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Introduction


“When he hated nobody was spared….”

—CHRISTINA ONASSIS






I first met Aristotle Onassis on January 5, 1968, at his apartment on avenue Foch, Paris. Thinking of “making a book” about his life, he had written to his friend Jean Paul Getty asking him to recommend a writer. Probably because I had recently spent some time interviewing him for a magazine profile, Getty had simply returned the letter, with my name and telephone number written in the margin. It was good enough for Onassis—was I interested?

Onassis was probably the most famous millionaire in the world; his affair with Maria Callas had made him sexy as well as notorious. Of course I was interested—but not if he just wanted a hagiographer. I asked what kind of book he had in mind. He started to tell me the story of his life: his childhood in Smyrna, now Izmir: how he had survived the massacre of 1922 and became the head of his family when his father was thrown into prison by the Turks, their escape to Athens, and his flight to Argentina, where he made his first fortune.

Although I knew that I was seeing a performance, the alchemy of money, sex, and mystery that was at the core of his story was irresistible. Over lunch at Maxim’s, I took the bait.

 
I quickly discovered that he did not respond well to question-and-answer interview techniques. He was at his best when he was free-associating—preferably over a meal, in a bar, or simply walking the streets late at night in London, Paris, or New York. Like all spellbinders, he liked to have an audience. In Paris, Johnny Meyer, an old Hollywood publicity man who described himself as Onassis’s aide-de-camp, sometimes tagged along, with an elegant companion from Madame Claude’s callgirl establishment or a showgirl from the Crazy Horse. Occasionally, Onassis’s son, Alexander, joined us, but he seemed ill at ease listening to Onassis’s stories. Theirs was not a happy relationship, although Alexander, a kind and decent young man, was always respectful to his father. The man who inspired Onassis best was Constantine Gratsos, his oldest and closest friend, and the architect of many of his biggest schemes. “I will sometimes lie to you,” Onassis once told me. “But Costa will always tell you the truth.”

Although he had great charm, and could be extraordinarily generous, he was also capable of sadism toward those closest to him, and his mood could switch at alarming speed: Exhilaration could turn to despair, and not only when he drank. When I mentioned Stavros Niarchos’s name—before I knew enough to tread warily around anything to do with his rival, brother-in-law, and the man who was soon to marry his ex-wife and the mother of his children, Tina Livanos—he left the room, slamming the door so hard that I expected never to see him again. Nevertheless, he continued to come and go through the spring and summer months of 1968. I would receive a call to meet him in Paris, where we would sometimes talk for many hours, often through the night. Sometimes, though, he granted me only a few minutes, and once he failed to find time to talk to me at all after what had seemed to be a most urgent summons. I worked with him in this fashion for ten months before he canceled the deal; a week later, on October 20, 1968, he married Jacqueline Kennedy.

In the spring of 1974, Onassis told me that he wanted to resume work on the book. His marriage to Jackie had been a sham. On paper, it had lasted six years; in reality, it was over within weeks of the nuptials on his private island of Skorpios—marked from beginning to end by calamity. Alexander had been killed. Tina had died. His daughter Christina had been married and divorced, and her life was a mess. He had lost Monaco, the principality over which he ruled for more than a decade, and his dream of making a new fortune in partnership with the colonels’ dictatorship in Greece had collapsed. An even more ambitious plan to take over Haiti had ended badly.

He was suffering from myasthenia gravis, a disorder of the body’s autoimmune system, which made it difficult for him to talk. We both knew that he was dying, and when I asked him why he had become interested in the book again, he told me, “I hate leaving anything unfinished.”

But he was a curious as well as a vain man, and I knew that what I would write about him when he was dead mattered to him. Throughout the next six or seven months, until his death, in March 1975, we continued to work on the book we both knew he would not live to see published. Meanwhile, his instinct for self-preservation had degenerated with age and illness into paranoia (obsessed by tricks and games to test the loyalty of his family and friends, he never lost the power to unnerve), and our book was his last attempt to fix how the world would remember him.

He clearly believed he had achieved his purpose the last time we said goodbye. “What you don’t know now,” he told me with the slow, polite drawl that had deceived lawyers, financiers, and lovers for years, “nobody will ever know.”

Six weeks later Aristotle Socrates Onassis was dead.

 

Shortly after it was published in 1986, I took a copy of Ari: The Life and Times of Aristotle Socrates Onassis1 to Yannis Georgakis in Athens. A distinguished Greek lawyer, former chairman of Olympic Airways, and Onassis’s house intellectual and raisonneur, Georgakis had joined the Athens University Law School at fifteen and graduated at twenty. He continued to pursue his studies at the universities of Munich, Heidelberg, and Leipzig, where he obtained his doctorate in criminal law in 1938. He taught there until he returned to Greece at the outbreak of World War II.

 
Georgakis had been my most reliable informant and a wise sounding board after Onassis’s death. A discreet homosexual with a gentle manner and disarming sense of humor, he was not, however, someone to be trifled with; during the German occupation, he defended bravely and without remuneration hundreds of Greek resistance fighters before German courts martial. He regarded Onassis with affection, yet he could be tough on him, too: Onassis, he had warned me the first time we met, was “a charming psychopath” bound by “absolutely no moral imperatives at all.” Unless I understood that, he said, I would never understand anything about Onassis at all.

Although he had become engrossed in his new role as Greek ambassador-at-large to the Arab world, he had read each draft of my book, and checked the galleys, with a lawyer’s attention to detail; the first edition I took to Athens was a token of my gratitude. I believed I had written the last word on the subject of Aristotle Socrates Onassis. I was disappointed when a few days later Georgakis told me that although I had gotten closer than any writer ever would to the truth about Onassis, I had also “missed the real story.”

It was not what I had expected or wanted to hear. I should have looked more closely at the events surrounding Onassis’s marriage to Jackie Kennedy, he said. He liked to tease me with ambiguity, but I was in no mood for games. Having arranged the wedding on Skorpios, he was uniquely qualified to know the truth—why didn’t he just tell me what I’d missed?

