversation between the two men. But, Johnson added, “The Cuba problem was a very serious one.” He raised the subject of Cuba’s support for revolutionary movements in the Americas. “This inevitably and invariably gave us strained relations.”735

In June, Kennedy had escalated the covert war against Cuba after a post-missile crisis lull. But he had deliberately kept his options open, on the one hand approving new covert operations against Cuba, funding for autonomous operations by two Cuban exile action groups, and sanctioning CIA plotting with Rolando Cubela to assassinate Castro (a passage designed as a signal of support for Cubela was included in Kennedy’s November 18 speech in Miami Beach), and on the other, exploring the possibility of negotiations with Cuba.




As he assumed the reins of power, Lyndon Johnson was in no hurry to make basic policy decisions about Cuba. DCI John McCone gave President Johnson an initial briefing on Cuba on November 28, since Johnson had not played an active role as vice president in the Administration’s deliberations on Cuba.736 At Johnson’s first in-depth intelligence briefing on Cuba on December 19, SAS Chief FitzGerald reviewed the CIA-directed sabotage program, describing five recent raids, and outlined the CIA-funded autonomous operations of Manuel Artime and Manuel Ray. Johnson asked if there were an active counterrevolutionary movement on the island. FitzGerald replied, “There is some but there is no national movement on which we can build.”

But FitzGerald did not discuss the CIA’s plotting with Rolando Cubela to assassinate Fidel Castro. Helms later testified to the Church Committee that he did not recall informing President Johnson about Operation AMLASH.737 As President Johnson reviewed U.S. policy, he showed little interest in pursuing high-risk covert actions against Cuba. Gordon Chase reported that Johnson was, however, even less interested in normalizing diplomatic relations with Cuba. “Bundy described briefly the very tenuous, sensitive, and marginal contacts we have established with Castro himself,” Chase wrote. “The initiative is on Castro’s part and we are essentially faced with a decision as to whether or not we are prepared to listen to what Castro has to say.”

In fact, the White House ignored early attempts by Castro to jump-start the stalled back-channel discussions with the United States. A few days after President Kennedy’s assassination Castro authorized Ambassador Carlos Lechuga to meet with William Attwood. Chase reported in a November 25, 1963 memorandum, “Lechuga wondered how things now stood.” Chase noted, “Bill [Attwood] thinks we have nothing to lose in listening to what Castro has to say.” But Chase recognized that the domestic political calculus for diplomacy with Cuba had changed with Kennedy’s assassination.

“While I think President Kennedy could have accommodated with Castro and gotten away with it with a minimum of domestic heat, I’m not sure about President Johnson,” Chase wrote to Bundy. He continued, “The fact that Lee Harvey Oswald has been heralded as a pro-Castro type” will make accommodation more difficult.738 In February 1964, Castro sent a message to President Johnson via Lisa Howard: “Tell the President (and I cannot stress this too strongly) that I seriously hope that Cuba and the United States can eventually sit down in an atmosphere of good will and negotiate our differences.” But, as historian Peter Kornbluh points out, “Bundy’s office did not officially respond to this message…”739

Meanwhile, the momentum of ongoing CIA covert operations carried over into the Johnson Administration. The last CIA commando operations in Cuba authorized by the Standing Group included the sabotage of an electric power plant, an oil refinery, and a sugar mill. There was one major change to the deliberations on Cuba in the Johnson Administration: Robert Kennedy no longer played a role. As he mourned his brother’s death in the weeks following November 22, Kennedy did not take part in Cabinet or NSC meetings. It wasn’t just out of mourning however, according to historian Jeff Shesol. “Lyndon Johnson and Robert Kennedy loathed each other.”740

Ever since his first days in the House of Representatives in 1937, Johnson had been a hawk on national security policy, pressing for greater military spending. When the USSR launched Sputnik, Senate Majority Leader Johnson called it “a disaster… comparable to Pearl Harbor.” Johnson ordered the Senate Preparedness Subcommittee’s hearings that had popularized the notion of a “missile gap” in November 1957.

But Johnson worried that his limited experience in international affairs made him vulnerable politically. According to historian Doris Kearns Goodwin, Johnson’s foreign-policy insecurities caused him to retain President Kennedy’s senior foreign policy advisers as a political insurance policy. National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy, Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, and Secretary of State Dean Rusk kept their posts in the new Johnson administration.741

Meanwhile, William Attwood would learn that Johnson attached less importance to Cuba than the Kennedys did. The November 1964 presidential election cast a shadow over the Johnson administration’s Cuba policy. In January 1964, Johnson picked Attwood as his new ambassador to Kenya. Attwood later wrote, “[D]uring my Washington briefings, I saw Chase, who told me there was apparently no desire among the Johnson people to do anything about Cuba in an election year.”

In the meantime, the tide turned against the CIA’s hit-and-run raids in Cuba among Johnson’s foreign-policy advisers. SAS Chief FitzGerald pressed Bundy to continue to support the CIA’s covert action program. He conceded that the effectiveness of the raids was debatable. But he noted that the original plan, approved by the Standing Group in June 1963, called for a greater number of raids and more robust operations. Only five low-key sabotage actions had actually been authorized between August and December 1963. FitzGerald stressed that the CIA’s capability for covert operations against Cuba would erode unless the commando teams were kept busy. He wrote, “We probably can retain the present raiding groups for another month or two.”

Nonetheless, Johnson terminated the CIA-controlled sabotage operations on April 7, 1964.742 Adding to the woes of the covert war against Cuba, Cuban exile autonomous operations got off to an inauspicious start.




