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To my father, who showed me the way

 

To all those who have been inspired by John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Dr. Martin Luther King




Breaking News in This Updated Trade Paperback Edition
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This trade paperback edition has been expanded and updated with the latest information and breakthroughs about the assassinations of John F. Kennedy, Robert Kennedy, and Dr. Martin Luther King. The most significant developments concern Bernard Barker, the Cuban American best known as a Watergate burglar, who died on June 5, 2009.

For the first time, we can reveal Barker’s longtime work for Mafia godfather Santo Trafficante, which includes Barker’s involvement in the assassination of President John F. Kennedy on November 22, 1963. We document how Barker provided a critical link between the Mafia, the CIA, and secret White House operations during the most turbulent time in recent American history, from JFK’s assassination to Watergate.

Robert Kennedy’s closest Cuban exile aide, “Harry” Ruiz-Williams, first told us about Barker’s connection to Trafficante and JFK’s assassination in 1992. After seventeen years of research, this new edition finally details the full story of Barker’s criminal life, starting with FBI files which say that Barker’s involvement “in gangster activities” began in the late 1940s. Barker started working for the CIA in 1959, but CIA Director Richard Helms admitted in Congressional testimony that Barker was “fired” in 1966 because “we found out he was involved in certain gambling and criminal elements.”

Barker’s seven years with the CIA included working on President Kennedy’s disastrous 1961 Bay of Pigs operation. However, this edition details Barker’s work on a far more secret Kennedy operation: the plan to stage a coup against Fidel Castro on December 1, 1963, ten days after JFK’s trip to Dallas. The leader of JFK’s coup was to be Juan Almeida, Commander of Cuba’s Army.

We reveal Bernard Barker’s critical role in selling out the top-secret JFK-Almeida coup plan to Trafficante and Carlos Marcello, mob boss of Louisiana and Texas. Both godfathers later confessed their roles in JFK’s  murder, and Barker’s inside role in the coup plan helped them kill JFK in a way that forced top officials—including the President’s own brother, Attorney General Robert Kennedy—to withhold crucial information from the press, the public, and the Warren Commission. The secrecy protected Commander Almeida, who remained in Cuba and unexposed for decades, and prevented a nuclear confrontation with the Soviet Union, but it also prevented a full investigation of JFK’s murder.

A Dallas deputy later placed Barker on the “grassy knoll” seconds after JFK was shot. Barker himself testified under oath that he saw JFK assassinated in the motorcade as it happened—but that was impossible unless he was in Dallas’s Dealey Plaza, since JFK’s motorcade wasn’t televised live (or shown on tape delay) anywhere in the country. A new Special Addendum, written especially for this edition, examines these revelations and documents many more.

Before now, no book has revealed Barker’s parallel careers in intelligence and crime, which extended all the way to Watergate. We show how Barker’s work for Trafficante in 1961 and 1963 led to his central role in the Watergate break-ins that brought down Richard Nixon. This includes detailing for the first time the connections between Barker and Nixon that existed even before the Watergate operation.

The hardback edition of Legacy of Secrecy only hinted at Barker’s role with Trafficante and in JFK’s murder. This edition replaces those hints with definitive information about Barker, with more fresh information added throughout the book. However, most of the new revelations about Barker appear in the three-part Special Addendum, which follows the Epilogue.

Part I of the Special Addendum covers Barker’s actions leading up to and during the time of JFK’s assassination. Part II documents Barker’s role in the operations that led to Watergate. Part III explains how readers can urge Congress and the administration to release what one official said were “over one million CIA records” related to JFK’s assassination that remain secret, despite the 1992 law requiring their release. All three Parts are extensively documented with new endnotes. The new Barker material integrated into earlier chapters is not endnoted, to avoid disrupting Legacy’s nearly two thousand original endnotes, but all of the supporting documentation is included in the Special Addendum.

 

Even more new information about the assassinations of JFK, RFK, and Dr. King appears in this edition’s greatly expanded Photo-Document section. It contains more revelations about Carlos Marcello’s long-hidden  confession to JFK’s murder, which was obtained by a secret undercover FBI operation (CAMTEX). This section also includes new information about Marcello’s possible role in the disappearance of his old ally, Jimmy Hoffa.

New photos and evidence reveal more about Georgia white supremacist Joseph Milteer, who played a small role for Marcello and Trafficante in JFK’s death, but was a driving force in the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King. Milteer was caught on police undercover tape two weeks before Dallas talking about JFK’s murder and an earlier plot against Dr. King. Boxes of Milteer’s personal records and effects, untouched for over thirty years, yielded new insights into his actions, painting a far different picture of the white supremacist than was previously known.

New disclosures about Robert Kennedy’s assassination include the attempted murder of Sirhan’s brother less than a month after Robert was shot. We also show for the first time FBI files about Jimmy Hoffa’s hit contract on RFK and how the RFK contract involved Las Vegas.

 

This new, expanded edition of Legacy of Secrecy finally explains the mysteries surrounding some of the darkest episodes of America’s past. It may disturb you, it may make you angry, but it will tell you things every American has a right to know.






 Introduction and Overview
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The assassination of President John F. Kennedy on November 22, 1963, triggered cover-ups by officials that continue to negatively impact American politics, life, and foreign policy. Legacy of Secrecy details those cover-ups and hidden investigations, many for the first time, including the reasons they were carried out under such intense secrecy. Most were spawned by John and Robert Kennedy’s “top secret” 1963 plan to stage a coup against Fidel Castro—a plan so highly classified that it only started to be exposed in 2005 and is finally fully revealed in this book.1

Their own confessions now show that three Mafia bosses—Carlos Marcello, Santo Trafficante, and Johnny Rosselli—were behind JFK’s assassination. They used parts of the secret coup plan to kill JFK in a way that forced Attorney General Robert Kennedy, President Lyndon B. Johnson, FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, and high CIA official Richard Helms to withhold crucial information not only from the public and the press, but also from each other and sometimes their own investigators. It’s important to keep in mind that JFK was murdered just a year after the tense nuclear standoff during the Cuban Missile Crisis. The main goals of US officials were to prevent a nuclear confrontation with the Soviets and to protect JFK’s ally high in the Cuban government: Commander Juan Almeida, head of the Cuban Army in 1963—still listed as Cuba’s No. 3 official today.

While US leaders managed to prevent a confrontation with Russia and preserve a critical ally high in the Cuban government, this limted the investigation into JFK’s murder, allowing the three Mafia chiefs and their associates to remain free. As a result, the long shadow of secrecy surrounding both JFK’s murder and the coup plan set the stage for the murder of Martin Luther King, ultimately driving two Presidents from office, and bringing about the murders of five Congressional witnesses in the mid-1970s.
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Legacy of Secrecy breaks important new ground in key areas, detailing for the first time Louisiana godfather Carlos Marcello’s clear confession to ordering JFK’s assassination. Marcello’s criminal empire ranged from Dallas to Memphis, and previously secret files at the National Archives have shown that he made this confession in 1985 to an FBI informant ruled credible by a federal judge, as part of a secret FBI undercover sting operation named CAMTEX. Exposed here for the first time, CAMTEX yielded Marcello’s admission that he’d met Lee Harvey Oswald and set Jack Ruby up in business in Dallas. The operation also generated hundreds of hours of heretofore secret prison audiotapes of Marcello discussing his crimes, recorded using the FBI informant’s bugged transistor radio. Yet the FBI and Justice Department withheld most of that information from the public and Congress for years, until its revelation in this book.

Carlos Marcello wasn’t the only mob boss who confessed his involvement in JFK’s murder to a trusted associate. Legacy also uncovers important new information about Marcello’s partners in JFK’s assassination, Tampa godfather Santo Trafficante and Johnny Rosselli, the Chicago Mafia’s man in Las Vegas and Hollywood. Shortly before their deaths, both mobsters admitted their roles in JFK’s murder to their attorneys. Two of their associates, with documented ties to the secret JFK-Almeida coup plan, likewise confessed.

Using exclusive new information, supported by FBI files apparently withheld from Congress, Legacy names two of the Georgia men who paid James Earl Ray to kill Dr. Martin Luther King: white supremacist Joseph Milteer and Hugh R. Spake. Milteer, who had been involved in Marcello’s murder of JFK, was part of a small clique of racists in Atlanta who used Marcello to broker the contract to murder Dr. King. We document James Earl Ray’s ties to Marcello’s heroin smuggling operation and long overlooked evidence in FBI files linking Ray to Marcello’s associate, Johnny Rosselli. Finally, Legacy,explains why Ray—while fleeing to Canada the day after killing Dr. King in Memphis—made a 400-plus mile detour south to Atlanta, where he contacted Spake to get help from Milteer.

In 1979, the last Congressional committee to investigate the murders of JFK and Dr. King—the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA)—concluded “that Trafficante, like Marcello, had the motive, means, and opportunity to assassinate President Kennedy.” The HSCA had been created in the wake of Rosselli’s sensational murder, but the HSCA “was unable to establish direct evidence of Marcello’s complicity,” and the same was true for Trafficante and Rosselli—because the CIA,  FBI, and other federal agencies withheld so many relevant files. The HSCA, headed by civil rights figure Rep. Louis Stokes, also concluded “there was a likelihood of conspiracy in the assassination [of Dr. King]” and that “financial gain was [James Earl] Ray’s primary motivation.” But they were unable to determine who had paid Ray, or how the conspiracy had worked, because the FBI and other agencies hid critical files.

With the help of more than two dozen associates of John and Robert Kennedy—backed up by thousands of recently released documents at the National Archives, many of which are quoted here for the first time—Legacy tells the full story long denied to Congress and the American people.

 

Because top US officials covered up so much about JFK’s assassination, of the dozen people knowingly involved in that murder, three were free to participate in Dr. King’s slaying five years later. At the heart of the 1963 cover-ups lay the top-secret plans of John and Robert Kennedy to stage a coup against Cuba’s Fidel Castro—set for December 1, 1963, ten days after JFK’s Dallas trip. The Kennedys’ goal was democracy for Cuba, after what they hoped would always appear to be a seemingly internal “palace coup.” The Kennedys had banned the Mafia from the operation and from reopening their casinos if the coup succeeded.2

JFK’s plans for a coup in Cuba—which included a “full-scale invasion” if necessary—were detailed in the authors’ previous book,  Ultimate Sacrifice. The 2006 expanded trade paperback edition first named Almeida as the coup leader after the National Archives released his identity after more than four decades of secrecy. Ultimate Sacrifice also exposed how Robert Kennedy had US officials secretly develop plans for dealing with “the assassination of American officials” if Fidel found out about the coup plans and retaliated.3

Legacy of Secrecy also adds important new information showing how Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli—desperate to end Robert Kennedy’s unprecedented prosecutions of them and their associates—infiltrated the JFK-Almeida coup plan and used parts of it to murder JFK. Their first attempts to kill JFK, in Chicago (on November 2, 1963) and then during JFK’s long motorcade in Tampa (November 18), failed—but because they had planted clues implicating Fidel, Robert Kennedy and other officials were forced to cover up those threats to protect the security of the JFK-Almeida coup plan. The Mafia chiefs made sure their murder of JFK in Dallas on November 22, 1963, involved ties to the coup plan and false clues pointing to Fidel. As a result, Robert Kennedy and other  high officials had to withhold key information in order to prevent, in the words of President Johnson, a nuclear holocaust that could cost the lives of “forty million Americans.”4

Legacy provides a well-documented and definitive account of the multi-faceted cover-up that followed JFK’s murder, which lasted decades longer than anyone could have envisioned in 1963. The cover-up wasn’t intended to shield JFK’s killers, but to protect Commander Almeida and prevent a nuclear confrontation. However, high officials ranging from J. Edgar Hoover to the CIA’s Richard Helms also used the opportunity to cover up their own misjudgments and misdeeds. Helms needed to hide his unauthorized Castro assassination plots with the Mafia, which he had withheld from both his own CIA Director and from Attorney General Robert Kennedy (tasked by JFK with overseeing covert anti-Castro operations).