“I can’t. It would destroy Christina,” he answered, defensively. “Let sleeping dogs lie.”

I knew that his position as permanent secretary of the international committee of the Alexander Onassis Foundation put him in a delicate situation. I tried to refine my questions, to draw him out without embarrassing him. But he was too smart a lawyer not to see through that.

In the following months, as information trickled in from unexpected sources, as it always does after publication of any biography, hints of a more complex story began to emerge.
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“A point is the beginning of all geometry; a percentage point is the beginning of all fortunes. Before that point nothing matters,” Onassis had told Christina when she asked about his fortune-making years. I knew that she had never read Ari. “I’m afraid of what I might discover,” she told me, although in truth she had never shown much curiosity about her family’s past.

In May 1988, I had lunch with her in Paris and gave her a videotape of The Richest Man in the World, a Hollywood miniseries of my biography. I hadn’t seen her as often as when her father was alive and, at thirty-seven, she had changed in ways I still find difficult to define. “I used to think that being rich was some kind of nirvana. It isn’t. I’ve discovered that since my father died,” she told me. I asked whether that had made her harder or more vulnerable. “Wiser,” she answered.

I heard nothing from her for five months. At the beginning of October, she called me in London. She was shortly going to Buenos Aires to celebrate a friend’s fortieth birthday and suggested that we have lunch in Paris before she left. She had finally read Ari and wanted to discuss it with me, she said.

We lunched at a cafe on rue Capucine, behind the place Vendrome. She had shed about forty pounds in a Swiss clinic since our last meeting, but was still heavier than in 1970, when I had first taken her out in London; even after four failed marriages and numerous unhappy love affairs, her face was still gentler than it looked in press photographs. She had just returned from Geneva, where she had rewritten her last will and testament for the eighth time since her father died. Writing her will always gave her pleasure. “If you want to find out how you really feel about somebody, write your will. It concentrates the mind wonderfully,” she told me mischievously.

She talked about the men who were not remembered in the will, men who had let her down and used her. No wonder my head is so messed up, she said, although I knew that her heavy prescription-drug habit didn’t help her state of mind much either. She took risks her Parisian friend and confidante Florence Grinda begged her not to take. After her first suicide attempt in 1974, and ever since her uncle, Dr. Theodore Garofalides, had prescribed the antidepressant drug imipramine, she had been on an upward curve of amphetamine addiction. Unable to use a needle on herself, she had hired a permanent private nurse to administer the shots.

Christina talked about Thierry Roussel, her last husband and the father of her daughter, Athina, who was a few months short of her fourth birthday. She knew that Roussel, whom she still loved, was not liked by her friends and was distrusted by her advisers, who were appalled at the way he had two-timed her with his Swedish mistress. “Thierry is a Frenchman,” she shrugged, as if that explained everything.

I suspected that she was not telling me these things without a purpose. But was it to prove that she trusted me or to appear unguarded about one thing in order to dupe me about something else? The only thing I could be sure of was that she was her father’s daughter, despite the plastic surgery on her nose and jaw line, she still had his looks about the eyes and mouth, and quite a bit of his charm and wiles, too. I was still trying to figure out her motives when she told me that she liked my biography of her father. I’d gotten him almost right most of the time, although I had failed to understand his capacity to hate.

“When he hated, nobody was spared. It destroyed us all in the end,” she said. It was an extraordinary statement, and I was still wondering how to respond to it when she added: “But he was not a bad man. He did some bad things, he made some bad mistakes, but he was never deliberately wicked.”

Onassis had been dead thirteen years, but talking about him touched her to the point of tears. Although I knew that her relationship with her father defied her comprehension, I was moved by her loyalty and her determination to defend his name. Although she was having difficulty explaining exactly what troubled her, I gathered that she wanted me to write a magazine piece about Onassis’s marriage to Jackie Kennedy that would clarify some issues I hadn’t dealt with in my book. Georgakis had told me I had missed the real story, and I wondered whether this was the same lacuna that was troubling Christina. I’d planned to fly back to London that evening, but having seen her in any number of emotional states in the past, I knew that she would not be able to continue our conversation coherently that night, and I decided to stay over.

The following day, we met at a cafe on the Quai des Grands-Augustins. Her energies revived by a good night’s sleep, she seemed much stronger and more purposeful. Having made me swear to keep her confidence, and not to use the story without her agreement, she told me—like a lawyer summarizing the evidence for the defense—what was causing her so much consternation.

In 1968, she told me, Onassis had paid a Palestinian terrorist named Mahmoud Hamshari (who later became a leading figure in Black September, the terror group responsible for the massacre of eleven Israeli athletes at the 1972 Munich Olympics) protection money for his airline, Olympic Airways. Later, Onassis learned that his money had been used to finance the assassination of Robert Kennedy.

Even from this brief outline her concern was understandable. For Bobby Kennedy’s death had cleared the way for Onassis to marry his brother John F. Kennedy’s widow—a marriage that Bobby had sworn would happen only over his dead body. Since nothing was allowed to be accidental around the Kennedys—theories grew around the family like Boston ivy—Christina feared that if the link were discovered, if somebody followed the money, who would believe that her father had not been directly responsible for setting up the murder?

I had known Christina for twenty years, and although I felt that there was something she was not telling me, I knew this was not the time to press her. We agreed to meet again, together with Georgakis, at the beginning of December. “Perhaps you could come over for my birthday,” she suggested. She would be thirty-eight on December 11 and had arranged a party at Maxim’s. I wouldn’t miss it for anything, I told her.

Three weeks later she was found dead in her bath in Buenos Aires, the city where her father had made his first fortune sixty years before.

 

Georgakis refused to discuss the matter with me after Christina’s death, but when I told him that I had been asked to write her biography, he told me, “Do it if you want to, but she’s a sideshow. Her father’s still the story.”

 
It was more than three years before he finally agreed to help me unravel the secret that was at the heart of Onassis’s marriage to Jacqueline Kennedy—and the truth about the murder of Bobby Kennedy.

“It isn’t quite as straightforward as Christina thought it was,” he began, with a sense of understatement that I now realize perfectly defined the man.