The CIA deposited several million dollars in a secret Swiss bank account to underwrite the autonomous operations of Manuel Artime’s Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionaria (MRR) in 1964. An unsigned memorandum for a June 18th meeting of the Standing Group—renamed the “303 Committee” in the Johnson administration—reported, “CIA has put $4.6 million into this operation this year—the future bill will be large, but not as great.” The Agency also put Artime on its payroll. An unsigned memorandum in Artime’s CIA file described an “oral contract” between Artime and the Special Affairs Staff. The CIA hired Artime as an “action indicator,” beginning in February 1963, at $400 a month. The money was charged to JMWAVE’s “overhead.”

The unsigned memorandum stated, “FitzGerald reported that Artime planned one hit-and-run operation a month, but he noted he would be lucky if he could pull off one every three months.” Artime’s force included more than 300 personnel in Florida and Central America. Artime was based in Miami. The MRR had three main bases and an operational headquarters in Nicaragua, and two bases in Costa Rica. But Artime’s autonomous operations posed little actual military threat to Cuba. A report for the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) stated, “During the year of his operation, Artime was able to conduct four major operations, three of which failed…”743

The MRR’s most spectacular failure took place in the Windward Passage between the eastern tip of Cuba and Haiti in September 1964. Two MRR speedboats, launched from a mother ship, converged on a merchant vessel in the dark of night. The commandos were able to see only the first part of the ship’s name “Sierra…” and wrongly concluded that it was the Cuban freighter Sierra Maestra. They opened fire for twenty minutes, killing the captain and two of his crew. The vessel caught on fire, and the crew abandoned ship.

A few hours later the commandos went back to the scene of the attack. They now could see the full name of ship was Sierra de Aránzazu; it was a Spanish freighter carrying cork, food, and toys to Cuba. The MRR’s raid sparked international protest. Generalissimo Francisco Franco of Spain was outraged—especially because Spain provided clandestine assistance to the MRR. Felix Rodríguez, who authorized the attack, concedes that the Sierra de Aránzazu incident was a disaster for the MRR.744

Artime suffered another setback when Costa Rican customs officials discovered a whiskey smuggling operation run out of two MRR training camps in Costa Rica. In January of 1965, Costa Rican police uncovered another $23,000 in contraband whiskey loaded in a C-46 aircraft near a MRR camp. Costa Rican President Francisco J. Orlich ordered the MRR camps shut down; MRR camps in Nicaragua were also dismantled in the aftermath of the smuggling scandals.745 According to a CIA memorandum, CIA financial support for Artime dwindled to $3,000 a month by the time it was cut off completely on December 31, 1965.746

Meanwhile, in May 1964, Manuel Ray’s Junta Revolucionaria Cubana (JURE) declared war on the Cuban revolution with great fanfare. A JURE statement proclaimed, “A new war of independence begins on the Cuban soil.” Reporter Tad Szulc, who had previously lobbied the Kennedy Administration on Ray’s behalf, now promoted his promised return to Cuba in three New York Times stories.

“His group’s proclamation stressed the need for social justice and urged all his former companions ‘whatever positions they hold and whatever uniforms they wear’ to recognize that the time has come to rise up again in arms,” Szulc wrote. “His aim was to establish an organization that would bore from within the regime, offering a political alternative to members of the Government, the military and the militias.”

Ray departed for Cuba on May 24. A mothership took Ray and his team to within striking distance of Cuba, at which point they embarked in a twenty-four-foot catamaran powered by twin 100-horsepower inboard-outboard engines. Over the next seven days, Ray used up his fuel supply dodging Cuban coastal patrol boats. Eventually the JURE commandos took refuge in the Bahamas on Anguilla Island, forty-five miles north of Cuba. Ray and his crew were arrested for entering the Bahamas illegally.

Photographer Andrew St. George, assigned by Time magazine to accompany Ray, was dismayed by the failure of the mission. “Manolo Ray… was exposed as a bungler,” Time wrote, based on St. George’s reporting. “[T]he depressing thing about the whole sorry business was that Manolo Ray up until last week was considered a small but genuine threat to Cuba.” St. George told the CIA that Ray’s operation was ill planned and poorly executed. “St. George is of the opinion that Ray has a very small following, if any, and that he is totally inexperienced in this type of mission,” a CIA memorandum reported. “He also stated that Ray is not the underground operator the Cuban people say he is.” But Szulc continued to promote Ray. In a July 15 story, he reported that Ray had left on a second mission to Cuba from a base near Key West. Once again, Ray failed to reach Cuba. A subsequent New York Times report attributed Ray’s failure to “bad luck and bad weather.”747

Luis Posada Carriles, a Ray lieutenant, said JURE suffered a “psychological letdown.” According to JURE board member Rogelio Cisneros, “JURE had not succeeded because Ray… is obsessed with the idea of being the first anti-Castro leader to return to Cuba.”748 In a March 1964, FitzGerald wrote to McGeorge Bundy that Ray had been handled differently than Artime. “We have furnished him money and a certain amount of general advice. He does not possess the physical accouterments that Artime has and is probably not as well equipped in terms of professional planning.”

SAS Chief FitzGerald did not say how much aid the CIA provided to JURE, but the 303 Committee was more blunt, pointing out that JURE’s paramilitary camps in the United States were a blatant violation of the CIA’s rules on autonomous operations. A memorandum on a June 18, 1964 meeting of the 303 Committee stated, “Ray is acting inconsistently with the agreement with him which was that he would operate outside the United States.” In late 1964, the CIA provided JURE with $75,000 to relocate its operations outside the United States.749 As autonomous exile operations against Cuba faltered, Castro reached out again to ease tensions with the United States.