Robert Kennedy had additional reasons for covering up as well, from protecting his brother’s reputation to preserving his own political future. Shortly before JFK’s murder, Robert Kennedy testified to Congress that it was almost impossible to prosecute top Mafia godfathers for any crimes, let alone ordering a hit.5 Robert asked trusted associates to secretly investigate JFK’s slaying, and he eventually concluded that Marcello was responsible. Prior to his own assassination, Robert confided to associates that only by becoming President could he conduct the truly thorough investigation needed to bring his brother’s killers to justice.6

Robert’s own murder ended any chance of that, and Legacy focuses on long-overlooked information about the criminal ties of compulsive racetrack gambler Sirhan Sirhan and some of his family. It analyzes the confessions of two associates of Johnny Rosselli regarding Robert Kennedy’s murder, raising new questions about the official account.

It’s important to point out that Legacy does not say that the same conspiracy that killed JFK also killed Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy. Out of the dozen people knowingly involved in President Kennedy’s assassination, Legacy documents that three of those who confessed or were caught on tape talking about JFK’s murder were later involved to varying degrees in Dr. King’s slaying. Because so much was covered up about JFK’s murder, those three men—all career criminals—were able to get away with killing Dr. King. A like number may have been involved in Robert’s assassination.

All three assassinations triggered cover-ups by US officials who had nothing to do with the assassinations themselves. Those efforts in turn  caused still later cover-ups to protect the reputations of agencies and former superiors. Officials like Richard Helms, who initially covered up information about JFK’s assassination to protect national security and his own career, essentially wound up protecting the criminal behavior of others in order to avoid exposing his earlier cover-ups and unauthorized operations. The career criminals behind the murders of JFK and Dr. King spent decades literally getting away with murder, and they knew from experience how to box in authorities by compromising law enforcement and intelligence operations.

 

Legacy of Secrecy was written because we discovered a tremendous amount of new and significant information in the National Archives, and from our sources, after the publication of Ultimate Sacrifice. While  Ultimate covers the period from Oswald’s death on November 24, 1963, to 2006 in only one chapter, the majority of Legacy focuses on the aftermath of JFK’s murder. The deaths of several individuals involved in those events since the publication of Ultimate Sacrifice also allowed us to disclose more in Legacy of Secrecy. The most extensive example is E. Howard Hunt, whose work on the JFK-Almeida coup plan—while he was the CIA’s liaison with US publishers and the press—is fully detailed here for the first time. In a posthumously released autobiography and tape recordings made for one of his sons, Hunt made seemingly contradictory claims about JFK’s murder, sometimes saying they were only speculation. However, Hunt’s self-serving accounts left out the most important information—not just his work on the JFK-Almeida coup plan, but also the ties of Hunt’s associates, including his best friend Manuel Artime, to Santo Trafficante and the Mafia. As Legacy documents, seven associates of Hunt were among those who sold out the JFK-Almeida coup plan to the Mafia. The book also shows how Hunt’s role in the JFK-Almeida coup plan led to his infamous work for Nixon during Watergate.7

 

Legacy of Secrecy tells the full story in five parts, plus a photo-document section that shows some of the most important files and people involved. The following are just some of the highlights from each part:

Part I (Chapters 1-10) reveals critical new information about the JFK-Almeida coup plan, an operation so secret that only a dozen US officials knew about it. Even JFK’s Secretary of State, Dean Rusk, told us he wasn’t informed about it until after JFK’s murder. This part also identifies the twelve associates of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli who  learned about the coup plan, showing how that knowledge was used in the attempts to kill JFK in Chicago, Tampa, and Dallas. It describes Marcello’s confession to ordering JFK’s murder, his being introduced to Oswald by his pilot David Ferrie, and Marcello’s meetings with Jack Ruby. Part I gives a new perspective on Oswald, pointing out his similarities to the ex-Marine patsy for the Chicago attempt and to the Tampa suspect linked to the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. Using witnesses overlooked or ignored by the Warren Report, Part I depicts the murder of JFK, followed by the killing of Dallas Police Officer J.D. Tippet.

Part II (Chapters 11-20) details the cover-ups that began within hours of JFK’s murder. These include Robert Kennedy’s initial suspicions that someone involved in the coup plan was tied to JFK’s murder, and how two JFK aides’ eyewitness accounts of shots from the “grassy knoll” impacted Robert’s control of JFK’s autopsy. It documents President Lyndon B. Johnson’s efforts to avoid a nuclear showdown with the Soviet Union, while associates of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli were spreading phony stories tying Oswald to Fidel Castro—even hinting to the press about JFK’s top secret coup plan. Part II further shows how the CIA’s Richard Helms and the FBI’s J. Edgar Hoover withheld key information from investigators, President Johnson, and each other, as they sought to hide their own intelligence failures. Finally, Part II explains why Marcello had Ruby kill Oswald, how associates of Robert Kennedy spawned the Warren Commission, and why Robert tried to get LBJ to continue the coup plan with the still-unexposed Almeida.

Part III (Chapters 21-37, covering 1964 through mid-1967) shows why Richard Helms shut down his unauthorized Castro assassination operations after he was promoted to CIA Director, and how Johnny Rosselli’s threats to reveal those operations stalled legal action against the Mafia don. It also shows how Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli compromised the JFK investigation of New Orleans District Attorney Jim Garrison, resulting in one suicide and one murder. Part III also describes Bobby’s secret investigations of JFK’s murder and briefly lays the groundwork for several of the men involved in the murder of Dr. King.

Part IV (Chapters 38-60, covering mid-1967 to mid-1969) extensively details explosive new information about the assassination of Martin Luther King, focusing on the previously unknown roles of Joseph Milteer, Hugh R. Spake, Carlos Marcello, and Johnny Rosselli in dealing with James Earl Ray. It reveals how Milteer and three Atlanta partners raised money for Dr. King’s assassination, and—after several failed attempts—paid Carlos Marcello a huge sum to broker the contract on Dr. King. We show why Marcello agreed, and how James Earl Ray went  from being a new member of Marcello’s drug network to stalking Dr. King. Part IV also shows why J. Edgar Hoover and high FBI officials had to limit parts of their King inquiry, both to avoid compromising ongoing prosecutions of Marcello and Rosselli and because of their earlier failings in investigating the two mob bosses (and Milteer) for JFK’s murder.

In addition, Part IV raises new questions about Robert Kennedy’s assassination, including Johnny Rosselli’s ties to Sirhan’s main attorney and CIA officer David Morales. For the first time we expose David Morales’s tie to an earlier plan to assassinate Fidel Castro by using a pistol-wielding assassin in a pantry. Part IV also reveals the little-known criminal ties of some of Sirhan’s associates and family, including the attempted murder of Sirhan’s brother shortly after Robert Kennedy’s assassination.

Part V (Chapters 61-65, covering 1970 to the present) focuses significantly on Watergate, showing why a dozen participants in that scandal had ties to operations like the JFK-Almeida coup plan (and the Mafia’s infiltration of it), and how three of those helped to expose Watergate. It quotes the document that the Watergate burglars were really after and explains why Johnny Rosselli and JFK’s assassination became part of the Watergate investigation, which triggered five more government committees and commissions.

In Part V, we also document the murders of five witnesses slated for Congressional inquiries into JFK’s assassination—including Rosselli, Sam Giancana, and Jimmy Hoffa—and four additional sudden deaths of witnesses. We show how the JFK-Almeida coup was withheld from all of those committees, including the HSCA, and the role played by a 1978 meeting between a US official and Commander Almeida. We also explain how Watergate spawned the BRILAB FBI sting that finally brought Marcello a long sentence in federal prison. There, the godfather became the target of the FBI’s undercover CAMTEX sting, resulting in Marcello’s JFK confession and his threat to kill the FBI informant who heard it.

Part V concludes with an Epilogue showing Commander Almeida’s increasingly high profile in Cuba after the revelation (outside of Cuba) of his secret work for JFK. With Fidel having stepped aside, Almeida could be a key player in ending the forty-seven-year-old impasse and trade embargo between Cuba and the US. Ironically, several of JFK’s Cuban exile allies from 1963 could still play important roles as well.

 

Legacy depicts the sometimes painful transformation of Robert Kennedy from aggressive Attorney General to a revered champion of civil rights  and advocate for the poor, as he struggled to deal with his brother’s murder. However, this book is not a biography of Robert Kennedy, JFK, or Martin Luther King, or a chronicle of the civil rights movement, even for the years we cover in depth (late 1963 to 1969). Unlike Ultimate Sacrifice, Legacy does not extensively document the development of the JFK-Almeida coup plan and the backgrounds of its participants. The same is true for the long Mafia careers of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli prior to JFK’s murder—including their work for the CIA in the Castro assassination plots that started in 1959—all of which are the subject of hundreds of pages in Ultimate Sacrifice.

For both the FBI and the CIA, where appropriate, we try to draw distinctions between the actions of top leaders like J. Edgar Hoover and Richard Helms and those of rank-and-file personnel, who were often at the mercy of superiors with agendas (and information) they didn’t share with most in their organizations. The HSCA investigated and cleared the FBI of involvement in Martin Luther King’s assassination, but because of the FBI’s well-documented shameful track record in dealing with Dr. King, we tried to rely on government reports that were appropriately critical of the FBI.

 

Legacy is the result of twenty years of research—with help from some of the best investigators of today and from the past—that led to the continuing discovery of files at the National Archives that confirm (and add detail to) what Kennedy aides and associates told us years earlier. In 1990, former Secretary of State Dean Rusk first confirmed “active” plans for a “second invasion” of Cuba at the time of JFK’s death and explained why JFK wasn’t bound by any pledge not to invade Cuba. JFK aide Dave Powers told us in 1991 that he and another aide saw shots from the grassy knoll, but were pressured to change their story for the Warren Commission “for the good of the country.” In 1992, Robert Kennedy’s top Cuban exile aide Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams first revealed Almeida’s name and many details of the coup plan, while other former Kennedy aides pointed to Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli as being behind JFK’s murder—something the mob bosses’ confessions now confirm.8

All the secrecy that began in 1963 had tragic and lingering effects on America and the world, because intelligence and investigative agencies kept making the same mistakes. Several of those involved in the intelligence operations surrounding JFK’s murder wound up being involved in US missions in Laos, Vietnam, Chile, Iran, and Central America—all  with disastrous results. Because the reasons for the failure of JFK’s coup plan were never exposed, later US coup attempts against dictators like Saddam Hussein failed for many of same reasons JFK’s coup plan failed. The US intelligence failures noted in the 9/11 Report, which preceded that tragedy, are echoed in some cases almost word-for-word in documents depicting the intelligence failures prior to JFK’s assassination.

The current impasse between the US and Cuba—essentially unchanged since the early days of JFK’s administration—illustrates how the secrecy surrounding President Kennedy’s assassination and the JFK-Almeida coup plan still affects America today. The economic stakes are higher now than ever before, especially with Cuba’s vast oil reserves, but US economic sanctions make normal trade impossible. The continuation of those sanctions for decades is due, in part, to the mistaken belief of some former officials—like former Secretary of State Alexander Haig—that Fidel Castro killed JFK, a belief whispered among some US officials and Cuban exile leaders for decades. Those rumors persist because more than a million CIA records related to JFK’s assassination and the JFK-Almeida coup plan are still withheld today, despite the 1992 JFK Act, passed unanimously by Congress requiring their release.  Legacy of Secrecy’s Epilogue lists just a few of the most important document groups from 1963 that are still being withheld, and many more are detailed in almost every chapter.9

Legacy of Secrecy was written to reveal our hidden history, so that America does not have to keep repeating its tragic past. We believe it’s better to know the truth, however painful, than to rely on the sometimes distorted or incomplete view of the history that has resulted from the withholding or destruction of so much vital information.