I must, he said, begin with the premise that, for Onassis, Bobby Kennedy was unfinished business from way back….








 

One

The Blood Trade


Were one to ask me in which direction

I think man strongest,

I should say, his capacity to hate.

—H. W. BEECHER, 1813–1884






Robert Kennedy and Aristotle Onassis met for the first time at a cocktail party given by the English socialite Pamela Churchill* at the Plaza Hotel in New York City in the spring of 1953—the year Jacqueline Lee Bouvier married John F. Kennedy.

Pamela Churchill was a shrewd networker long before the term had been invented, and her guest list had been drawn from the elite of the American establishment and the world’s richest people. Daughter of an English baron, and the former wife of Randolph Churchill—the drunkard son of the British prime minister—Pamela, who would become the model for the elegant tramp Lady Ina Coolbirth in Truman Capote’s Answered Prayers,1 knew the great and near great of five continents. It was said that for legendary amounts of money, she had slept with many of them.

 
She had known Bobby since 1938, when his father, Joseph P. Kennedy, was the American ambassador to England. She and Bobby’s older sister Kathleen were debutantes together in the last London season before the start of World War II, and had remained friends until Kathleen’s death in a plane crash in 1948.

Onassis was not such an old friend. Since Pamela’s ex-husband Randolph had introduced them in the South of France several months earlier, however—an introduction that Onassis said had cost him £2,000 (some £40,000 in today’s currency)—the Greek shipping millionaire had become a close one (her lover, he said; not so, she protested, although her veracity in such matters was as questionable as Onassis’s). Onassis was far too earthy for her tastes, Pamela told friends.2 An unmistakeable arriviste, he possessed a volatile temper, especially when he’d had too much to drink, and his habit of smashing plates and making scenes in restaurants offended her English sensibilities.

Although Onassis was attracted to Pamela’s world, and knew he would be accepted more easily if he adopted the elegant dress, language, and manners of their class—much as his brother-in-law, Stavros Niarchos had done—he refused. “I won’t play the hypocrite for anyone,” he told his young, English-educated wife Tina, daughter of the 1930s shipping king Stavros Livanos, when she tried to break him out of his Greek chrysalis and repackage him as an English toff.3

Nevertheless, Pamela Churchill was a practical woman, and it was clear that her interest in Onassis had been rekindled—and her sense of tolerance restored—by the news that he had just bought the principality of Monaco. More precisely, hiding behind a maze of Panamanian fronts, he had acquired SBM,* a moribund property company that owned an Edwardian pile of real estate in Monte Carlo, including the casino, the yacht club, the Hotel de Paris, and about one third of the principality’s 375 acres.

Situated between the oil fields of the Middle East and the markets of Europe and North America, Monte Carlo was a perfect base for Onassis’s operations. The climate pleased him, the social life met with Tina’s approval, and the principality was tax free.

Overnight, Onassis had become famous; suddenly, everything he did was news. His wealth, as well as the hints of something undisclosed about his past, made wonderful copy. More than just another rich Greek, this small, dark, sybaritic figure with sensual heavy-lidded eyes was recognized in the street. Women began to proposition him as if he were a movie star; he took to wearing dark glasses and engaged a public relations man. Reporters dubbed him the “king of Monaco” (a tabloid ennoblement that did not go down well with Rainier, the prince of Monaco). He gave interviews on how to handle women: “I approach every woman as a potential mistress,” he said. “Beautiful women cannot bear moderation; they need an inexhaustible supply of excess.”

But his love affair with the media was not entirely motivated by ego. His cultivated image as a mysterious but magnanimous rags-to-riches tycoon also “sanctioned his sharp deals,” in the words of one American aide.4 And no deal had been sharper than his acquisition, five years earlier, of ten U.S. surplus T2 tankers. Because of their size and strategic significance, the ships had been forbidden to foreigners, but at $1.5 million each, they had been an irresistible purchase for Onassis, and with the help of a U.S. corporation fronted by three American citizens, he easily circumvented the exclusion clause and bought them.*
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Robert Kennedy also became front-page news for the first time in 1953. And if the 1950s were not to be his glory years, as they were for Onassis, they were unquestionably heady ones.

Small and more Irish and intense than his brothers, with a psychology coiled tightly as a spring, after graduating from the University of Virginia Law School in 1951 Kennedy took a job in the Criminal Division of the Department of Justice. Assigned to menial legwork on tax-fraud cases in a district office in Brooklyn, he quit after only a few months to work on his older brother Jack’s senatorial campaign. After Jack was elected in 1952, though, twenty-seven-year-old Bobby felt stranded, a lawyer with no courtroom experience and no certain way to turn. His father suggested that he join Senator Joseph McCarthy’s Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations, an offshoot of a low-profile committee on government operations, which McCarthy had turned into a power base for his notorious communist witch-hunt.

Although not yet his own ism, McCarthy was already notorious and dangerous. No politician of the age, said the writer Richard Rovere, had “surer, swifter access to the dark places of the American mind.”5 Although he had never been able to prove his charge that 205 Communists had infiltrated the State Department,* McCarthy continued to use innuendo, and allegations of Communist conspiracies to destroy America, to exploit the fears and frustrations of a nation weary of the war in Korea and worried by Communist advances in eastern Europe and China. Although John Kennedy strongly advised against it, Bobby decided it would be exciting to expose corruption and uncover Communist plots; he told his father to go ahead and talk to McCarthy about giving him a job.6

 
Joe Kennedy had been a financial backer of McCarthy for some time,7 although how much he poured into the Republican senator’s coffers is still not known.* Nevertheless, the amount was apparently sufficient to stop McCarthy from going to Massachusetts to stump for John Kennedy’s Republican opponent when the future president was running for the Senate in the Eisenhower landslide year of 1952—a move many believe ensured Kennedy’s victory.

Joe Kennedy may thus have felt he had McCarthy in his pocket when he asked him to appoint Bobby chief counsel on his Permanent Subcommittee on Investigations. But McCarthy said he had already promised the job to Roy Cohn, a young assistant U.S. attorney in New York with his own well-established reputation for anti-Communist zeal (he had helped to convict Julius and Ethel Rosenberg as atomic spies). All McCarthy could offer Bobby was a job as Cohn’s assistant counsel.