Fidel Castro offered an olive branch to his neighbors in March 1964 at a gathering of Latin American diplomats in Havana. Castro said his instinct was to lash out at countries in the Americas that collaborated with the United States against Cuba. But he ruled out that option. Instead, he proposed a diplomatic quid pro quo, saying Cuba “wanted to be left in peace.” As Deputy Director for Plans (DDP) Richard Helms wrote to DCI John McCone, “[H]e [Castro] stated, if the Latin American countries would stop ‘conspiring against him,’ he in turn would ‘formally engage’ not to become involved in any revolutionary plots in or against Latin American countries.” Helms added that Foreign Minister Raúl Roa characterized Castro’s offer as “serious.”

On July 6, Castro made a dramatic public offer to ease tensions with the United States in an interview with the New York Times. Richard Eder reported, “Premier Fidel Castro said… Cuba would commit herself to withhold material support from Latin American revolutionaries if the United States and its American allies would agree to cease their material support of subversive activity against Cuba.” In his eighteen-hour interview with Castro, Eder asked about political prisoners in Cuba, an issue that loomed large in the United States. Castro replied that ninety percent of the “something under 15,000” prisoners in Cuba would be released if diplomatic relations with the United States were restored. He drew a connection between U.S. support for Cuban exile action groups and the large number of political prisoners on the island.

On July 10, President Johnson summarily dismissed Castro’s overture, telling reporters, “I am much more interested in the deeds rather than the words.” Johnson was in step with the thinking in Foggy Bottom. Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Robert M. Sayre informed McGeorge Bundy that the Bureau of Inter-American Republics had discussed Castro’s comments. “We cannot accept Castro’s promise that he will stop his subversion. In the very same interview he said he would continue moral support to Castro/Communist groups in Latin America,” Sayre wrote in a July 3, 1964 memorandum. “We do not believe a Communist will renounce the world revolution.”750 Cuba remained a low priority for Johnson after his landslide electoral victory over Goldwater in November 1964. Johnson would not spend any of his newly won political capital to seek a diplomatic settlement with Havana.

In contrast, the goal of improved relations between Cuba and the United States was high on the agenda of the meetings between Castro and Nikita Khrushchev in Moscow in January 1964. Khrushchev made it clear to Castro that his overarching objective was a diplomatic accommodation with the United States. But he also reassured him that the Soviet Union’s missile power would deter the United States from intervening in Cuba, and that Soviet economic assistance would sustain Cuba in the face of a continuing U.S. economic embargo of Cuba.

Helms learned from a trusted covert source that Cuban Foreign Minister Raúl Roa had said Khrushchev was emphatic that the Kremlin “wanted nothing to do with” revolutionary movements in Latin America. Helms wrote: “Roa remarked that Khrushchev was to continue his present relations of partial detente with the United States, which would be adversely affected by Soviet backing of Latin American revolutionary activity.”

In a similar vein, National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 85-64 concluded that Khrushchev was attempting to restrain his Cuban ally. “The Soviets seem to have little choice but to continue their patient support of Castro,” stated NIE 85-64 in August 1964. “They will almost certainly counsel him to caution in dealing with the US and in fomenting revolution in Latin America; they will not, however, be able to compel him to follow such a course.” NIE 85-64 predicted that Castro would use the political leverage available to him to steer an independent course.751





CHAPTER 19: 
CUBA COOLS AS COLD WAR HOT SPOT

Chairman Nikita Khrushchev loved his villa at Cape Pitsunda on the Black Sea. The retreat in the foothills of the Caucasian Mountains was one of the few places where the hyperactive Khrushchev could relax. He enjoyed strolling along paths through a pine forest to the sea, and back again, losing himself in the natural beauty of his surroundings while his thoughts worked through complex problems of state.

On October 12, 1964, Khrushchev was at Cape Pitsunda, walking with Deputy Premier Anastas Mikoyan, when his special high-frequency telephone rang, piercing the evening tranquility. Leonid Brezhnev, whom Khrushchev had just appointed deputy leader of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union (CPSU), was on the line from Moscow. Brezhnev told Khrushchev that he was needed in Moscow to attend to urgent business. The Presidium of the Council of Ministers of the CPSU would meet the next day to discuss agricultural policy. An annoyed Khrushchev replied that the meeting could wait; he was on vacation.

Brezhnev insisted that Khrushchev return to Moscow. The next morning Khrushchev flew back to the capital. Chairman Khrushchev called a special session of the Presidium to order on October 13. Khrushchev, seated at the end of a long conference table, asked what was on the agenda. He was taken aback when Brezhnev shot back that he, Nikita Sergeyevich Khrushchev, was the only item on the agenda: “Your behavior is incomprehensible.” Brezhnev asserted that Khrushchev made decisions “unilaterally, ignoring the Presidium.”

Gennedy Voronov, the Presidium’s expert on agriculture stated, “You have no friends here.” Voronov added, “It’s time to send Comrade Khrushchev into retirement.” Khrushchev’s controversial agricultural policies had, in fact, failed. Former KGB Chief Aleksandr Shelepin joined the chorus, charging that Khrushchev’s foreign policy had been “hasty, erratic and inclined to intrigues.” He criticized Khrushchev’s handling of the dangerous clashes with the United States over Berlin, and said that he had “juggled the fate of the world” during the Cuban missile crisis of October 1962.