 

Author’s note: Several key names have been simplified and standardized in this book. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. will be referred to without “Jr.,” while his father is identified with “Sr.” Tampa godfather Santo Trafficante Jr. will be treated the same way, while his father will be referred to as Santos Trafficante Sr. The names of several important Cuban exiles will be standardized to their most common usage in government files and by associates: Manuel Artime, Manolo Ray, Eloy Menoyo, Tony Varona, and Harry Williams.

Also, to minimize disruption while reading, we sometimes put an endnote number at the end of a paragraph instead of putting it at the end of the particular sentence it refers to.






PART ONE





Chapter One
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The rifle fire in Dallas that killed John F. Kennedy changed America forever, casting a long shadow on the history of the years that followed. JFK’s murder didn’t just start a frantic effort to find his assassins—it also triggered a series of covert actions to hide the fact that the United States was on the brink of invading Cuba. The exposure of this top-secret plan, part of a JFK-authorized coup to topple Fidel Castro, could have led to a nuclear confrontation with the Soviets only a year after the Cuban Missile Crisis. Revealing the coup, which was only ten days away, would have also cost the life of JFK’s ally high in the Cuban government, Commander of the Army Juan Almeida, ending any chance the US had of toppling Fidel from the inside. The cover-ups by key US officials, including Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy, Lyndon Johnson, J. Edgar Hoover, and the CIA’s Richard Helms, kept the JFK-Almeida coup plan secret from the public, not just at the time, but for decades to come. However, it also had the tragic effect of preventing a full investigation of JFK’s assassination, spawning a legacy of secrecy that would lead to more deaths and impact presidents, Congress, and US foreign policy for the next forty-five years.

Important files that have been declassified in recent years, coupled with new disclosures from two dozen Kennedy associates, allow the story to be detailed for the first time. They allow us to chronicle the secret investigations into JFK’s death undertaken by Robert Kennedy and others, which had to be conducted covertly to avoid exposing the JFK-Almeida coup plan and other intelligence operations. CIA officials, such as Richard Helms, had to protect not only legitimate covert operations, but also unauthorized schemes withheld from the Kennedys and Helms’s own CIA Director, like the CIA-Mafia plots to kill Fidel Castro.

New revelations about John and Robert Kennedy, the CIA, the Mafia, and Cuba cast the aftermath of JFK’s death in a whole new light. This new information shows who was actively involved in JFK’s murder, who was covering up to protect their reputation, who was protecting  national security, and who was really trying to solve the assassination. The information that Robert Kennedy and other officials decided to reveal, or not to reveal, would generate much of the controversy surrounding the JFK assassination that persists even today. The decisions they made on November 22, 1963, are why “well over a million CIA records” remain classified today, sixteen years after Congress unanimously passed a law requiring their release.1

To understand their actions, it’s important to look first at what the key players had been doing in the weeks and months leading up to JFK’s assassination. Much of the following is from the thousands of pages of formerly secret government files that were not available to the Warren Commission or the Congressional investigations of the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s.

 

In 1963, the second most powerful man in America was the President’s brother, Attorney General Robert F. Kennedy. Bobby, as he liked to be called by friends and associates, was far more than the nation’s top law enforcement official. As the President’s closest confidant and protector, Bobby advised JFK on most important official, political, and personal issues. Not yet the almost saintly idealist some would say he became before his own assassination, the Bobby of 1963 could be brash and cocky, a tough adversary. Acutely aware of the way government, the media, and big business really worked, he constantly tried—often with success—to get what he and JFK wanted. Yet he also inspired fierce loyalty from those who worked for him, who saw in him a determination to make America and the world a better place.

Bobby’s path to becoming Attorney General was part of JFK’s path to the presidency. In 1958, Senator John F. Kennedy started laying the groundwork for his presidential run by becoming the most publicized member of a Senate committee investigating the Teamsters and organized crime. Bobby, the committee’s chief counsel, did much of the actual grilling of Mafia bosses and their associates, such as Jimmy Hoffa. Rumors about Mafia ties and Prohibition-era bootlegging had long dogged their father, Joseph Kennedy, one of America’s wealthiest men, and going after mob bosses so aggressively was one way for JFK and Bobby to neutralize that issue. The crime hearings had become a matter of national urgency because the Mafia’s power had grown tremendously during the administration of President Dwight Eisenhower and Vice President Richard Nixon. Nixon’s early ties to the Mafia have been extensively documented, most recently by author Anthony Summers.  His best-selling book about FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover, Official and Confidential,makes a persuasive case that Hoover’s soft treatment of the Mafia (Hoover denied the very existence of the Mafia for years) resulted from the Director’s efforts to hide his own closeted life.

While Senator John F. Kennedy and Bobby couldn’t prosecute Mafia bosses in 1958 and 1959, they could at least expose their criminal organizations to public scrutiny. This was true even when a mob boss repeatedly refused to answer questions by using his Fifth Amendment right against self-incrimination, as did Louisiana/Texas godfather Carlos Marcello. In a public session on March 24, 1959, Bobby posed dozens of incisive questions to Marcello, and when the crime boss declined to answer, Bobby’s interrogation clearly outlined Marcello’s criminal empire. This included Marcello’s extensive involvement in the heroin trade, something he shared with his close associate Santo Trafficante, the godfather of Tampa, who controlled much of Florida.

The Kennedys had less success in getting Trafficante to appear, since he spent so much time visiting his Havana casinos. When Bobby Kennedy had the director of the Miami Crime Commission testify about Trafficante, Bobby noted in the hearing that there had been a mob hit in Tampa the previous day. Trafficante finally fled to Cuba in 1959, to avoid testifying about his role in the notorious barbershop murder of New York mob boss Albert Anastasia.

Much to Bobby’s frustration, still another Mafia boss was able to evade testifying in 1959 because of his secret work for the CIA against new Cuban leader Fidel Castro.2 Unknown to Bobby Kennedy, this plot to assassinate Castro had been brokered for the CIA by Jimmy Hoffa, who used his arms sales to Castro and Mafia ties to his own advantage, as later documented by Congressional investigators. This 1959 plot wasn’t successful, and the following year the CIA took a fresh approach by avoiding Hoffa and working directly with a new set of mob bosses, including Trafficante and Johnny Rosselli (and eventually, Marcello). However, involved in both Hoffa’s Cuban arms sales and the original 1959 Castro assassination plot was a small-time Dallas gangster and gunrunner named Jack Ruby.3

During the 1959 Senate crime hearings, Bobby was never able to find a man using the alias of “Jack La Rue,” who was on the fringe of the first CIA-Mafia Castro assassination plots while smuggling armaments to Cuba. Much evidence and testimony shows that Dallas nightclub owner Jack Ruby was involved in the same operations as “Jack La Rue.” Unbeknownst to Bobby in 1959 while he was fruitlessly looking for  the mysterious “Jack La Rue,” Jack Ruby was running guns to Cuba with La Rue’s associates while also being used by Marcello as a messenger to Trafficante. Despite their setbacks in tracking down “La Rue” and Trafficante, JFK and Bobby were more successful in getting testimony from Chicago mob boss Sam Giancana and Teamster chief Jimmy Hoffa: Newsreel footage shows Bobby verbally sparring with each, with mutual contempt.

JFK officially launched his presidential campaign in that same Senate hearing room, before eventually winning the extremely close 1960 election. While the media often focuses on possible mob support in West Virginia arranged by Joseph Kennedy, and the Chicago Mafia’s role in swinging that city to JFK (as if powerful Mayor Daley’s help didn’t matter), more Mafia support went to JFK’s opponent, Vice President Richard Nixon. According to a trusted Justice Department informant, in September 1960, “Marcello had a suitcase filled with $500,000 cash which was going to Nixon” with the aid of Jimmy Hoffa. Marcello’s half million was to be matched by other Mafia bosses, including “the mob boys in . . . Florida,” like Trafficante, who were no doubt fearful of what a Kennedy presidency might mean for them.4

Once JFK took office in 1961, he appointed his brother Bobby as Attorney General of the United States, and, with a prosecutor’s zeal, Bobby immediately made Carlos Marcello, Jimmy Hoffa, and Tampa’s Santo Trafficante prime targets for investigation. Bobby eventually pressured J. Edgar Hoover, now officially Bobby’s subordinate, into making some efforts against the Mafia, but in the meantime Bobby developed his own staff of special prosecutors in the Justice Department. In addition to his staff of Mafia prosecutors, Bobby organized a separate Justice Department group, informally called the “Get Hoffa Squad,” to target the Teamster leader. Bobby Kennedy used compartmentalization for security and administrative reasons, keeping the Get Hoffa Squad and his Mafia prosecutors almost completely separate. This tactic would have grave repercussions around the time of JFK’s assassination, when both groups were kept separate not only from each other, but also from Bobby’s covert Cuban operations, and each group had crucial information the other needed.

In addition to Bobby’s focus on the Mafia and Hoffa, the early 1960s were a turbulent and transitional time in the area of civil rights. This was the era of segregated schools in many parts of the country, though racial discrimination was worst in the South, where even public drinking fountains and movie theaters were often still segregated. Most state  legislatures had no blacks or Hispanics, and all-white juries were the norm. Bobby and his Justice Department played a leading role in the growing civil rights movement, enforcing the law when local or state officials refused, or even broke the law themselves.

In June 1963, Governor George Wallace had stood in the doorway of the University of Alabama to block admittance to a black student, only weeks after Birmingham Police Chief Bull Connor had turned attack dogs and fire hoses on peacefully protesting children. A few days after that attack, the motel where Martin Luther King was staying was bombed, and JFK had to call out troops to maintain order in Birmingham. Though King was able to marshal two hundred thousand people to Washington in August 1963 to hear his “I Have a Dream” speech, civil rights crusaders faced a constant threat of violence. Mississippi civil rights leader Medgar Evers had been assassinated by a sniper in June 1963, and in September four little girls died when Birmingham’s 16th Street Baptist Church was bombed.

Prosecutions for such crimes were largely local matters in 1963, since the comprehensive federal civil rights legislation sought by JFK and Bobby was proving problematic. Even with the help of Vice President Johnson, a consummate dealmaker when he had led the Senate in the late 1950s, passing such legislation would be difficult because of resistance from powerful conservatives in Congress, mostly from the South. Building Southern political support for JFK and his policies would be one reason for the President’s open motorcades in Florida (on November 18, 1963) and Texas (on November 21 and 22).

Bobby would have had his hands full if he’d done nothing but focus on civil rights, the Mafia, and Hoffa, as well as his extensive advice to JFK about political and personal affairs, but there was still more on his plate. Bobby also had a hand in foreign policy, which included being one of several advisors to JFK about the growing problem of Vietnam. The country’s dictator had been killed on November 2, 1963, following a coup by military officers. JFK had approved the coup to remove the corrupt dictator and his family from power, but hadn’t expected them to be killed; a famous photo captured JFK’s anguish when he first heard the news of their death. It’s important to remember that in November 1963, there were officially no US combat troops in Vietnam (only several thousand “advisors”), and US casualties under JFK totaled less than a hundred. Even with that relatively low level of commitment, most scholars and former officials agree that JFK had decided to reduce US forces in Vietnam in 1964.

Of more immediate concern to Bobby Kennedy was Cuba, a problem in which he had taken a leading role that went far beyond just giving advice to JFK. In fact, Bobby’s involvement surpassed anything that could remotely be considered the role of an Attorney General. JFK had delegated to Bobby the primary responsibility for defining and implementing Cuban operations, because the CIA had so badly bungled the Bay of Pigs operation in 1961 that JFK wanted someone he trusted to be in charge. JFK felt uncomfortable leaving Cuban operations entirely to the US military, since some of his Joint Chiefs had indicated an eagerness to attack Cuba during the Cuban Missile Crisis in 1962. Of the military brass, JFK fully trusted only his new Joint Chiefs Chairman, General Maxwell Taylor; Defense Intelligence Agency head General Joseph Carroll; and Secretary of the Army Cyrus Vance.