It was more than a passing disappointment to Bobby; irritated at being passed over in favor of Cohn, who was eighteen months younger than Bobby, the young lawyer began showing signs of a bitter competitive streak that Onassis would ruthlessly exploit in years to come.8

“Bobby felt he was getting nowhere,” an old family friend said, recalling Kennedy’s frustration at having to settle for the role of Cohn’s assistant counsel. “He was angry and got mad at people all the time. A lot of people thought he was an asshole.”9 His new brother-in-law, George Skakel, considered him a “chicken-shit little bastard,” and couldn’t see what his sister Ethel saw in “the little prick.”10 Rather more elegantly, Jackie Kennedy would later tell Onassis that Bobby had “a gift for estrangement.”11

But even friends who were used to seeing Bobby take his frustrations out on others were puzzled by his angry reaction to Onassis’s presence at Pamela Churchill’s soiree on that spring evening in 1953. “Their contempt for each other was palpable…a definite sense of physical challenge was in the air,” said British diplomat Sir John Russell.12

Bobby Kennedy and Ari Onassis, men who could bully as well as charm—short, rumpled-looking men whose clothes always appeared to be off the rack, no matter how much they’d cost. “I never saw either one of them in a suit that was pressed, or shoes that weren’t scuffed,” said one mutual acquaintance.13 They must have looked strangely out of place among Churchill’s elegant guests at the Plaza Hotel that spring evening. Bobby was twenty-seven years old; Onassis was fifty-three, but pretending to be six years younger. Sir John thought it very odd that two men born a quarter of a century and a world apart should vie with each other “like a couple of Kilkenny cats.”14

When Sir John Russell called Churchill the following day, she was clearly aroused by the clash of egos. “My, those two fellows bared their tribal qualities last night, didn’t they though?” She had never seen Bobby’s eyes icier, or bluer, she said. They were just like his father’s “after Joe has done something truly unconscionable.”

Sir John, a man deeply versed in the more scandalous gossip of London society, knew that Pamela’s familiarity with the color and chill of Joe Kennedy’s eyes when he had behaved badly was more than mere guesswork. Later, in Truman Capote’s roman à clef, Lady Ina Coolbirth would describe how, when she was Kathleen Kennedy’s weekend houseguest, at age eighteen, she had been raped by Kathleen’s father when he slipped into her bed in the small hours.

The real offense, however, was not Joe’s ravishment of her but his failure to leave her some tangible proof of his gratitude. At breakfast, complained Pamela’s acquisitive alter ego in the novel: “There was never a wink or a nod, just the good old daddy of my schoolgirl chum. It was uncanny and rather cruel; after all, he’d had me and I’d even pretended to enjoy it; there should have been some sentimental acknowledgement, a bauble, a cigarette box…”15

The story was a familiar one to anyone who knew Churchill well. Capote, who was counted among her closest friends, assured Joe Fox, our mutual editor at Random House, that Ina Coolbirth was “not based on Pamela Churchill—she is Pamela Churchill.”*

Is it possible, therefore, that Bobby Kennedy simply lost his cool because he suspected that Onassis—a man who made a point of discovering the indiscretions as well as the weaknesses of his friends—knew about his father’s infamous conduct and who knows what other Kennedy secrets Pamela might have let slip? Certainly, despite all his brashness, Kennedy was easily unsettled. But is it a sufficient explanation for their head-on collision at Churchill’s party, and what turned out to be the start of a mutual hatred that would fester for the rest of their lives?

“My wife, Aliki, said that she thought each had recognized in the other something he despised in himself, and that rather made sense to me,” Sir John would later tell me.16 But, insightful as Aliki’s observation might have been, there was also another and more immediate reason why the two men had taken an instant dislike to each other when they came face to face for the first time.

 

While Joe McCarthy and Roy Cohn were hunting down subversives in the State Department and making themselves notorious, Bobby Kennedy completed a brief investigation into an alleged influx of homosexuals into the State Department, then embarked on a study of trade—“the blood trade,” McCarthy would later call it, with his instinct for a grabby headline17—between America’s allies and Red China, whose forces were fighting U.S. troops in Korea.

For weeks, his shirtsleeves rolled up, his necktie pulled loose.18 Bobby had raked through the Lloyds of London shipping index, Maritime Commission records, CIA reports, and Naval Intelligence records.19 That spring, his revelation that over three hundred ships owned by the New York Greek shipping families were regularly trading with Red China brought him his first national newspaper headlines. It didn’t make sense, he declared at his press conference, that “our major allies, whom we’re aiding financially, should trade with the communists who are killing GIs.”20

But patriotism was a meaningless concept to Onassis, and he was furious at what he regarded as the meddling of a politician who was simply in a hurry to make a name for himself.

Although none of Onassis’s vessels were involved in “the blood trade,” he was concerned that Kennedy’s harangues against the Greek shipowners could raise questions about how they had been able to acquire so many of the prohibited T2 tankers engaged in the trade. In turn, this might breathe fresh life into a flagging FBI investigation into his own criminal conspiracy to defraud the United States government with his acquisition of T2 tankers five years earlier.

At any other time he would have lost little sleep over the matter. Even if all his T2s were repossessed by the United States, they had already made him at least thirty times what he had paid for them. Normally, their expropriation would simply have been an inconvenience, but now the consequences could be disastrous, for he was secretly negotiating a deal to supply and run a fleet of tankers for the government of Saudi Arabia to transport its oil under the Saudi flag. It was what he would later call “the biggest dry-throat deal”21 of his life. The profits were potentially massive, the global implications immense; if he succeeded, he would become richer and more powerful than some nations. Moreover, he also knew that a Saudi tanker fleet would be perceived as the first step toward Saudi self-sufficiency in the oil business. A blatant violation of an agreement between the American oil majors and the Saudi monarchy, it was clear that the deal would have to be concluded swiftly before news of what he was up to got back to Washington and ARAMCO.* Moral principles had played little part in his success so far, but he knew that the Saudis might have second thoughts about their relationship if he were to become embroiled in a Washington scandal.