Mikoyan was also critical of Khrushchev’s leadership, citing his “explosiveness” and “irritability.” But Mikoyan, who had opposed deploying Soviet missiles to Cuba, noted that the Presidium had approved Khrushchev’s Cuba missile plan without dissent. Neither the KGB nor the Soviet military had pointed out the likelihood that U.S. intelligence would detect the missiles before they were operational.

Mikoyan proposed a more limited move, removing Khrushchev from one of his several leadership posts, first secretary of the Central Committee of the CPSU. But he said Khrushchev should be allowed to continue as chairman of the Council of Ministers of the Presidium. By the end of the meeting, Presidium member Pyotr Shelest recalled that Khrushchev looked “crushed, isolated, powerless.” Khrushchev biographer William Taubman writes, “With few exceptions, all present were Khrushchev’s protégés, promoted by him to high office, and veterans of past battles in which they had backed him against his enemies. Yet, none of them, except for Mikoyan, was about to say a word in his defense.”

That night Khrushchev telephoned Mikoyan. “I’m old and tired,” said Khrushchev, who had recently turned seventy. “Let them cope by themselves. I’ve done the main thing. Could anyone have dreamed of telling Stalin that he didn’t suit us anymore and suggested he retire. Not even a wet spot would have remained where we had been standing. The fear is gone, and we can talk as equals. That’s my contribution. I won’t put up a fight.”

The next day the Presidium voted unanimously for Khrushchev’s resignation. Khrushchev complied. Brezhnev replaced Khrushchev as party leader, Aleksei Kosygin took over as premier, and Nikolai Podgorny became the new chairman of the Presidium’s council of ministers. In the aftermath of the Cuban missile crisis, the Kremlin wanted to lower the temperature of its Cold War dispute with the United States. The Kremlin believed that Brezhnev would be a less confrontational leader than Khrushchev.752

Dmitri Polyanski spoke about the demoralizing effect of the Cuban missile crisis on the Soviet Union. “Not having any other way out, we had to accept every demand and condition dictated by the U.S., giving so far as permitting U.S. airplanes to inspect our ships,” Polyanski asserted. “This incident damaged the international prestige of our government, our party, our armed forces, while at the same time helping to raise the authority of the United States.”753

In the words of Fedor Burlatsky, the missile crisis was a “flash of lightning,” which illuminated the unfavorable nuclear balance of power between the United States and the Soviet Union. Dobrynin assessed the Cold War’s strategic balance of power by comparing the number of warheads in the atomic arsenals of each superpower. In October 1962 Dobrynin wrote, “The Soviet Union had 300 nuclear warheads against the Americans’ 5,000.”

Former CIA and Department of State analyst Raymond Garthoff used a different metric to compare the relative intercontinental missile strength of the Cold War superpowers: “[B]y October 31st we had 172 operational ICBMs on alert—on station—and 144 Polaris missiles at sea on station.” The United States also had 1,450 intercontinental bombers on alert status in late October 1962. The Soviet Union had a total of forty-four operational ICBM launchers.754

In the wake of the missile crisis, the Kremlin launched a crash program to build up the USSR’s strategic nuclear forces, according to an Office of the Secretary of Defense history of the nuclear arms race by scholars Ernest May, John Steinbrunner, and Thomas Wolfe. “[A] ‘never again’ mood seems to have translated into a resolve to catch up to the United States in strategic power by one means or another.” By the time the Cold War superpowers signed the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty (SALT) in 1972, the Soviet Union had more ICBMs and submarine-launched ballistic missiles than the United States—1,967 strategic missiles compared to a total of 1,710 missiles in the U.S. nuclear arsenal.755

Nuclear weapons were a paradox of the Cold War. They were the cornerstone of the U.S. and Soviet military strategies in the Cold War: A strategic nuclear capacity was considered the guarantor of national security and measure of power in international affairs. However, according to the CIA’s Office of National Estimates (ONE), nuclear weapons became less valuable as instruments of military power able to achieve specific foreign policy objectives as the size and destructiveness of the two superpowers’ arsenals grew. Strategists in Washington and Moscow eventually concluded that nuclear war would be an irrational act of mutual national suicide.756

Three decades later, Dobrynin identified the Cuban missile crisis as a turning point in the Cold War. “I cannot over emphasize the vast significance of the Cuban crisis for subsequent development of Soviet-American relations,” he wrote in his memoir. “Those days revealed the mortal danger of direct armed confrontation of the two great powers, a confrontation headed off on the brink of war thanks to both sides’ timely and agonizing realization of the disastrous consequences.”757

According to McGeorge Bundy, U.S. policymakers learned a valuable strategic lesson from the missile crisis, and took a “more cautious” approach to Cold War crises afterwards.758 Moreover, with the exits of Kennedy and Khrushchev from the world stage, Cuba’s importance as a Cold War hotspot was diminished. Neither President Lyndon Johnson nor Soviet leader Leonid Brezhnev had the same personal stake in Cuba as Kennedy and Khrushchev did. Neither were willing to risk another Cold War crisis over Cuba.759




The CIA’s Special Affairs Staff (SAS) made good on the commitment it made to Rolando Cubela (AMLASH) in Paris in November 1963. The special weapons Cubela requested were covertly delivered to the north coast of Pinar del Rio, Cuba in January and March 1964, and included, according to CIA Inspector General J.S. Earman, “among other things, two each FAL automatic rifles with five magazines per weapon.”760 The CIA continued to support Cubela by using Manuel Artime as a go-between, according to Cubela’s CIA case officer Nestor Sánchez. The CIA nudged Artime and Cubela to join forces. “Artime needed a man inside and Cubela wanted a silenced weapon, which CIA was unwilling to furnish to him directly,” wrote Earman. “By putting the two together, Artime might get his man inside Cuba and Cubela might get his silenced weapon.”