The complex, covert operations that made up the secret war against Cuba couldn’t be delegated to cabinet officials like Defense Secretary Robert McNamara or Secretary of State Dean Rusk for several reasons. First, Defense and State had their own large bureaucracies, subject to Congressional oversight, a situation that wasn’t conducive to their making quick decisions about complicated, top-secret operations where the hand of the US had to remain hidden. They also had their hands full with Vietnam, and the rest of the Cold War with Russia and China, whose fronts ranged from Eastern Europe to Asia to the Middle East. Finally, Rusk and McNamara were the administration’s highest-profile officials to the press and public, which was hardly compatible with overseeing the Kennedys’ highly secret operations against Cuba.

While the Joint Chiefs, Defense, State, and the CIA all had input into Cuba policy and operations, declassified files and former administration officials make it clear that JFK delegated control to his trusted brother, Bobby. Selected officials in those agencies participated in three subcommittees of the National Security Council (the Standing Group, the Special Group, and the Interdepartmental Coordinating Committee of Cuban Affairs), whose organization and responsibility were so confusing that detailed charts had to be prepared just to sort things out. Though Bobby Kennedy appeared on none of the charts, decades later Alexander Haig said that when it came to Cuban operations in 1963, “Bobby Kennedy was running it—hour by hour.” Haig stated emphatically that as far as Cuba was concerned, “Bobby Kennedy was the President. He was the President! Let me repeat, as a reasonably close observer, HE WAS THE PRESIDENT!”5 (Emphasis in original.) In 1963, Haig was the aide to Joseph Califano, the assistant to Army Secretary  Cyrus Vance. Haig’s comments were confirmed in Califano’s autobiography, as well as by a confidential source we interviewed who served on two of the three Cuba committees, and by other Kennedy associates.6  CIA official Richard Helms told Newsweek editor Evan Thomas that “you haven’t lived until you’ve had Bobby Kennedy rampant on your back [about Cuba].”7

For his secret Cuba operations, Bobby worked directly with officials like Helms and Vance, often bypassing their superiors, such as CIA Director John McCone and Defense Secretary McNamara. Bobby also dealt directly with several Cuban exile leaders he trusted, much to the resentment and frustration of CIA officials who had previously been in charge of controlling US-backed exile leaders.

Bobby sought out people he had confidence in, or felt he could control, because the Cold War was at its height and the stakes were high: It was just a year after the tense nuclear standoff of the Cuban Missile Crisis of October 1962, and thousands of Russian personnel were still in Cuba. A recently declassified “Top Secret . . . briefing for Mr. Robert Kennedy,” makes it clear that one wrong move would result in “World War III.”8

One reason for the Kennedys’ secrecy and tight control was that America, and the world, were under two misimpressions at the time that remained in place for decades. As Secretary of State Dean Rusk revealed to us in an interview, JFK never made an ironclad pledge that the United States would not invade Cuba, in order to end the Cuban Missile Crisis. Rusk’s revelation was later confirmed by hundreds of pages of formerly secret files published by the National Security Archive at George Washington University. As shown by these memos, and by JFK’s own public statements to the press and on TV, his offer of a “no invasion” pledge depended entirely on Fidel Castro’s allowing “UN inspections” for “weapons of mass destruction,” to ensure that all the missiles had been removed.9 Fidel never allowed UN inspectors into Cuba, so JFK’s pledge never took effect. However, JFK was so anxious to avoid returning to the almost unbearable tension of the Missile Crisis that, during 1963, he and his top officials deliberately refrained from making Castro’s failure to allow UN inspections an issue to the public or the media.

In stark contrast to the way Cuba had dominated the headlines and nightly newscasts in October and November 1962, by November 1963 Cuba was rarely front-page news. The relatively few stories that appeared focused mainly on the JFK administration’s crackdown on  most Cuban exile groups, dozens of which had formerly received lavish support from the CIA’s huge Miami station. One could get the impression from media accounts in the fall of 1963 that Cuba was no longer much of an issue for JFK, despite growing attempts by his potential Republican opponents in the upcoming 1964 election to call attention to it. Republicans like Richard Nixon, Barry Goldwater, and Nelson Rockefeller tried to make the point that Soviet missiles might still remain in Cuba, or that they could be reintroduced as long as Fidel was in power. Though JFK refused to be drawn into public debate about hypothetical Cuban missiles, he knew such accusations would gain greater attention once the next presidential campaign officially began in January 1964.

JFK and Bobby were desperately trying to resolve the issue of Cuba by the end of 1963, so that it didn’t become what two Kennedy aides called “a political football” during the 1964 campaign.10 Because JFK and his officials had been vague to Soviet inquires about JFK’s “no invasion” pledge and the lack of UN inspections, the Kennedys’ actions had to be undertaken in utmost secrecy, even within their own administration. US involvement in the toppling of Fidel could never be revealed. The level of fear and mistrust between the United States and the Soviet Union in 1963 was extremely high. A direct “hotline” to the Soviet leader Nikita Khrushchev in Moscow had been installed in August 1963, but it was far more complex than the simple phone system depicted in popular movies. It involved encoded messages using wire and radio telegraph, with translators at each end.11 If the Soviets felt betrayed over any obvious US intervention in Cuba, such a cumbersome system would be of limited use as JFK tried to explain the nuances of his justification for US action. The situation could quickly spiral out of control, and the earlier cited memo’s prediction of “World War III” could well come to pass.

But one of the passages in that same memo provided the seeds of the plan JFK and Bobby started developing in May 1963:The [US] military could intervene overtly in Cuba without serious offense to national or world public opinion if we moved in response to a humanitarian requirement to restore order within Cuba [and announced we would] hold free elections; and that we would withdraw from Cuba as soon as the new government advised that they had the capability to maintain order without further assistance from OAS [Organization of American States] nations. [Also,] if the operation was conducted as quickly as possible and with sufficient force ...12





What JFK and Bobby lacked when that memo was written was a logical reason for the United States to go into Cuba to “restore order.” In mid-May 1963, the Kennedys finally got the opportunity they needed when one of the most powerful officials in Cuba—Commander Juan Almeida, the head of Cuba’s army—contacted Bobby’s top Cuban exile aide, Enrique “Harry” Ruiz-Williams. Commander Almeida told Ruiz-Williams that he would be willing to stage a coup to overthrow Fidel, if the Kennedys would back him. JFK and Bobby’s acceptance of Commander Almeida’s offer began a chain of events that would have a tremendous impact on the US presidency and American policy toward Cuba, one that still persists today.

Commander Almeida was a founding father of Castro’s Cuba, one of the revered twelve who had gone into the Sierra Maestra mountains with Fidel to begin the Revolution. Almeida saved Che Guevara’s life in the first battle of the Revolution and had gone on to found Cuba’s Revolutionary Army. While Almeida’s friend Che was a struggling economic bureaucrat by 1963, Almeida still commanded the loyalty of most Cuban troops, and was one of the most admired and respected officials in Cuba after Fidel and his brother, Raul. However, both Che and Almeida resented the increasing Soviet influence in Cuba, as well as Fidel’s ongoing consolidation of his own personal power. In addition, Almeida was the highest-ranking black official in Cuba in 1963, an important consideration for a country in which, by some estimates, 70 percent of the population is of at least partial African descent.

Almeida’s May 1963 offer to the Kennedys wasn’t the first time he had rebelled against Fidel. Two recently declassified memos, first published in 2006, show that the CIA was aware more than two months prior to the 1961 Bay of Pigs disaster that Almeida “was disgusted with the communistic situation” in Cuba and wanted to defect. However, top CIA officials didn’t pursue Almeida’s offer then, apparently because they felt confident their plot with Mafia bosses Santo Trafficante and Johnny Rosselli would result in Fidel’s assassination prior to the invasion at the Bay of Pigs. Not only did the CIA-Mafia plots fail to kill Fidel, but Almeida wound up being assigned the defense of the one-third of Cuba that included the landing site for the US-backed Cuban exiles at the Bay of Pigs. If the CIA had been working with Commander Almeida during the invasion, the resulting disaster might have been avoided.

The opportunity arose again in May 1963, because Almeida learned from an American newspaper article that the CIA was backing “a new all-out drive to . . . topple the Fidel Castro regime.” The May 10, 1963,  Associated Press article went on to say that “the plan calls for a junta in exile [with a goal of] ultimate invasion [and] seeking to put together the junta was Enrique Ruiz-Williams, a Bay of Pigs veteran and friend of US Attorney Robert F. Kennedy.”13 Almeida had first met Ruiz-Williams, a successful mining engineer, in Cuba in the early 1950s. (Enrique Ruiz-Williams told us, and several Kennedy associates we interviewed, that he preferred to be called “Harry,” so that is the name we will use for him.) Harry had provided supplies to Almeida when the revolutionaries were still in the mountains, but after the Revolution, Harry turned against Fidel and his increasingly repressive regime. He eventually fled Cuba with his family, and by 1960 was living in Miami, where he decided to join the Cuban exiles being recruited by the CIA to invade their homeland. Harry fought heroically at the Bay of Pigs until he was grievously wounded by an exploding shell, and Almeida had visited the recovering Harry in a field hospital. Harry was one of sixty injured prisoners released by Fidel in April 1962, to persuade JFK to free the remaining 1,113 Bay of Pigs prisoners from their deplorable prison conditions.

Harry grew close to the Kennedys, especially Bobby, while working to get the prisoners released by Christmas Eve 1962. After the prisoners’ triumphant return and welcome at a huge ceremony at Miami’s Orange Bowl, Bobby began to work with Harry on ways to deal with Castro. In Bobby’s oral history at the Kennedy Presidential Library, Bobby says that Harry was “very brave” and “very bright,” and had “very good judgment.” 14 Their mutual friend, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Haynes Johnson, said that “Bobby trusted Harry. He loved it that Harry was full of shrapnel from the Bay of Pigs.” Haynes, and no doubt Bobby as well, liked the fact that “Harry was bluff, candid, blunt.” In addition, unlike many Cuban exile leaders in the US, who were content to sit safely in offices and collect support from the CIA and their fellow exiles, Haynes said that “Harry was willing to die at any moment.”15

When Commander Almeida learned from the May 1963 newspaper article that his old friend was working for the Kennedys to topple Castro, he decided to contact Harry. Initially, Bobby and Harry had been angry the article had revealed so much information, but that changed when they learned of Almeida’s interest. Thus began several months of secret negotiations and planning, with Harry acting as an intermediary between Bobby and Almeida, while Bobby kept JFK (and a handful of other officials) up to date. Bobby’s official phone logs document some of these calls. For example, on May 13, 1963, at 5:50 PM, Bobby took a call from JFK. The next call Bobby took, at 6:05 PM, was from Harry. On  June 25, 1963, Bobby answered a call from CIA official Richard Helms at 10:15 AM, followed by a call from Harry at 10:25 AM.16 Three days later, the CIA issued a memo establishing their largest operation to support the JFK-Almeida coup plan, code-named AMWORLD, a name so secret it had never appeared in any government report or book until we revealed it in 2005 in our previous book, Ultimate Sacrifice.