 
In October 1953, his worst fears came true. A federal grand jury handed down a sealed indictment against him; now every time one of his ships pulled into an American port, it was seized and its revenues impounded. Nobody was in any doubt about what the sealed indictments contained, and Onassis blamed Bobby Kennedy for his predicament.

“Nobody gave a shit about who owned those tankers until Kennedy started shooting off his big Irish mouth,” he told his long-time partner, Costa Gratsos. He was convinced that Bobby had embarked on a personal vendetta against him.22

At first Onassis’s friends dismissed this idea as paranoia, but that autumn a ten-year-old ONI (Office of Naval Intelligence) report to the FBI surfaced in New York concerning a tobacco insurance scam Onassis had pulled off a decade earlier.


The tobacco was sent via Genoa, where it was transshipped. And it appears that ONASSIS hit upon the idea of spraying the bales with salt water during their stay at Genoa, the resultant collections from underwriters for sea damage forming a welcome addition to legitimate trading profits. Insurance agents were involved and, eventually, an employee gave the game away at a time when Nicolas KONIALIDIS, brother-in-law of subject,† was in Genoa, with the result that the latter served a term in jail. The dossier appears to have been sent to Greece from Genoa, but is thought to have been lost owing to a close liaison between ONASSIS and one MICHALAKOPOULOS, a Greek minister at that time.23



 
Onassis knew that Bobby had trawled through Naval Intelligence records for information with which to attack the Greek shipowners, and, he claimed, Bobby’s fingerprints were all over the ONI report which was soon being passed around at smart New York dinner parties like a samizdat story in Moscow. Although there was no proof of Bobby’s culpability, John Kennedy had worked in World War II for ONI in Washington, and that was evidence enough for Onassis.

“Ari offered Johnny Meyer a Cadillac if he could prove that Jack Kennedy had given Bobby the story,” Yannis Georgakis told me.24

Meyer, who had been Howard Hughes’s Washington fixer in World War II, discovered that Jack had left Naval Intelligence five months before the ONI report to the FBI was written.25 “I found out Kennedy had been moved to a less sensitive post when the FBI discovered that he was banging some dame (Inga Arvad) they suspected was a German spy,* Meyer would later tell Brian Wells, a former newspaper executive and Palm Beach neighbor, who became his collaborator on an unfinished autobiography.

The time gap didn’t convince Onassis, who continued to insist that Bobby had acquired the ONI report through Jack or Jack’s intelligence connections. “I said, ‘Jesus, Ari, Howard’s paranoid, but you’re even crazier than he is,’ ” Meyer would later recall. “He said, ‘Even paranoids have enemies. This Irish fuck wants to bury me.’ ”

A few days later, Onassis asked Meyer if he would get some dirt on Bobby for him. But Meyer was still with Howard Hughes, and didn’t want to get any more involved than he already had. “Ari had a lot of charm, a terrific sense of mischief, which I liked, and I had to keep reminding myself that he also had a reputation for ruthlessness. Let’s say he had a very Greek attitude towards his enemies. If Bobby was going to be hurt—I didn’t want any part of that,” Meyer told Wells.

 

Six months after his abrasive encounter with Bobby at Pamela Churchill’s party, Onassis flew to Dusseldorf to consult Dr. Hjalmar Schacht about the Saudi deal. Former president of the Reichsbank, and financial mastermind of Hitler’s Third Reich, Schacht now specialized in advising countries in the Muslim world. According to the West German magazine Der Spiegel, the old Nazi had become the “medicine man of high finance”26 who was “worshipped almost mystically” through the Middle East, and Onassis calculated that the potential massive profits were worth the risk of further alienating the American government.

By the end of December, Schacht had drawn up a draft contract known simply as the Jiddah Agreement. This closely guarded secret agreement called for Onassis to supply five hundred thousand tons of tanker shipping toward the establishment of the Saudi Arabian Maritime Company, or SAMCO. Headquartered in Jiddah, but exempted from Saudi taxes, the fleet would fly the national flag, and its officers would be drawn from a Saudi maritime college to be established and funded by Onassis. The company would get priority rights on the shipment of Arabian oil, with an initial guaranteed 10 percent of the country’s annual output. Although tankers owned and registered in the name of ARAMCO’s parent companies on or before December 31, 1953, would not be affected by the deal, Onassis would be free to take over the ARAMCO ships when they became obsolete. A London shipping broker called the arrangement “a carnival of grab.” Within a decade, it would have given Onassis a monopoly on the transport of more than forty-five million tons of Saudi oil a year.

 

On January 18, 1954, Onassis and his young wife, Tina—who was twenty-four years old and the mother of Alexander, aged six, and Christina, four—arrived in Jiddah aboard the tanker Tina Onassis. Onassis would later claim that his plan was to approach the oil industry, explain his position, and proceed in consultation with them.27 But neither ARAMCO nor Washington had been told a thing when, two days later, finance minister Sheik Al Suleiman signed the Jiddah Agreement on behalf of the Saudi Arabian government.

Even so, it still had to be implemented by royal decree, and until the sovereign’s signature was on the contract Onassis knew he had nothing. He suggested, therefore, that the deal be kept under wraps until after the royal assent. The aging finance minister willingly agreed. Now that the ad valorem had been settled, he was happy to distance himself from the arrangement and leave the timing of the announcement to Onassis.

But unbeknownst to Onassis, brother-in-law and long-time rival—as well as his wife’s lover—Stavros Niarchos, knew exactly what was going on.

According to one Onassis biographer, “It was never clear just when, exactly, Niarchos obtained a copy of the document known as the Jiddah Agreement, or by what means he managed to lay hands on it.”28 Nevertheless, there was never any doubt among their friends that it came directly from Tina. Whether it was an act of vengeful betrayal (Tina knew all about her husband’s women) or mindless pillow talk, or a childish impulse to cause mischief in the family, is still unclear. But whatever her reasons, it would affect all their lives more profoundly than she could possibly have ever imagined.