Artime and Cubela met twice in December 1964 and again in February 1965 in Madrid. According to the CIA, Artime had three packages of “special items,” including a pistol with a silencer and an FAL rifle, “made up by his technical people and delivered them in Madrid. Cubela seemed satisfied.” According to the CIA plan, Cubela would assassinate Castro. Cubela claimed to have the support of his Directorio Revolucionario comrades in the Cuban government and July 26th Movement dissidents led by Comandante Efigenio Ameijeiras. In the chaos following the assassination of Castro, Artime’s Movimiento de Recuperación Revolucionario (MRR) (Movement for the Recovery of the Revolution) would invade Cuba to drive the revolution from power, a January 1965 CIA memorandum stated.

From the start, however, Cubela distrusted Artime.761 In June 1965, CIA headquarters abruptly terminated the joint Artime-Cubela operation. According to Richard Helms biographer Thomas Powers, Cubela had been compromised. “That June the CIA learned (from listening devices, among other sources) that Cubela had been talking freely about his plans to kill Castro during one of his frequent trips to Europe,” Powers writes.

The FBI had already picked up information about the CIA’s contacts with Cubela. A Church Committee report stated, “In October 1963 the FBI had received a report that the CIA was meeting with AMLASH. That report contained information which indicates that the FBI informant knew the date and location of one of those meetings.” The panel added, “In July 1964, the informant gave the FBI additional details about the AMLASH operation, including the fact that the operation had involved assassination plotting.”762

In the meantime, Cuban State Security arrested Cubela and Comandante Ramón Guin Díaz in Havana on March 1, 1966. Cubela was charged with plotting with Manuel Artime to assassinate Fidel Castro and Guin, a former member of the Directorio Revolucionario, with spying for the CIA and having knowledge of the plotting to assassinate Castro. Five other DR members were also arrested.

Juan Felaifel was the chief prosecution witness. Felaifel, a Cuban counterintelligence agent, was under cover in the Cuban exile movement in Miami, where he learned about Artime’s conspiracy with Cubela. Felaifel testified that an informant told him a top Artime lieutenant had obtained and tested a FAL rifle with a telescopic sight for delivery to Cubela. His source was the MRR chief of intelligence.763

According to Operation AMTRUNK records, the CIA recruited Guin as an “internal asset” in August 1963. JMWAVE Chief of Station Theodore Shackley wrote in a July 1964 memorandum, “Subject’s [Guin’s] primary task is to recruit high-level personnel in the rebel Army for the purpose of organizing a conspiracy against the Castro government… Subject works primarily within a close-knit, select group of friends most of whom are well-placed in the government and military.”

The Cuban prosecutor requested the death sentence for Cubela, Guin, and their collaborators Alberto Blanco, and José González Gallareta. Cubela’s plotting with the CIA to assassinate Castro was not mentioned during the trial. At the last minute, Castro wrote a letter to the prosecutor. “In this case, despite its extreme gravity, it is not necessary to ask for the most severe sanctions,” Castro said. On March 14, Cubela and Guin were sentenced to twenty-five years in prison. Blanco and Gallareta were given twenty-year prison terms.764

As investigators in Havana uncovered the Artime-Cubela conspiracy, a CIA investigator puzzled over the meaning of the links he found between Cubela and Trafficante.




CIA Inspector General J. S. Earman was puzzled by his discovery of “name links” between Rolando Cubela and Santo Trafficante. One of the name links was Juan Orta. “An asset of the Miami Station reported that Rolando Cubela and Juan Orta wanted to defect and needed help in escaping.” CIA headquarters “expressed interest” in helping Cubela and Orta get out of Cuba in 1961. A CIA plan to exfiltrate Cubela and Orta was developed but never implemented.

Another name link was Rafael Garcia Bongo, a Havana attorney, who contacted the CIA Station in Madrid on March 15, 1965. “[Bongo] claimed to be in contact with a group of Cuban military leaders who were planning to eliminate Castro and take over the government,” a CIA report stated. “It quickly became clear that he was referring to Cubela.”

Bongo also played up his associations with the Mafia gamblers. He told the CIA that his legal clients included the Capri Hotel and Casino and Santo Trafficante, whom he had represented when the gangster was detained at Triscornia in 1959. When he moved to Miami seven years later, he developed a “father-son relationship” with Trafficante, according to an unnamed U.S. law-enforcement officer. Trafficante later told the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) that he was “sure” that Cubela knew Bongo.