The JFK-Almeida coup plan was designed to avoid the main problems that befell the Bay of Pigs operation, which had been a relatively open secret known to dozens of officials, aides, agents, and military officers in the US government, as well as to numerous journalists and even partially to Fidel. This time, any knowledge of the coup plan would be tightly held and only about a dozen people—including JFK, Bobby, CIA Director John McCone, and CIA Deputy Director for Plans Richard Helms—would know the full plan. The United States’ leading role in the coup plan was never supposed to be revealed, even after the coup succeeded—and not even years later, since US officials hoped Almeida and trusted exiles might play roles in Cuba’s new government for many years to come. If things worked as JFK and Bobby hoped, it would simply appear as if JFK had responded well to the unexpected situation of Fidel’s assassination (a term the Kennedys never used with their aides; they preferred “elimination”).

Almeida would not take public responsibility for Fidel’s death, and neither would Harry. The Cuban populace could hardly be expected to rally around new leaders who boasted of having killed Fidel, still admired by many on the island, so Harry made it clear that a patsy, someone to take the fall, would be used.17 Evidence indicates that Fidel’s death would have been blamed on a Russian or a Russian sympathizer, as a way to help neutralize the thousands of Soviet personnel still in Cuba.18 Many newspaper accounts noted increasing tension between Fidel and the Soviets in the second half of 1963. As head of the army, Almeida knew the locations of all Soviet forces in Cuba, as well as Fidel’s security plans. Almeida had enough personal prestige that if he went on Cuban TV and announced that their beloved Fidel had been killed by a Russian or Russian sympathizer, the people would accept his word, the same way most US citizens at that time would accept a pronouncement by a trusted figure like J. Edgar Hoover.

Remembering the debacle of the CIA-run Bay of Pigs, JFK and Bobby restricted the CIA to only a supporting role in the JFK-Almeida coup plan. This consisted primarily of providing secret support to a handful of trusted exile leaders, and getting additional US intelligence assets  into Cuba prior to the coup. The largest part of the exile support operation, AMWORLD, was run largely out of Washington, with only a small component at the CIA’s huge Miami station. Even within that facility, AMWORLD had its own separate communications operation, code-named LORK.19 The exile leaders were supposed to all be based outside the United States so that the United States could publicly deny supporting them. Though AMWORLD itself was relatively secret within the CIA, as a program with a budget of over $7 million, more than a dozen CIA officials and their aides had to be told about it. However, most of those officials knew only that AMWORLD was a secret way for the CIA to provide JFK-approved funding and support to a select few exile leaders. Only a handful of CIA leaders, including Director McCone and Helms, knew about Almeida and the full plan to eliminate and overthrow Fidel.

The CIA was also responsible for helping Harry arrange an initial payment of $50,000 to Almeida (out of a promised $500,000, almost $3 million in today’s dollars), and for helping to get Almeida’s wife and children out of Cuba on a seemingly innocent pretext, prior to the coup. The US military would officially have the lead role in the coup operation and its aftermath, though in actuality Bobby would be calling the shots.

Historians have long known that the Kennedys initiated two separate back-channel attempts to negotiate with Fidel in the fall of 1963, one using pioneering TV journalist Lisa Howard and special UN envoy William Attwood, and the other through French journalist Jean Daniel. The JFK-Almeida coup plan finally explains the reason for the urgency of those efforts. As Dean Rusk explained to Vanity Fair magazine, when talking about the Kennedys’ pursuit of peace negotiations with Fidel while they were also planning a violent coup to eliminate him: “There’s no particular contradiction there. . . . It was just an either/or situation. That went on frequently.” However, Rusk added that by doing so, JFK and Bobby “were playing with fire.”

While the Kennedys wanted to avoid “a bloody coup” if possible, neither of their secret peace efforts had produced any breakthroughs by November 22, 1963. To maintain deniability in case the secret talks were exposed, JFK had to work through William Attwood, who in turn talked to Fidel’s doctor, who dealt with Fidel. The parties were wary of each other, and the negotiations slow. Fidel also had to deal with factions within his own regime. A November 8, 1963, Attwood memo to JFK notes that Fidel didn’t want Che Guevara to find out about the  secret talks, because “there was a rift between Castro and the Guevara [and] Almeida group on the question of Cuba’s future course.”20 JFK kept his own secrets from Attwood, not telling him that, barring some dramatic breakthrough in the secret talks, JFK and Bobby planned to allow Almeida to overthrow Fidel on December 1, 1963.

Frustrated by the slow pace of the Attwood negotiations, yet anxious to avoid a violent coup if possible, in late October 1963 JFK had asked French journalist Jean Daniel to talk to Fidel on his behalf. But Fidel had kept Daniel cooling his heels in Havana for weeks. Daniel had finally gotten to see Fidel on November 21, the day before JFK’s trip to Dallas. No real progress was made, but Fidel was intrigued enough by Daniel’s message from JFK that he invited the journalist to a follow-up lunch on November 22, at Castro’s villa at Varadero Beach.21 However, Daniel could not securely communicate directly with JFK or Bobby about his talks with Castro, so the Kennedys had no way to know that Daniel was finally speaking with the Cuban leader.

Even while JFK was making his final attempts to reach a peaceful solution with Castro, he continued his efforts to overthrow the Cuban leader. As the date for the coup approached, Almeida indicated to Harry that he wanted JFK’s personal assurance that the President would fully support the coup once it began. On November 18, 1963, following JFK’s long motorcade in Tampa, the President had gone to Miami to deliver a speech, several lines of which were written specifically to reassure Commander Almeida that he had JFK’s personal backing. A CIA report from 1963, uncovered years later by Congressional investigators, confirms that in “Kennedy’s speech of November 18, 1963 [in Miami], the CIA intended President Kennedy’s speech to serve as a signal to dissident elements in Cuba that the US would support a coup.” The CIA report states the wording was intended for “dissident elements in the Cuban Armed Forces [who] must have solemn assurances from high-level US spokesmen, especially the President, that the United States will exert its decisive influence during and immediately after the coup.”22

Years later, according to Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist Sy Hersh, CIA officer Seymour Bolten told a Congressional investigator that he had personally delivered the key paragraph written for JFK’s speech. Declassified files withheld from Congress and not seen by Hersh confirm that Bolten’s supervisor was an important part of AMWORLD and the JFK-Almeida coup plan.23 (Bolten’s son, Joshua, became a cabinet official for President George W. Bush.)
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According to a formerly top-secret memo sent by JFK’s CIA Director John McCone on the morning of November 22, 1963, the date for the coup was “scheduled for” December 1, 1963, just ten days later.24 Both that specific date and the general timing were important. First, as outlined by CIA memos and Bobby’s top Cuban exile aide, Harry Williams, Fidel was launching a military draft around that date that would soon dilute Commander Almeida’s loyal army units and allow for the introduction of army spies under Fidel’s control. This was part of an ongoing trend noted in a cable to the CIA’s Director, whereby top Cuban “officers such as . . . Almeida who [are] not completely reliable politically are slowly being isolated from troops [by the] current Regime.”25 Second, as a Kennedy aide who worked on parts of the JFK-Almeida coup plan told us, JFK and Bobby were determined to have the Cuban situation resolved by the end of 1963. They didn’t want US troops fighting in Cuba over the holidays, so that part of the operation would have to be completed well before Christmas. Lastly, since the final versions of the “Plan for a Coup in Cuba” called for the use of US air power, the coup had to occur before the Pearl Harbor anniversary of December 7, so as not to raise the specter of that event and saddle the United States with accusations of a Japanese-style sneak attack.26

As noted earlier, Almeida’s wife and children had already left Cuba on a pretext, and CIA operatives kept them under discreet surveillance in another country. Bobby had Harry Williams assure Almeida that he and the CIA would guarantee the family’s safety and security if Almeida were killed or captured in the coup. At the time, Bobby, Harry, and CIA Director McCone never imagined that this part of the secret operation would go on for decades.

Bobby finished his final meetings with his key Cuban exile leaders in the week leading up to November 22, 1963. On that date, in the words of the Washington Post, Harry Williams was having “the most crucial of a series of secret meetings with top-level CIA and government people about . . . ‘the problem of Cuba’” at a safe house in Washington, D.C.27  Unless an unforeseen problem arose at that meeting, Harry had been instructed by Bobby to proceed to Miami, and then to the US base at Guantanamo. From there, he would slip into Cuba for a final meeting with Almeida before the coup and “elimination” of Fidel. Once Harry was inside Castro’s Cuba, it would be difficult—perhaps impossible—to call off the coup. If all went according to plan, Harry would be inside hostile Cuban territory, beyond US protection and reliable communication, by November 24 (Sunday) or November 25 (Monday). That would  leave only a few days between the time Harry met with Almeida inside Cuba and the day Fidel was eliminated, Sunday, December 1, 1963.

Setting the coup for December 1 was possible because almost every weekend Fidel traveled to—and from—his house at Varadero Beach in an open jeep. In those days, Fidel often rode in such a vehicle, instead of in a limousine, to evoke his triumphant jeep trip to Havana at the climax of the Revolution. As a Kennedy aide explained to us, and as numerous historians have confirmed, Fidel’s security precautions were legendary: He often varied his schedule, used doubles, and had meetings at odd late-night hours to foil any potential plotting. Such safety measures meant that Castro’s weekly jeep trip to Varadero was virtually the only reliable opportunity for an assassination attempt.

In 1962, and again in the fall of 1963, the CIA had reviewed a plan in which Fidel would be killed at a restaurant he frequented. Diagrams were drawn to show how a shooter could hide in the pantry, since Fidel always went into the kitchen to talk to the cooks and busboys.28 But this plan was too risky and inflexible, compared with simply having snipers shoot Fidel in his open jeep as he traveled to or from Varadero Beach.

A later AMWORLD document talks about assassinating Fidel “when he goes to Varadero,” and says one of Bobby’s Cuban exile aides was given “the details and the exact locations where Fidel spends every Saturday and Sunday, and specifically every Sunday at Varadero.”29  Cuban exile Rafael “Chi Chi” Quintero, the assistant to one of Bobby’s exile leaders, Manuel Artime, later said “the plot finally agreed on was a combined assassination-coup attempt at Varadero, the beach resort on Cuba’s north coast, [where a CIA asset] was supposed to kill [Fidel] with a rifle.”30 Commander Almeida knew the local commander at Varadero, a man later said to have been one of the coup plotters. CIA propaganda expert David Atlee Phillips worked on AMWORLD and, years after his retirement, wrote a proposal for an autobiographical novel that lightly fictionalized his CIA work. In it, he said that Fidel would be shot “with a sniper’s rifle from an upper floor window of a building on the route where Castro often drove in an open jeep.”31

A later declassified memo that mentions Almeida says the assassination of Fidel “is to take place in public so that everyone can see that the leaders have been killed.”32 This was important, so that Fidel’s death couldn’t be hidden from the Cuban populace for days, weeks, or even months. Varadero is only seventy-five miles from Havana, so killing Fidel there in such a public way would ensure the news spread quickly. This would give Almeida and his associates a reason to immediately  arrest the patsy, and to invite in US forces to prevent a civil war and a Soviet takeover. According to Harry Williams and several declassified memos about the coup, Raul Castro would be eliminated along with Fidel. CIA memos show that Almeida was involved with Raul’s security, allowing him to ensure that Raul was taken care of at the same time Castro was killed. 33

While December 1, 1963, was the coup date given in the CIA Director’s memo (other CIA memos mention the same general time period), Harry Williams told us it was possible he might move the coup up by one day because he didn’t trust one of the other Cuban exile leaders, Manuel Artime. In October and November 1963, growing friction had developed between Harry Williams and Artime, because the latter had starting going to Bobby about various matters, behind Harry’s back. The extremely conservative Artime had agreed only reluctantly to work with more liberal exile leaders chosen by Harry and Bobby, and Artime would have preferred to become the sole leader of Cuba after Fidel’s assassination. Artime was often called the CIA’s “Golden Boy” because of all the money and attention lavished on him by the CIA and his best friend, CIA officer E. Howard Hunt, so Harry worried that Artime might try to get a jump on the other exile leaders. To prevent this possibility, Harry and Almeida could quietly move the coup date one day earlier, to Saturday, November 30, the day that Fidel would drive into Varadero. Once Harry was inside Cuba, meeting with Almeida, the final decision about the date for the coup and Fidel’s “elimination” would be theirs.