 








Two

Enter Stavros Niarchos


What looks like the truth

Is truth enough for fools.

—PAUL CHEVALIER GAVARNI, 1801–1866






Stavros Niarchos was not a man who held much brief for family loyalties. When his mistress Tina Onassis—his wife Eugenie’s younger sister—told him about her husband’s plans to create a Saudi Arabian fleet, he saw his opportunity not only to sabotage the deal but also to ingratiate himself with Washington, where he faced the same sealed indictments as Onassis for his own illicit acquisition of U.S. war-surplus tankers.

A small, vain man whose habitual expression was that of someone struggling not to sneer, and whose plummy way of talking sounded more like a speech defect than the patrician tone to which he aspired, Stavros Niarchos lacked Onassis’s charisma. But he did have enormous cunning, a prodigious capacity for intrigue—and powerful connections. And a few days after Saudi finance minister Sheik Al Suleiman put his signature to the deal that would eventually give Onassis the rights to ship the bulk of the oil flowing out of the Arabian kingdom, Niarchos turned to one of those connections for help to wreck the deal.

 
Alfred Conrad Ulmer was a tall, gracious southerner whose quiet voice and savoir faire concealed a seasoned American spymaster. One of the handful of OSS officers who had never left active intelligence service after the organization was disbanded following World War II, he had stayed on to wind up affairs in Vienna, and hence was on the spot when the Central Intelligence Agency was created in 1947.1 Now station chief in Athens, one of the most important CIA appointments in Europe, he enjoyed more power than the ambassador.2

Niarchos was already regarded as one of the CIA’s best assets in Greece. He had gone out of his way to be helpful to Ulmer, facilitating friendships with important Greeks, including Queen Frederika, the manipulative mother of the future King Constantine. Incidentally, Ulmer’s boss—the legendary head of the Central Intelligence Agency, Allen Dulles—embarked on an affair with Frederika after they met aboard Niarchos’s yacht.

But Niarchos’s tip-off about his maverick brother-in-law’s Jiddah Agreement was something else; this was intelligence of the highest order. For it was clear that if Onassis succeeded, he would break ARAMCO’s (i.e., America’s) grip on the region’s massive oil supplies, and a strategic asset would be put in serious jeopardy.

Ulmer knew that Niarchos would expect, and unquestionably deserve, a generous quid pro quo when the sealed indictments against him were opened in Washington. Nevertheless, he also knew that the Agency would have to tread carefully. Niarchos was having an affair with Onassis’s wife, and Ulmer was wary of letting the Agency, or himself, get drawn into the tangled web of a Greek family vendetta. Even so, it was evident that Onassis was deeply ambitious and, as Niarchos pointed out, if he succeeded in Saudi Arabia, what was to stop him repeating the formula in other regions?

Obviously something had to be done, and quickly. It is still unproven whose idea it was to use Niarchos to front the CIA plot to wreck the Jiddah Agreement—a plot that would swiftly become an international conspiracy involving Richard Nixon, the FBI, and the CIA, and escalate from an economic to a political, then finally, to a military confrontation with Onassis. But the decision to destroy Onassis began, according to a former CIA agent who worked for Ulmer in Athens, as “a personal sop to Niarchos from Allen Dulles.”3*

“Everything between my father and Ari was personal. If Ari didn’t succeed in pissing off my father over a deal, he felt it was hardly worth doing,” Constantine Niarchos told me. “They goaded each other endlessly. I don’t think the Jiddah deal in itself bothered my father too much, but it was a great coup for Ari and he was determined to stop it, just as Ari would have been if the shoe had been on the other foot.”4

Under orders from the CIA, Niarchos hired former FBI counterintelligence agent Robert Aime Maheu, who had just started his own private-detective agency in Washington, D.C. The Maheu Company was part of an archipelago of investigative agencies set up in the early 1950s by the CIA to circumvent the constraints against domestic operations imposed by its charter. Backed by a monthly Agency retainer of $500,5 the going salary of a middle-rank CIA officer, the company handled assignments that were “too dirty or too sensitive”6 for the Agency to involve itself in directly.

Niarchos dispatched his London lawyer, L.E.P. Taylor, to brief Maheu at the office he shared on 15th Street, N.W., with another former FBI man, a forensic accountant named Carmine Bellino. Taylor told Maheu that Niarchos wanted him to scuttle Onassis’s contract with the Saudis and make sure that no oil was ever shipped under the Jiddah Agreement. Taylor claimed that his client wanted only to protect the West’s interests in the Near East, and sustain the region’s status quo. Maheu knew this was risible, but he kept a straight face. “You didn’t have to be Einstein to know that this was about two guys who loathed each other’s guts, who would cut each other’s throats for a dollar,” Maheu told me over lunch in the summer of 1996.7

Nevertheless, the threat that the Jiddah Agreement posed to the stability of Near Eastern politics was clearly real. “In just one year,” Maheu told me in his slow, emphatic voice toughened with the granite of working-class Maine, “Onassis would have controlled more deadweight tonnage than all the Allied nations controlled during the most severe year of the Korean war; it would have exceeded the kind of power Saddam Hussein would have had if he had won the Gulf war.”8

Insisting to this day that he was unaware Niarchos had been sent to him by his CIA paymasters, Maheu solemnly assured his emissary: “You’ve come to the right man.”

 

Meanwhile, in London, Niarchos had also hired Alan Campbell-Johnson to get the matter raised in Parliament, where he believed his animus for Onassis would find a political echo. The wartime aide to Lord Louis Mountbatten, the supreme commander of South East Asia Command, and also his press attaché when he was India’s viceroy in the last days of the raj, Campbell-Johnson had been in the thick of the realpolitik of Indian partition and independence. This was child’s play by comparison.

“I set the whisperers to work at Westminster, got questions asked in the House. I knew that it was essentially a fight between a couple of greedy Greeks wanting to do each other down. They had a primitive relationship: passion, hate, jealousy, envy, all that sort of thing. Although I believed that it was important on very sound political grounds to stop Onassis in his tracks, I knew that at the heart of my assignment was this awful family vendetta which complicated everything,” Campbell-Johnson told me.