Cubela’s ties to Orta and Bongo caused Earman to question whether Cubela was an “asset” of the Mafia gamblers. “If Cubela was in fact one of the gangster’s assets inside Cuba, that fact was unknown to either the CIA officers running the gangster episodes or to those handling Cubela.” In January 1959, the FBI had reported an incident in Havana involving Cubela and Trafficante, but did not understand what was going on. The Legal Attache at the U.S. Embassy wrote, “A few days after the overthrow of the Batista government, Trafficante had been picked up by the Directorio Revolucionario… held for a couple of hours and then released.” Trafficante later explained the incident to the HSCA. The DR did not take him into custody. Trafficante said that he “met” with Cubela for a discussion. “I never believed he was a communist,” he stated. “I always believed sooner or later he would react against Castro.” In a nutshell, Cubela and Trafficante not only knew each other, but Trafficante considered Cubela a potential ally.765

The CIA’s evaluations of Cubela were less than glowing. A September 1963 cable asserted, “AMLASH [Cubela] cocky totally spoiled brat who will always be a control problem.” Another CIA memorandum stated, “He appears capable of rash, thoughtless, violent action under the stress of provocation, tense situations, or frustration.”766

But the CIA had run out of realistic options to assassinate Castro. SAS Chief Desmond FitzGerald conceded as much to his assistant Sam Halpern in fall 1963, when he said, “Cubela is the only guy who has access [to Castro] and is willing to try—these guys don’t come often.” Halpern recalled, “Des felt it was a long shot, but it might work. We were desperate.” FitzGerald told Halpern that he was under relentless pressure from the Kennedy brothers to overthrow the Cuban revolution.767




In the mid-1960s, the Johnson Administration wound down the covert U. S. war against Cuba. Johnson terminated CIA-controlled covert operations in April 1964, and by the mid-1960s, Antonio Varona was no longer playing a major role in the Cuban exile movement. A 1965 FBI report stated, “Varona occasionally visits the office of Rescate, the anti-Castro organization he heads in New York. However, for all practical purposes, he has all but abandoned political activity…” Varona took a part-time job as “an automobile salesman” at Carey Chevrolet in Union City, New Jersey in 1964. A memorandum in his CIA security file reports that he used his son-in-law to help Juan Orta, who was living in Mexico City, return to Miami. Orta was the North American gamblers’ “inside man” in the first phase of the CIA-Mafia conspiracy to poison Castro.768

U.S. financial support for the autonomous operations of Manuel Artime and Manuel Ray was cut off in 1964–1965. Instead, Johnson pursued what the CIA called a policy of “low risk and low return.” JMWAVE Chief Theodore Shackley noted the changed attitude toward Cuba. “There was less enthusiasm after Johnson became president,” Shackley recalled. The CIA still supported a few Cuban exile action groups, but on a much smaller scale than before. “We were still putting out plans but not getting agreement for paramilitary activity. As a result, we were having trouble keeping the troops motivated. We never got any specific orders to shut down. We started cutting back….”769

Wealthy Cuban exiles and Mafia gamblers continued to fund Cuban commando operations against Cuba. But the Cuban counterrevolution in exile suffered major defeats in the mid-1960s when Eloy Menoyo Gutiérrez and Antonio Cuesta, two of its most daring commando commanders, were captured leading raids against Cuba. On December 28, 1964, Menoyo and his three-man Second National Front of Escambray (SNFE) team landed in Cuba on a reconnaissance mission, while the rest of his twenty-member guerrilla force remained in the Dominican Republic. Menoyo had received intelligence that the population around Baracoa, on the north coast of Oriente, was ready to rise up in arms against the revolution. Menoyo’s intelligence turned out to be wrong. He was captured on January 23, 1965.

“I found the peasants totally hostile,” Menoyo told Cuban Department of State Security interrogators. “I had to go to many houses… and as soon as we left, they reported that we were in the area to the [Cuban] armed forces, and the armed forces pursued us without let up, keeping us constantly in a state of flight avoiding clashes, until we were surrounded and captured…” Menoyo’s capture and interrogation, broadcast on Cuban radio and television, was a demoralizing setback for the Cuban counterrevolution, according to National Security Council (NSC) staff officer Gordon Chase.

“John Crimmins commented that this is a bad thing. It will be a blow to anti-Castro morale in Cuba,” Chase wrote in a January 1965 memorandum to National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy. “Also it shows how efficient the Cuban government is. Menoyo is an old experienced guerrilla fighter who in the past has impressed Crimmins with his intelligence, security and carefulness.” Crimmins was Deputy Director of the Office of Caribbean and Mexican Affairs in the Department of State.

A CIA cable stated that Carlos Prío and the Dominican Republic supported Menoyo’s operations. Prío was making payments of $1,000 a month to the SNFE, who trained at a military camp in the Dominican Republic with the blessing of President Donald Reid Cabral. Colonel Juan Folch, Dominican air force liaison with the SNFE, provided Menoyo with 4,000 hand grenades and 15,000 rounds of ammunition. Dominican Army General Atila Luna gave Menoyo an automatic rifle with a telescopic sight. The CIA noted that Prío also provided $1,000-a-month subsidies to Alpha 66 and Comandos L. “Prío believes that these [three] action groups are the only ones who will be able to do anything effective against Castro,” the CIA Information Report stated. “He feels that the money will be spent to its best advantage by these groups.”770

On May 29, 1966, Cuban exiles suffered another demoralizing setback. An operation led by Comandos L’s Tony Cuesta turned into a disaster off the coast of Miramar. The exile commandos fired rockets at the Comodoro Hotel and the Yacht Club of Miramar. The attack was designed to divert Cuban security forces from the infiltration of two assassins in a rubber raft to nearby Havana.

The exile commandos were overwhelmed by Cuban coastal patrol boats in a fierce fire fight. Herminio Díaz García and three other exiles were killed in the fighting. Cuesta tried unsuccessfully to kill himself rather than be taken prisoner. He set off a grenade, badly injuring his hand and lower arm, and blinding himself. Two other crew members were reported missing and presumably drowned.