According to two close associates of the Kennedy brothers, neither JFK nor Bobby considered the JFK-Almeida coup plan to be an assassination plot. They explained that the Kennedys saw Castro’s “elimination” during a coup by Almeida as far different from the CIA’s earlier (and, unknown to the Kennedys, ongoing) plan to simply have Mafia assassins shoot Fidel. As noted in declassified files and confirmed by our sources, the President and the Attorney General viewed the JFK-Almeida coup plan as providing aid to “Cubans helping other Cubans”—supporting Cubans outside Cuba (Harry and selected exile leaders) so they could help Cubans inside Cuba (Almeida and his allies).34

As described in the fourteen drafts of the “Plan for a Coup in Cuba”—most written in a flurry of activity after Almeida’s May 1963 offer—extensive plans had been made for the coup, the US invasion, and the post-coup Cuban government. The Kennedys’ goals were to bring about eventual free elections, and to produce a Cuba free of the Mafia  influence that had been so pervasive during the Eisenhower-Nixon administration.

Though these drafts involved State, Defense, the Joint Chiefs, and the CIA, the Kennedys had devised a way for plans to be made without revealing Almeida’s identity to so many officials and aides that it became an open secret, like the Bay of Pigs. As files released in recent years document, and former officials confirm, most of the planning involving those agencies occurred under the guise of a “what if” scenario: What if a very high official could be found to stage a coup against Castro?35

During the summer and fall of 1963, selected officials from those agencies knew about three ongoing attempts to find such an official. One was a plan code-named AMTRUNK by the CIA, though it was originally the brainchild of New York Times journalist Tad Szulc, a friend of JFK. The second was a joint CIA-DIA (Defense Intelligence Agency) Task Force designed to find a high Cuban official willing to stage a coup. The third centered on a disgruntled midlevel Cuban official named Rolando Cubela, with whom the CIA had been in contact since late 1960. Cubela was brought to the CIA’s attention by a Trafficante associate, a businessman the CIA code-named AMWHIP-1, who remained in contact with Cubela in 1963 and later.36 Inside the CIA, Cubela was referred to as AMLASH, but those in other agencies who knew about him simply referred to him by his real name.37 Though Cubela, a physician, had no real power within the Cuban government, as the former leader of a prominent revolutionary student group (the DR38), he was allowed a large travel budget and frequently went to Europe and communist-bloc countries. One of Bobby’s secret NSC subcommittees was told that the CIA was using Cubela to try to locate a high official willing to stage a coup.39 Cubela himself wasn’t powerful enough to lead a coup, since an October 18, 1963, CIA memo says “that Cubela has no official position in the government.”40 Because of his service during the Revolution, Cubela had been awarded a purely ceremonial military title, but according to an October 30, 1963, CIA memo, he lost that when he “resigned from the Army after difficulties with Raul Castro.”41

Planning progressed on the coup, invasion, and post-coup Cuban government by Bobby’s subcommittees “just in case” a high-ranking Cuban official could be found. This allowed JFK and Bobby to get representatives from those agencies to do extensive planning, without revealing prematurely that Cuban Army Commander Juan Almeida had already agreed in May 1963 to lead the coup. In one memo, Army Secretary Cyrus Vance lists several possible scenarios by which Fidel  might be toppled, but states they will initially focus only on a “palace coup” by a powerful Cuban official; Vance says plans for the other scenarios will be prepared later. Of course, these plans were never made, because Vance knew they wouldn’t be needed.

With the coup planning largely complete by November 22, 1963, the Kennedys thought they had no need to inform officials like Secretary of State Dean Rusk about Almeida until shortly before the December 1 coup. On November 22, Rusk and several other cabinet officials, as well as JFK’s press secretary, Pierre Salinger, were flying to the Far East. A still partially classified series of memos between Bobby Kennedy and National Security advisor McGeorge Bundy reveals that as of November 20, “The Cuban problem is ready for discussion now . . . so we will call a meeting as soon as we can find a day when the right people are in town.” With JFK going to Texas, while Bundy, Rusk, and other cabinet officials were in the Far East, that meant Monday, November 25, would be the soonest day all the parties would be available. But by that day, assuming there was no last-minute breakthrough in the secret peace talks with Fidel, Harry would be in Cuba to meet Almeida and the coup plan would be past its “fail-safe” point. That would be when Rusk and others could simply be told that all their efforts to find someone to stage a coup had yielded results, and that the action had been set for December 1, using the plans they had already developed and agreed to.

Bobby’s method yielded an odd situation in which only some officials on the subcommittees knew about Almeida and realized all the planning was for real; officials in this group included Cyrus Vance, General Maxwell Taylor, CIA Director John McCone, Richard Helms, and only a few more. Others on the subcommittees didn’t know about Almeida and thought the planning was just a “what if” exercise, contingent on finding a high-ranking Cuban official to lead the coup; those in this group included Robert McNamara and Dean Rusk.42 This meant that in any particular meeting, some of those attending knew about Almeida and that the coup was fast approaching, and some did not. The declassified notes from those meetings show the torturous wording that was sometimes used to convey necessary information without revealing too much to those not yet fully in the loop.43

Bobby’s method proved extremely effective in keeping secret both Almeida’s identity and the imminence of the coup, while allowing him to maintain tight control of the overall plan. But it also contributed to disastrous intelligence failures, since some people in the meetings knew the urgency of the situation, while others viewed the planning as more  of a routine bureaucratic exercise. Worse, important agencies such as the Secret Service, the FBI, and even Bobby’s own Justice Department were excluded from domestic aspects of the planning, since membership on the secret subcommittees was kept so small. Some meetings of the Special Group included only three or four people. Even today, large portions of their meeting notes from the summer and fall of 1963 are still heavily censored, such as those from November 15, 1963. Other notes from that time period that aren’t heavily censored, such as those from the November 6, 1963, meeting, often say to “see special minutes for additional items.” Those “special minutes” have never been released, a sign of the secrecy that remains even after more than four decades.44






Chapter Two

[image: 007]

By mid-November 1963, officials in Washington were putting the finishing touches on the final draft of the “Plan for a Coup in Cuba.” While the plans were being approved by JFK’s top military leaders, like Joint Chiefs of Staff Chairman Maxwell Taylor and Defense Intelligence Agency Chief General Joseph Carroll, much of the actual work was being done by Army Secretary Cyrus Vance. Helping Vance with some of the planning was his assistant, Joseph Califano, and Califano’s aide, Lieutenant Colonel Alexander Haig. According to Harry Williams, Vance was fully aware of Almeida’s role. Califano and Haig have gone to great lengths in their autobiographies and public comments to stress that Vance was privy to more information about the Cuban operations than they were, and have never acknowledged knowing about Almeida. However, Haig and Califano acknowledge freely that they worked extensively on covert Cuban operations in the summer and fall of 1963, and their names show up in several “Plan for a Coup in Cuba” documents.

Their public comments help to describe the situation at the time. On ABC’s Nightline,Haig said that Bobby Kennedy was running the secret Cuban operations “hour by hour. I was part of it, as deputy to Joe Califano and military assistant to . . . Cy Vance, the Secretary of the Army, [who] was [presiding] over the State Department, the CIA, and the National Security Council [when it came to Cuba]. I was intimately involved.”

Califano’s autobiography wasn’t published until 2004, and in it he says, “Presidential demands for a covert program to [eliminate] the Soviet military presence in Cuba . . . intensified. Helping develop this covert program and direct the Defense Department’s role in it occupied much of my time in 1963.”1 Califano goes on to say, “I felt I was working directly for the Attorney General and through him, for the President, and with one exception I enthusiastically joined the administration’s effort to topple Castro.” Califano says that exception was a suggestion to assassinate Fidel, but he notes that at that meeting, “the CIA representatives  sat silent.” Califano later bemoans the fact that the Warren “Commission was not informed of any of the efforts of . . . the CIA and Robert Kennedy to eliminate Castro and stage a coup” in the fall of 1963.2

Those coup plans eventually grew to more than eighty pages by November 1963, and those didn’t even include the US military’s detailed invasion plans for Cuba. All of the quotes in the following brief summary are from the coup plans that Cyrus Vance sent to General Maxwell Taylor. CIA and State had also contributed to, and signed off on, the plans, which call for the leaders of the coup to “have some power base in the Cuban army,” and to be in contact with the United States prior to the coup. The US would also “seek the cooperation of selected Cuban exile leaders.” The whole point of the coup would be to stage a seemingly internal “palace coup in Cuba [that would] neutralize the top echelon of Cuban leadership.” The term “neutralize” is simply a nice way of saying “kill.” The plans stress that “from a political viewpoint, it is important . . . the revolt appear genuine and not open to the charge of being a facade for a forcible US overthrow of Castro [since] a well-planned and successful ‘rescue’ of a revolt could be made politically acceptable” to US allies and the Soviets.3

The coup plans say that after Castro’s death, President Kennedy would “warn [the] Soviets not to intervene,” an important consideration since “twelve to thirteen thousand Soviet military personnel of all kinds remain [in Cuba].”4 The leaders of the coup “would have announced via radio and other means the . . . establishment of a Provisional Government. They would have appealed to the US for recognition and support, particularly for air cover and a naval blockade, ostensibly to make certain that the Soviets do not intervene but actually, by prearrangement, to immobilize the Cuban Air Force and Navy.”5

After “completion of such initial air attacks as may be necessary, provision will be made for the rapid, incremental introduction of balanced forces, to include full-scale invasion if . . . necessary.” The plans also say that “US military forces employed against Cuba should be accompanied by US military-trained free Cubans.”6 Several hundred such Cuban exiles had been trained at Fort Benning, Georgia, and Fort Jackson, South Carolina, and were ready to be deployed by mid-November 1963. If the coup went well, it was hoped those Cuban exile US troops might be the only US forces required.7

The United States wanted support from its allies, and the Kennedys’ ultimate goal was a free and democratic Cuba. The plans say, “The OAS [Organization of American States] will send representatives to the island  to assist the Provisional Government in preparing for and conduct of free elections.”8

Among the Joint Chiefs, evidence indicates that only Maxwell Taylor and DIA Chief Joseph Carroll were fully informed about Almeida. Others, like Air Force Chief General Curtis LeMay, were too hawkish and close to JFK’s conservative adversaries in Congress to be trusted to know everything, especially about a plan that might be canceled if there was a breakthrough with the secret peace feelers to Castro. As JFK biographer Richard Reeves discovered, JFK was worried about the possibility of a military coup by a US general if he was perceived to have suffered another disaster like the Bay of Pigs.9

Though military leaders like General Carroll had a greater role in the coup than the CIA, some of the CIA’s activities caused him problems. A CIA memo describes General Carroll’s frustration with the CIA regarding the coup, a dissatisfaction that the General expressed to a Cuban exile in a meeting held in a car in November 1963. Meeting about the upcoming coup in a car, instead of at the Pentagon, was apparently for security reasons, but that didn’t prevent General Carroll’s complaints about the CIA from being reported to that very agency.10 Such domestic spying was all too common in those days, and General Carroll was part of that apparatus: His DIA was a newly created umbrella organization that was supposed to coordinate the activities of services like Army Intelligence and Naval Intelligence, which later Congressional investigations found had been involved in domestic surveillance for many years.11 While the CIA had been tasked with getting more US assets into Cuba prior to the coup, some of those assets were current or former US military personnel who were also involved with the CIA. At least one of them was under “tight surveillance” in November 1963, as he had been since his return from the Soviet Union in 1962. As we first revealed in 2005, Naval Intelligence was maintaining phone, mail, and visual surveillance on Lee Harvey Oswald and his wife. Since Naval Intelligence lacked the resources to maintain such surveillance in many areas, they relied on assistance from the FBI and the CIA. Our source, who maintained reports about Oswald and other domestic surveillance targets, says that Oswald’s folder contained a CIA phone number to call if he were ever involved in any problem.12

 

Today, the vast majority of Americans have no idea that in the days and weeks before JFK’s trip to Dallas, Bobby Kennedy had a secret subcommittee developing plans for what to do if a US official were assassinated.  The development of “Contingency Plans” for dealing with the possible “assassination of American officials” grew out of planning for the coup, and involved many of the same officials. This planning had begun in September 1963, to deal with possible retaliation by Castro, if he learned that JFK and Bobby were plotting to overthrow him. However, since some of the officials working on these Contingency Plans didn’t know about Almeida, they no doubt viewed the issue far differently, and with far less urgency, than the few who did. Only three of the many files this subcommittee generated have been declassified, though we also spoke with two members of the Kennedy administration who were familiar with the plans.13

One of the sources was an official who worked on the plans but had not been told about Commander Almeida. The other source was a Kennedy aide who saw the plans after they were drafted, but also knew about Almeida and the imminent coup. While declassified plans show that the subcommittee believed the “assassination of American officials” to be “likely” in the fall of 1963, they considered assassination attempts “unlikely in the US.”14 If Fidel found out about US plans and decided to retaliate, they felt he would risk assassinating an American official only outside the United States—for example, in a Latin American country.