 
In Washington, meanwhile, Maheu had contacted Richard Nixon.

The move to involve the American vice president, a main player on the National Security Council, was brilliant for two reasons. First, an important Nixon function was to raise campaign funds for the Republican Party, and the Onassis–Saudi deal would have upset the bountiful oil companies even more than it had upset Niarchos. Second, Nixon was close to both the Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, and his younger brother, Allen Dulles.9 Through Nixon, therefore, Maheu had thrown the hooks into the highest echelons of the State Department and the CIA—though the Agency, of course, had been involved since the moment Ulmer told Niarchos to hire him.

When King Saud intimated that he would ratify the Agreement in spite of American protests, U.S. ambassador George Wadsworth cabled Washington, “High Saudi circles obviously lack background experience to really appreciate questions of principle involved and to their shrewd trader minds it follows that if the foreigner cries he must be hurt financially and they gain in corresponding measure.”10

Nevertheless, it was Onassis who was regarded as the villain. “We believe it was a case of a smart Greek selling the SAG* a bill of goods…Onassis apparently has some mighty plans to monopolize the tanker industry by playing the same theme to Kuwait, Iran, and Iraq,” Allen Dulles briefed his brother, Secretary of State John Foster Dulles.11

But as the CIA chief stepped up the dirty tricks campaign against Onassis and his brother increased the diplomatic pressure on the king, Nixon was contemplating a faster way of getting rid of the problem. Onassis was the problem, he told Maheu in a furious undertone when the two men met again to review the situation a few weeks after their first meeting on Capitol Hill. The vice president’s voice was so soft, his sentences so elliptical and unfinished, that Maheu was frequently unable to make out what he was saying.12 He only knew the vice president was talking about Onassis—and that “the subject made Mr. Nixon very unhappy.”13

But as Maheu was about to leave, Nixon abandoned his caution: “And, just remember,” he said, gripping Maheu’s hand, his voice suddenly sharp and clear, his eyes brimming with heartfelt malice. “If it turns out we have to kill the bastard, just don’t do it on American soil.”14

 

The Justice Department had meanwhile seized more than a dozen of Onassis’s ships and impounded their revenues. More convinced than ever that Bobby Kennedy was at the root of all his troubles, Onassis told the Australian journalist Sam White, an old drinking companion in Paris: “Kennedy turned up the heat when everybody else wanted to forget the whole fucking [T2] business. He hates my guts, and I’d hate his if the little shit had any.”15

Word of the seizure of his first ship by a U.S. marshal came when Onassis was dining at his avenue Foch apartment in Paris with Costa Gratsos and a group of friends. He stood up, poured himself a very large whisky, went to the window and stared out, his shoulders hunched, swaying a little on the balls of his feet, a familiar stance that reminded Randolph Churchill of “a bantam-weight watching which way his opponent is going to move.” Gratsos knew it wasn’t nerves that made him restless. Anger, not nerves, energized Onassis. The Saudi deal still had to be ratified by the king, and the last thing Onassis wanted was a public brawl with the United States. The more his agony increased, the more he blamed Bobby Kennedy.

Although there appeared to be nothing to link Kennedy to the tanker seizures—except Onassis’s paranoia—prima facie evidence of a Kennedy connection did exist. Maheu’s partner, Carmine Bellino, had been Joseph Kennedy’s personal accountant and private investigator before Bobby recruited him to help trace the ownership of the Greek ships involved in the “blood trade” with Red China; he was also the first man Bobby would hire when he became chief counsel of the Senate Rackets Committee in 1957.* “With ledgers and cancelled checks spread out before him, (Bellino) could reconstruct the most carefully disguised financial transactions,” said Kennedy family friend and Bobby’s biographer, Arthur Schlesinger.16

Although he still had no proof, Onassis continued to insist that Bobby was working to thwart him. He went back to Johnny Meyer. A man who had explored the limits of Washington graft and had even been a principal witness in a Senate investigation into government corruption, Meyer knew how things were done there.

“Ari said, ‘Johnny, I know Bobby Kennedy wants to destroy me. I just want you to prove it,’ ” Meyer later told Brian Wells. This time, perhaps because he suspected that there was some validity to Onassis’s obsession with Kennedy’s hostile intent toward him, Meyer agreed to give Bobby “a bit of a spin.”17

A few weeks after Meyer began his investigations, the CIA ordered Maheu to end his partnership with the once and future Kennedy cohort Carmine Bellino.

“Because of Bobby, the CIA told me that if I were to work with the Agency, I would have to move away from Carmine and any possible Kennedy connection,” Maheu later explained as the reason why he had been forced to dump his partner shortly after getting the lucrative assignment to sabotage Onassis’s Saudi deal.18

He knew that there had been a deep animosity between the Kennedys and the CIA since the time Bobby had worked for Joe McCarthy, who, in Maheu’s own words, had gone after the State Department like a “dog after a bone. State was run by John Foster Dulles. The CIA was run by his brother Allen. Like much in politics, the CIA’s ideological stand was built upon a very personal foundation.”19

This might have been true as far as it went, and Robert Maheu might even still believe it, but the Englishman Campbell-Johnson suspected that there was a more compelling reason why Maheu had been ordered to cut Carmine Bellino adrift after Meyer began sniffing around in Washington.

“The conspiracy against Onassis was a very odd brew of interests, and perhaps the truth will never be completely untangled,” Campbell-Johnson told me in London late one February afternoon in 1997.20 “My own view is that the CIA made Maheu get rid of Bellino not to remove a link to Bobby Kennedy but to establish one—to convince Onassis, when Johnny Meyer discovered the connection, as he almost certainly would do, that Bobby was running the show.”*

I understood how Onassis’s devious mind would jump to that conclusion. But why did the CIA want to implicate Bobby Kennedy? Why did they take such elaborate pains to persuade Onassis that Kennedy was, in Campbell-Johnson’s imperial rhetoric, “the dusky fellow in the woodpile”? Why would they go to such lengths?