Comandos L ‘s Ramón Font described the operation to the FBI: “The purpose of the mission was to infiltrate Herminio Díaz García and Armando Romero into Cuba for an assassination attempt against Fidel Castro Ruíz,” an FBI report stated. The mission was a joint project of Comandos L, the Movimiento Revolucionario 30 de Noviembre (November 30th Revolutionary Movement), and the Representación Cubana en el Exilio (RECE) (Cuban Representation in Exile).

The FBI reported, “The mission was financed 80% by RECE and 20% by the 30th of November Revolutionary Movement, which furnished certain military equipment and explosives.” According to a 1966 CIA memorandum, José “Pepin” Bosch, the head of Bacardi Rum was a major financial supporter of RECE. Bosch, who went into exile in 1960 when the Cuban revolution nationalized Bacardi, became a prominent member of the Cuban exile community in Florida. The CIA also provided RECE with an undisclosed amount of “financial support.”

When Herminio Díaz García entered the United States in 1963, he told his CIA debriefing officer “he wanted to assassinate Castro.” Three years later, the CIA learned that Díaz was “involved in a plan by a Cuban émigré group to infiltrate Cuba for the purpose of assassinating Castro.” He worked with the November 30th Revolutionary Movement in 1962, a group that, as we have seen, the CIA had an “interest” in and was supported by Roberto “Chiri” Mendoza. From 1959 until 1963, Díaz was chief of security at the Hotel Riviera in Havana. Before that, he was a member of the pro-Batista trade union Sindicato Gastronómico. In Cuba, Díaz was a pistolero in the Revolutionary Insurrectional Union (UIR), which then Labor Minister Carlos Prío used to drive leftists out of Cuban trade unions in the 1940s. He was reputed to have assassinated a man from a rival Cuban action group in Mexico in 1948.771

Meanwhile, Alpha 66 leader Antonio Veciana pulled back from the front lines of the fight to overthrow the revolution. A CIA cable stated: “Veciana reptd resigned from alliance 6/1/65.” By the mid-1960s, the Cuban revolution had overcome the existential threat to its survival, according to Thomas L. Hughes, director of the Department of State’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR). “The survival of Castro’s revolution over the foreseeable future seems assured,” Hughes wrote in an August 1965 memorandum to Secretary of State Dean Rusk. “Economic collapse is no longer a threat, and continuing Soviet economic support seems likely. Internal revolts aided by exile groups are highly improbable.”772

In June 1968, Special National Intelligence Estimate (SNIE) 85-68 came to a similar conclusion about the staying power of the Cuban revolution. “His regime offered the poorer people a sense of personal dignity and a chance to participate in the making of a new revolutionary society…” the SNIE stated. “Though drastic changes in the distribution of personal income deprived the upper and middle classes of their luxuries as well as privileged status, the poorer classes benefitted from such things as improved housing and diet, and a significant expansion of education and medical care.”

Castro himself remained personally popular. “Castro has displayed impressive political instincts in keeping a firm hold on power. He has regularly briefed the Cuban people on the objectives of the Revolution, and on its failures as well as successes,” SNIE 85-68 reported. “So far he has succeeded in focusing discontent with internal progress on external causes, and institutionalizing the belief that Cubans are a beleaguered people fighting against malevolent forces.”

Fidel Castro unified the island in defense of the revolution in 1959 by appealing to Cuban nationalism. He defined the revolution as the fulfillment of José Martí’s dream of “Cuba libre,” while dismissing its opponents as instruments of the United States. His explanations resonated politically, given the external character of the counterrevolution and the U.S. obsession with the return to the status quo ante in Cuba. In effect, the Cuban counterrevolution migrated into exile. According to SNIE 85-68, by the mid-1960s, 400,000 Cubans, or five to six percent of the population of Cuba, had left for the United States.

On the island, Castro isolated opponents of the revolution. Cuban security forces “discouraged” the growth of the counterrevolution inside Cuba, as the SNIE put it, by “jailing perhaps 10,000 to 20,000” Cuban dissidents. Still, opposition to the Cuban revolution did not disappear. Sabotage raids by Cuban exile action groups continued and, so too, did attempts to assassinate Castro in the coming years and decades. But the survival of the revolution would not be threatened as it was in the first few years after January 1, 1959.773 By the mid-1960s, the Cuban counterrevolution had reached a dead end in Cuba, but gangsterismo had taken root in the United States.




When he returned to the United States from Cuba in 1959, Santo Trafficante became the best-connected Mafioso in Florida, playing a bigger role in the Trafficante family’s underworld operations in his hometown Tampa than he did during his years in Cuba. But he also spent an increasing amount of time, three or four days a week, in Miami, where he had a home not far from Biscayne Bay. According to a Dade County Organized Crime Bureau report, “He uses public telephone booths to make telephone calls. Usually he has important meetings in the lobbies of the major hotels in Miami and Miami Beach.”

In Miami, Trafficante worked closely with his Cuban gangster associates Evarista García Vidal and Raúl González Jerez in bolita operations and heroin trafficking. A Dade Country Organized Crime Bureau memorandum stated, “Santo Trafficante… is alleged to control the lottery and narcotics rackets in most of Florida, especially within the Latin American element.” Trafficante also maintained close relationships with major Mafia families in the United States. A Dade County Organized Crime Bureau “information sheet” reported, “Intelligence sources confirm Trafficante’s continuing association with the family heads and leading members of all Cosa Nostra families.”