Bobby and the officials working on the plans, especially those who knew about Almeida, were considering how the United States should react if, for example, the US ambassador to Panama was assassinated and his murder appeared to be linked somehow to Cuba and the upcoming coup. One of Vance’s memos about the coup stresses the importance of having certain types of “information . . . to enable the President to make” viable decisions so they could avoid any situation where the President “would lack essential, evaluated information . . . but would at the same time be under heavy pressure to respond quickly.”15

Bobby and the other officials didn’t want JFK to be under pressure from the public, the press, or Congress to take hasty action against Cuba, if early reports pointed toward Cuban involvement in the death of a US official in Latin America. A hasty US military attack against Cuba could provoke devastating retaliation from Russia. Also, imagine the disaster if the United States started bombing Havana, only to have evidence emerge proving the US official had been killed not by Fidel, but in a routine robbery.

To avoid those problems, the Kennedy aide cautiously indicated some of the conditions necessary for JFK to make an informed, reasoned response to the apparent assassination of a US official in Latin  America: First, the US would need to control and limit initial publicity, to keep the news media from generating an outcry for an immediate military response against Cuba. To protect Almeida, any possible links between the assassination and the coup plan would have to be hidden from the press. US investigating agencies would need to take control of the investigation from local authorities as soon as possible, including gaining possession of important evidence. The autopsy would have to be conducted at a secure US military facility, to ensure that information couldn’t be leaked to the press. All of this would give JFK the time and information needed to make an appropriate response.

In the third week of November 1963, the Cuba Contingency planning was still going on, even though most of those working on it hadn’t been told crucial information: that officials had uncovered plots to assassinate JFK during his planned motorcades in Chicago on November 2 and in Tampa on November 18. In hindsight, it’s hard to believe that most of those working on plans to deal with the assassination of a US official weren’t told of the Chicago and Tampa attempts to assassinate JFK, especially since each appeared to have possible links to Cuba. However, as Chapter 5 documents, both attempts were kept out of the press because of all the secrecy surrounding the upcoming coup. Apparently, JFK and Bobby decided that sharing information about the attempts with the entire subcommittee—and potentially their supervisors, aides, and secretaries—could compromise the security of the entire coup plan.

 

In contrast to all the secret planning that JFK and Bobby hoped would never be revealed, the Kennedy brothers were also concerned with building positive publicity about the aftermath of the coup. If everything went according to plan, it would appear as if JFK had responded well to an unexpected crisis, removing Cuba as a liability to his 1964 presidential campaign. Part of their publicity plan included a Kennedy-backed book and television project about the Bay of Pigs, though the JFK-Almeida coup plan was unknown to the journalists involved.

While it may seem odd for JFK and Bobby to have wanted to remind voters of their biggest disaster, it makes sense given the individuals involved in the projects. Bobby was friends with Washington reporter Haynes Johnson, who was working on a book with the help of four Bay of Pigs veterans trusted by the Kennedys, including Harry Williams and Manuel Artime. Chet Huntley, another Kennedy friend and one of the top news anchors of the day, was handling the TV project. Along with David Brinkley, Huntley anchored America’s most popular news  broadcast each weekday evening on NBC. Bobby knew that Huntley’s Bay of Pigs special was slated to run after the coup, allowing the program to end with the triumphant return to Havana of Bay of Pigs heroes like Harry and Artime.16

Harry Williams usually shied away from publicity, but at Bobby’s request he was involved with both the book and TV projects. The personable Harry became close friends with journalist Haynes Johnson and friendly with Chet Huntley. Both men admired Harry for his bravery, as did JFK and Bobby. Harry had distinguished himself not only in fighting at the Bay of Pigs, but also even as he lay gravely injured in a field hospital after his capture. In a well-documented encounter, when Fidel showed up unexpectedly to visit the wounded captives, Harry weakly pulled a pistol out of his boot, pointed it at Fidel, and squeezed the trigger.

But Harry’s pistol only clicked—his fellow prisoners had removed the bullets because they were worried Harry might use them on himself, due to his capture and grievous injuries. Coupled with Harry’s agreement with Castro—to return to his Cuban prison if he were unable to get JFK and Bobby to make a deal to free the remaining prisoners—his actions cemented his heroic stature in the eyes of Cuban exiles, Bobby, and JFK. Journalists from Haynes Johnson to Newsweek editor Evan Thomas have written about the close personal relationship that developed between Harry and Bobby by 1963, which is why Bobby and JFK put Harry in charge of the exile side of the JFK-Almeida coup plan.17

It was up to Harry to recommend a handful of “selected Cuban exile leaders” who would become part of the coup plan, subject to approval from Bobby and JFK. Most of Harry’s recommendations were accepted, and five groups were selected. The hundreds of other Cuban exile groups, many of whom had received lavish support from the CIA for years, had their financial aid cut back severely or cut off completely, creating much resentment.

The exile leaders and groups Harry, Bobby, and JFK chose were:• Manual Artime, the extremely conservative former Bay of Pigs leader and best friend of CIA agent E. Howard Hunt.
• Tony Varona, a former Cuban senator who had recently headed the largest US-backed Cuban exile group, the CRC (Cuban Revolutionary Council).
• Manolo Ray, head of JURE (Junta Revolucionaria Cubana), considered one of the most liberal exile groups, and hence distrusted and disliked by Artime and Hunt.
• Eloy Menoyo of the SNFE (Second National Front of Escambray), also seen as very liberal; Harry called him “a man of action” because (unlike many office-bound exile leaders) he had been willing to personally lead raids into Cuba the previous year.
• The Cuban American US Army troops in officer training at Fort Benning, Georgia, considered the cream of the Bay of Pigs veterans from a military standpoint. This multiracial group of Cuban exiles would be the first US troops into Cuba after the coup.



Many of these men had worked with Fidel and Almeida during the Revolution and its immediate aftermath. One by one, they left Cuba or were forced to flee. Now, Harry was trying to meld them into an effective group that could help to rule Cuba after the coup, during the transition to democracy and eventual free elections. But this goal proved difficult, because their political differences were so great. Recently declassified memos show the scope of Harry’s problem: As of June 26, 1963, an FBI informant reported that “Menoyo would not be welcome” to work with Ray’s JURE group, and on September 26, 1963, Artime told one of his AMWORLD CIA case officers that “Menoyo . . . is indeed a traitor.”

Artime also disliked Ray, and memos from the summer of 1963 show CIA officials lying to Artime, telling him “that [Ray] is not one of [the CIA’s] chosen” leaders, when the CIA had actually being supporting Ray with an average of $25,000 a month since late June 1963.18 If it had been up to CIA officials like Richard Helms and E. Howard Hunt, Artime would have been the sole exile leader receiving support, but that wasn’t what the Kennedys wanted. After much work by Harry, by November 1963 Menoyo and Ray had met to reach a “working agreement,” and exile informants began to report that Artime had reached an accommodation with each man. Also on board were Tony Varona and the leader of the Cuban exile troops at Fort Benning.19

The five were not a cohesive group, and their level of commitment to Harry and Bobby varied. This was partially because Harry felt he had to withhold some information about the coup plan from them (such as Almeida’s identity), until the exile leader was fully committed to the operation. For example, newly released CIA files cited here for the first time confirm Harry’s account of meeting with Manolo Ray in September 1963. Shortly after that, Almeida’s name came up in a meeting between Ray and his CIA case officer, but they both talked so cautiously that it’s hard to tell just how much Harry or Bobby had told Ray about Almeida. Menoyo was even more problematic, and as late as mid-November, after months of wooing, Harry Williams was still trying to get him fully on board.20

Tony Varona had been eager to join Harry’s plan—perhaps too eager. Unknown to Harry and Bobby, Varona had ties to mob bosses Santo Trafficante and Johnny Rosselli. When the first round of CIA-Mafia plots to assassinate Castro in 1959 failed, the CIA began greatly ramping up their efforts in the summer of 1960, three months before the presidential election. Richard Nixon had been Eisenhower’s point man for Cuba, and Fidel’s death was apparently supposed to be the original October surprise that would propel the incumbent vice president to victory. The CIA admits they brought Varona into the plots at that time, along with Santo Trafficante, Johnny Rosselli, and his boss, Sam Giancana.21 Carlos Marcello told an FBI informant that he joined the operation at a later date. Despite a series of failures, the CIA continued their work with the Mafia. Bobby Kennedy was told about some aspects of the CIA-Mafia plots in May 1962, after they threatened to interfere with the prosecution of Giancana. However, the CIA admits they told Bobby the plotting had stopped, when in actuality it continued. Without telling Bobby, JFK, or his own CIA Director, Richard Helms continued having Rosselli work with Varona on the project, through the rest of 1962 and into June 1963, under the supervision of William Harvey, Desmond FitzGerald’s predecessor. The rotund, hard-drinking Harvey was sometimes called America’s James Bond, though he was replaced after clashing with Bobby Kennedy during the Cuban Missile Crisis. Evidence indicates that the CIA-Mafia plots were still going on in the fall of 1963, and that Miami CIA Operations Chief David Morales grew close to Rosselli in the process.22

JFK, Bobby, and Harry were determined to exclude the Mafia from their coup plans and from any role in post-coup Cuba: The Mafia would not be allowed to reopen their casinos after Castro was eliminated. But Trafficante and Rosselli had other ideas. The Kennedys and Harry were never told that in August 1963, the CIA learned that Varona received $200,000 from associates of Rosselli. A few weeks later, CIA files show that Varona secretly aligned himself with Trafficante associate and former death-squad leader Rolando Masferrer, whom Harry had banned from the coup plan and who had once been arrested on orders from JFK. A CIA cable says Varona told Masferrer that he could become part of the coup plan once certain “obstacles” were removed.23

CIA files withheld from Warren Commission and Congressional investigators, and not published until 2005, confirm that Manuel Artime was also part of the CIA-Mafia plots in 1963. Neither Harry nor the Kennedys were aware of Artime’s work with the Mafia. CIA memos show that Artime planned to use funds provided by the Kennedys to  obtain an airplane in Dallas in the summer of 1963, with the assistance of Frank Fiorini, a bagman for Trafficante’s organization. Also that summer, Artime briefly operated a minor-league exile training camp just outside of New Orleans, an operation that reportedly involved two associates of Carlos Marcello: Marcello’s pilot, David Ferrie, and a low-level “runner” for Marcello’s organization named Lee Oswald.24