Campbell-Johnson had been at the heart of the conspiracy to destroy Onassis’s Jiddah Agreement, if not Onassis himself; I am not in the least certain that he did not also have ties to British intelligence; and his views on the CIA’s purpose cannot easily be dismissed.

Imagine, he told me that February afternoon over lunch, how it must have felt to be in Allen Dulles’s position at that moment? If Onassis’s notion about Bobby Kennedy were not swiftly confirmed, his suspicion might next have fallen upon his brother-in-law, Stavros Niarchos.

“I don’t imagine that Dulles cared a jot whether Onassis found out about Stavros’s part in the plot to smash his Jiddah Agreement; nor was it a question of protecting a CIA asset, which Stavros undoubtedly was,” Campbell-Johnson said.

Dulle’s concern, he suggested, was for his own safety. For the CIA chief had embarked upon an affair with Queen Frederika of Greece, which Niarchos had set in motion when he introduced them aboard his yacht. What use Onassis could have made of that piece of intelligence! Understandably, then, the last thing Dulles wanted was for Onassis to start nosing around any more than usual in Niarchos’s affairs.

Bobby was the perfect decoy. And the irony was that the CIA hated him and the Kennedys as much as Onassis did. “Of course, I can’t prove it was Dulles himself who threw Bobby to Onassis, although I’ve always believed that that is the real measure of its truth,” Campbell-Johnson said.

 
[image: space]

Meanwhile, Costa Gratsos had persuaded Onassis that Bobby could wait. First, he should confront the attorney general, Onassis’s former lawyer Herbert Brownell, whose advice six years earlier had helped him circumvent the law and acquire the war-surplus tankers. He argued that Brownell could not be feeling too comfortable at the prospect of being interrogated on the stand about his attitude toward the law before he became attorney general. “Let’s find out exactly what’s in those sealed indictments, because whatever Brownell knows about you, you certainly know plenty about Brownell,” he said. If he returned to the United States now, Onassis would have an edge: “The Justice Department won’t be expecting you, and Brownell won’t want you,” Gratsos told him.21

On February 1, 1954, Onassis returned to America and waited to be arrested. But by February 4, he was still free and his patience was exhausted. If he was under indictment, why hadn’t he been arrested? He sent Brownell a telegram:


Honorable Herbert A Brownell Jr. Attorney General of US Department of Justice Washington I wish to inform you that having arrived from Europe on Monday night I place myself at your disposal during my visit to this country for any information you or your department might care to have—Onassis.22



The following day, Friday, February 5, he was arrested while lunching at the Colony in New York, and charged with criminal conspiracy to defraud the United States government; fingerprinted, mug shots taken, he was briefly put in a holding pen with muggers, male prostitutes, and a posse of Puerto Ricans charged with shooting up Congress.

 

Onassis’s troubles continued to mount.

A letter J. Edgar Hoover had written twelve years earlier surfaced in the New York Daily News claiming that Onassis had “expressed sentiments inimical to the United States war effort, and that his activities and movements while in the United States should be carefully scrutinized.”

 
Spyridon Catapodis, Onassis’s middleman in the Jiddah deal, filed suit in criminal court charging that “by various fraudulent maneuvers”—including signing documents with invisible ink!—Onassis had swindled him out of $200,000. In a sixteen-page affidavit, sworn at the British consulate in Nice, he also disclosed the details of the graft Onassis had paid to palace aides, including $350,000 to Finance Minister al Suleiman.23

But bribes are a fact of life in desert kingdoms, and it was the tone rather than the details of the affidavit that worried Onassis, who was portrayed as a man who would not hesitate to double-cross the Saudis if the Americans came up with “either a large amount of money or some other valuable concessions” to make it worth his while to break the contract.24

Perhaps Catapodis was scared of the political repercussions, as he claimed; perhaps he did urge Onassis not to mess with ARAMCO, as he also claimed; and perhaps Onassis did tell him that he intended to become “the richest and most powerful man in the world” no matter who got hurt in the process. And perhaps Robert Maheu believed every word of it when he anonymously sent copies of Catapodis’s allegations to oil men, politicians, and rival shipowners, “to encourage the rumors and keep Onassis guessing where the next blow was coming from.”25

Soon it was clear that Onassis was fighting for his very survival. More and more of his tankers were laid up as oil companies canceled regular contracts; accused of violating Peru’s territorial waters, nine of his whaling ships were commandeered by Peruvian marines, and his factory ship was raked by machine-gun fire.

Even though Foster Dulles knew that ARAMCO’s decision to boycott the proposed Onassis–Saudi tanker fleet could result in the Saudis nationalizing the whole industry, he told King Saud that the United States would back the oil companies to the hilt in any showdown. Dulles advised the monarch that he should bear in mind what had happened to prime minister Mossadeq—toppled in a CIA-assisted coup in favor of the young Shah Mohammad Reza Pahlavi—when he had played the nationalization card in Iran.26

In October, the king backed down. Onassis’s dream of creating a Saudi–Onassis superfleet was over. The end of Jiddah confirmed what Onassis had always believed: In America, everything is connected—and he was more convinced than ever of how powerful an enemy he had made in Bobby Kennedy.

 

On New Year’s Eve, Onassis gave a dinner party at the Hotel de Paris. It had been an exhilarating year, he told his guests. “My mistake,” he said of the Jiddah misadventure, “was that I woke up too early and disturbed those who were still asleep, and as a result I got into the biggest mess of my life.”27

But he had taken on the U.S. State Department, the CIA, Richard Nixon, J. Edgar Hoover and the FBI, the American oil giants, Stavros Niarchos, the Dulles brothers, and, he was more convinced than ever, Bobby Kennedy—and he had almost beaten the lot of them, he added triumphantly. It was time to move on. While his mind had been on the Saudi deal, his plans for Monte Carlo had barely been mentioned. Now he was determined to turn that “sorry-ass town into something very tasty.”28

Few realized that the boast hid the fact that he was in bad shape financially (Niarchos was telling friends that Onassis was down to his last $5 million), and that Ari faced the bleak prospect of celebrating his next birthday in bankruptcy.29
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