Among Trafficante’s closest associates in Miami were veterans of gangsterismo in Cuba: Norman Rothman, Dino Cellini, Charles Tourine, Rafael “Macho” Gener, and Santiago Rey.774 Gangsterismo was in full flower in the 1960s. Frank Sinatra, whose rise to stardom was assisted by the Mafia, performed annually at the Fontainebleau Hotel, which had become a symbol of post–World War II affluence and luxury. Sam Giancana, Johnny Rosselli, Santo Trafficante, and Joe Fischetti were often in the audience.

One evening in mid-March 1961, Sinatra joined his gangster pals at the Fontainebleau’s Boom Boom Room bar for a drink. Ostensibly Giancana, Rosselli, and Trafficante were in Miami Beach for Sinatra’s opening and the Floyd Patterson–Ingemar Johansson heavyweight boxing championship fight. Sinatra did not know that they would also meet with CIA case officer Jim O’Connell to take the next step in the CIA-Mafia plan to assassinate Fidel Castro. At the Fontainebleau, O’Connell gave Rosselli the botulinum capsules formulated by the CIA to poison Castro.

The FBI monitored Sinatra’s activities in Miami. He was often observed dining with Joe Fischetti and Trafficante. The FBI also reported, “[T]here was to be an important meeting of hoodlums in the Miami area sometime between 2/17/67 and 2/24/67, apparently coinciding with a scheduled appearance of Sinatra at the Fontainebleau Hotel.” In March 1967, Sinatra was spotted with Trafficante at the Vizcaya Restaurant in Miami Beach. An FBI report stated, “Sinatra was wearing a dark hat and dark glasses so he would not be recognized.” Two days later, Trafficante and Sinatra attended a private party at the home of Joe Fischetti on Keystone Point. “Trafficante made at least two visits to the Fontainebleau Hotel… during the Sinatra performances.”

Joe Fischetti, and his brothers Charlie and Rocco, had introduced Sinatra to the Mafia gambling colony in Cuba in December 1946, inviting him to accompany them to a Mafia conference in Havana at the Hotel Nacional, where Sinatra sang for Godfather Charles “Lucky” Luciano. The Fischettis were first cousins of the notorious gangster Al Capone with gambling interests in Chicago and Miami. Meyer Lansky’s associate Joseph “Doc” Stacher also recalled Sinatra’s appearance at the Hotel Nacional. “Frankie flew into Havana with the Fischettis, with whom he was quite friendly…” Stacher stated. “The Italians among us were very proud of Frank. They always told me they had spent a lot of money helping him in his career, ever since he was with Tommy Dorsey’s band. Lucky Luciano was very fond of Sinatra’s singing.”775

Two decades later, gangsterismo was flourishing in exile. Corrupt Cuban politicians collaborated with the Mafia gamblers in Miami as they had in Havana from the 1930s through the 1950s. Carlos Prío and his brother Francisco were a case in point. In the mid-1940s in Havana, the reputation of Carlos Prío as a political reformer was badly tarnished by Senator Eddy Chibás’s exposure of Prío and his brother Francisco’s ties to the Mafia gamblers. Senator Francisco “Paco” Prío gained notoriety as a public supporter of Lucky Luciano and a cocaine trafficker.

In Miami in the early 1960s, Johnny Rosselli chose close associates of Carlos Prío—Antonio Varona, Juan Orta, and Rafael “Macho” Gener—for important roles in the CIA-Mafia plots to assassinate Castro. Carlos also provided funds to Cuban exile action groups for sabotage operations in Cuba from 1959 until the mid-1960s. Paco was more committed to the good life than to politics. But he still hobnobbed with his North American gangster friends, as his brief encounter with Trafficante in the lobby of a Miami bank illustrates.

An August 1964 FBI report described a surreptitious exchange of money between Trafficante and Paco Prío in the First National Bank of Miami. As Trafficante’s Cuban gangster associate Evaristo García watched, Trafficante handed Prío $51,000 in cash. “Trafficante carried the cash in his pocket and that … the money was counted in the presence of all three.”776

From neocolonial Cuba to the Cuban counterrevolution in exile, gangsterismo was ingrained in Cuban politics. The deal struck by Meyer Lansky and Antonio Varona in August 1960 was a defining moment. When the Cuban revolution shut down the Mafia’s gambling colony, the gangsters regrouped with their Autentico and Batistiano allies in the United States. They made themselves invaluable to the Cuban exile movement, sponsoring sabotage operations in Cuba and offering arms and financial services to Cuban exile commando groups. And they squared the circle of gangsterismo in the United States by plotting with the CIA to assassinate Fidel Castro. The Mafia was always up-front about what it wanted from its allies in return: support for the gangsters’ return to Cuba, to reopen their casinos, hotels, and nightclubs in post-Castro Cuba.

A question lingers at the end of the narrative arc of gangsterismo. What if the Bay of Pigs operation had been successful? If the CIA-Mafia assassins had killed Castro, and the Brigade 2506 landing at the Bay of Pigs sparked an uprising that toppled the Cuban revolution? Would gangsterismo have returned to post-Castro Cuba? There is no fact-based answer for a counterfactual question. But what we know from CIA and FBI reports is troubling. Both the CIA and the Mafia groomed Antonio Varona, a grizzled veteran of gangsterismo, for leadership in post-Castro Cuba.
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Classic Detroit-built cars, like this old Chevy, crowded the streets of Havana in the 1940s and 1950s, as they do today. Photograph by Jack Colhoun, 2001.
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