Though Menoyo had been involved with Santo Trafficante in a 1962 arms deal that went awry, Menoyo was generally considered honest and was not actively involved with the Mafia by the fall of 1963. However, he was closely aligned with one of the most violent Cuban exile groups, Alpha 66, which JFK had denounced for mounting unauthorized attacks against Cuban ships earlier in 1963. Alpha 66 was not part of the JFK-Almeida coup plan, but it was so closely aligned with Menoyo’s SNFE that the FBI considered them practically one group. The leader of Alpha 66, Antonio Veciana, told us that he was receiving aid from a CIA agent named “Maurice Bishop,” who had introduced him to Lee Harvey Oswald in the summer of 1963 in Dallas; Veciana said he and Oswald discussed “killing Castro.” Congressional investigator Gaeton Fonzi investigated the incident extensively and found it credible, identifying “Maurice Bishop” as CIA officer David Atlee Phillips. CIA files confirm that Phillips was assigned to support AMWORLD at that time, and used a variety of aliases and cover identities, at least one of which he withheld from Congressional investigators.25

Manolo Ray, of JURE, was considered by the Kennedys and Harry to be of very high integrity, and a natural leader. A CIA cable describes Ray as having the “highest intellect, sincerity, and conviction,” though some CIA officials, like E. Howard Hunt, didn’t like Ray’s liberal politics.26 In addition to the Kennedys’ insistence on including Ray in the coup plan, Richard Helms knew that Ray was also in touch with Rolando Cubela and Cuba’s top journalist, Carlos Franqui, connections that could also prove useful. While Ray had no known Mafia connections, two months before JFK’s murder, three associates of Santo Trafficante (including Rolando Masferrer) were involved in a deliberate effort to link Ray’s JURE to Oswald and the assassination. In that September 1963 effort, a JURE supporter in Dallas named Silvia Odio received a visit from two exiles, accompanied by a man said to be Lee Harvey Oswald. This incident, detailed in Chapter 13, would take on a huge significance for investigators after JFK’s murder.

While that effort was a deliberate attempt to stage an encounter that would taint Ray and JURE after JFK’s murder, another incident  is not so clear cut. A CIA report from October 29, 1963, says that Ray’s second-in-command boasted that “JURE had obtained military equipment through robbing unidentified [US] installation,” a military base of some sort.27 This didn’t seem to alarm Ray’s CIA case officer, because it was one way to equip US-backed Cuban exiles with “deniable” weapons. In a Texas incident involving arms stolen from a US military base, an exile had apparently hinted at the JFK-Almeida coup plan, according to FBI and Treasury Department reports from October 1963. The exile told a Dallas gun dealer that in “the last week of November 1963 . . . a large-scale amphibious operation would take place against the Cuba mainland [and] United States military forces or Government agencies would possibly be involved [as well as] rebel Cuban forces.” (Jack Ruby’s auto mechanic was involved in this gun-theft ring, and another Ruby associate had similar dealings.) FBI reports say that the Dallas gun dealer was probably the source of the bullet found in Oswald’s rifle after JFK’s assassination.28 Thus, even Oswald’s bullets were linked to pre-assassination reports of the JFK-Almeida coup plan.

It’s important to point out the gun dealer was not knowingly part of JFK’s assassination, and Ray’s JURE might not have been the source of the talk about the coup plan; FBI files indicate it was a man linked to Eloy Menoyo. Still, it shows how the shadowy milieu in which the Kennedys’ exiles operated gave the Mafia opportunities to learn about or compromise each of the chosen exile groups.

The Cuban exile officers at Fort Benning were largely beyond reproach, and many would go on to have distinguished careers. However, the base was a stop on Marcello and Trafficante’s portion of the French Connection heroin network, which smuggled drugs into the US by hiding them in automobiles and appliances of servicemen returning from Europe. The Fort Benning part of the heroin network would not be exposed until two years after JFK’s murder, though it was active in 1963.29 The mob bosses had developed their ties to the area because Fort Benning was just across the river from Phenix City, Alabama, which until 1954 had a decades-long reputation as the most corrupt town in America (when it was largely run by Trafficante).

 

Before looking more closely at the CIA’s role in the JFK-Almeida coup plan, we should point out two high officials who were not involved, and why: FBI Director J. Edgar Hoover and Vice President Lyndon B. Johnson. Both had been excluded from both the coup planning and the Cuba Contingency Plans due to the animosity between them and Bobby

Kennedy. Bobby had long been frustrated by Hoover’s reluctance to go after the Mafia, and by the FBI director’s racism. As for LBJ, Bobby had never gotten over their clashes when LBJ ran against JFK for the 1960 presidential nomination.

However, LBJ and Hoover were good friends, and by mid-November 1963, both probably knew something big was brewing about Cuba, because of reports from FBI agents about the Kennedys’ exile leaders, and incidents like the one involving the Dallas gun dealer. Also, Hoover would have known about the FBI’s involvement in maintaining the secrecy surrounding the November 1963 Chicago and Tampa assassination attempts against JFK.

Recently documented information about the state of Hoover’s and LBJ’s relationships with JFK by mid-November 1963 is important, because some researchers have claimed that Hoover and LBJ were behind JFK’s assassination, even though no credible evidence has ever surfaced. Their most suspicious activity occurred during the cover-ups following JFK’s murder, but extensive evidence now shows that Bobby Kennedy was equally involved, and that all three men had the same goal: to suppress information that could have triggered a dangerous confrontation with the Soviets.

By November 1963, Hoover was secure in his job even if JFK were reelected, thanks to a deal arranged the previous month. Hoover had first almost exposed—but had then agreed to cover up—JFK’s liaison with an East German beauty. Anthony Summers first documented the meetings that resulted in Bobby and JFK’s agreement to keep Hoover on as FBI director, even past normal retirement age and into JFK’s possible next term, if information about the liaison was suppressed.30

JFK had been introduced to the East German woman by Bobby Baker, Lyndon Johnson’s former aide. The press was starting to devote attention to Baker’s and Johnson’s activities in November 1963. But because what would become known as the Bobby Baker scandal touched JFK and involved members of both parties, it would soon be shut down. Some writers have said that JFK was going to drop LBJ from the ticket in 1964 because of the scandal, thus giving LBJ a theoretical motive to risk killing JFK. But JFK could hardly dump LBJ because of a scandal in which the President was also involved. Also, it would have made little sense for JFK to publicly tie himself to LBJ in numerous public events in Texas in November 1963 if he planned to dump LBJ a few months later.31

Rumors have long swirled that Hoover and Richard Nixon were in Dallas, meeting with powerful Texas oilmen, the night before JFK’s  assassination; by some accounts, LBJ was also at the meeting, which somehow involved JFK’s murder. However, LBJ’s busy schedule that evening is well documented, and no credible evidence exists that places the FBI director in Dallas on that date.32 Although Nixon was in Dallas for a Pepsi convention, press reports verify that he was seen in public with Pepsi board member Joan Crawford at a Dallas nightclub during the time when he was supposedly meeting secretly with Hoover.

However, in November 1963, Hoover was keeping a crucial secret from the Kennedys and the Secret Service. The FBI had tracked to Texas, and then lost, a man using the name of Jean Souetre. Souetre was a former French officer who had been part of an attempt the previous year to assassinate French president Charles de Gaulle by spraying his car with gunfire.33

 

The story of the CIA’s involvement in the JFK-Almeida coup plan, and in the intelligence failures that led to JFK’s death, centers on AMWORLD and CIA official Richard Helms. Unlike the Agency’s Director, John McCone, and the CIA’s number-two man, General Marshall Carter, Helms was a career CIA man. As the Deputy Director for Plans, Helms was essentially the highest-ranking operations official in the CIA. In other words, Helms focused on covert operations instead of on the budgetary, personnel, publicity, and Congressional-oversight issues the CIA’s top two officials had to deal with in addition to their main functions of gathering and evaluating intelligence.

Helms had not been involved with the Bay of Pigs, which is one reason he was promoted to Deputy Director for Plans after JFK had forced those who were responsible to leave the CIA. McCone was a wealthy industrialist and former head of the Atomic Energy Commission, with no intelligence experience. General Carter’s background was in the military. The only other official technically above Helms was Lyman Kirkpatrick, formerly the CIA’s Inspector General, who had delivered a scathing report about the CIA’s performance during the Bay of Pigs. Kirkpatrick had been a rising star in the CIA until he was stricken with polio in the previous decade which left him confined to a wheelchair. By 1963, Kirkpatrick was in a newly created position called Executive Director, but he had little active role in covert operations. Essentially, that left Helms free to do whatever he wanted, with little or no effective oversight. With thousands of agents and operatives around the world, it usually fell to Helms to decide which operational reports addressed to the CIA’s Director should actually be brought to McCone’s attention.

Officially, the CIA’s roles in the JFK-Almeida coup plan were limited to getting US intelligence assets into Cuba and assisting the officially sanctioned exile leaders: Harry, Artime, Ray, Menoyo, and Varona. As part of helping Harry Williams, the CIA also carried out several operations approved by Bobby and JFK. As described shortly, these included handling the initial payment of $50,000 to Almeida through a foreign account, and maintaining surveillance on Almeida’s family after they had left Cuba on a pretext for another country. The CIA’s role in assisting Artime was much bigger, and included helping him set up and supply exile camps in Central America, since any exile operations by Bobby’s leaders were supposed to be based outside the US. The CIA’s support for Artime eventually topped $7 million, and was handled under the code name AMWORLD. While JFK was President, support for Artime’s small hit-and-run raids, as well as the lesser backing for those of Ray, Menoyo, and Varona, was not intended to have any serious effect on Castro. For JFK and Bobby, it was intended mainly as a way to deniably support seemingly “autonomous” exile groups that were really under their control. The exile leaders’ role was really to have their own way to get into Cuba for the coup, so they could be part of the new provisional government with Almeida.

Even within the CIA, AMWORLD was an unusually secret operation, and many of those who knew about it saw it only as a way for the United States to offer Artime clandestine support; they didn’t know about Almeida and the upcoming coup. For example, Desmond FitzGerald, the patrician blue blood who reported directly to Helms as his Chief of Cuban Operations, was fully aware of the JFK-Almeida coup plan, and Bobby had introduced FitzGerald to Harry at Bobby’s Hickory Hill estate. However, FitzGerald’s assistants apparently didn’t know about Almeida, and were thus confused about why the US was secretly funneling so much money and support to Artime. With so much secrecy surrounding the JFK-Almeida coup plan and AMWORLD, officials like Helms and FitzGerald found ways to keep other secrets even from their own superiors.34

The secrets Hoover was keeping from the Kennedys pale beside those being kept by Richard Helms. Not only was Helms deceiving JFK and Bobby, he was also withholding crucial information from CIA Director John McCone. In addition to running authorized operations in support of the JFK-Almeida coup plan, Helms had inherited two earlier operations that he had decided to continue without telling the Kennedys. One was the CIA-Mafia plots to assassinate Castro, mentioned earlier.  In addition to Varona, these involved Trafficante, Rosselli, and, by his own admission, Carlos Marcello. Others later linked to the fall 1963 plots by news accounts included Dallas mobster Jack Ruby and Chicago hit man Charles Nicoletti. Coordinating with Rosselli for the CIA was Miami’s David Morales.

The other operation Helms inherited involved a European assassin recruiter named QJWIN. Years later, the CIA would refuse to identify QJWIN to Congressional investigators, and even today, released documents and experts don’t agree on his identity. His job was basically to spot potential assassins for the CIA, as part of the ZRRIFLE operation. Finally, Helms had reactivated a former CIA asset named Rolando Cubela, code-named AMLASH within the CIA. As mentioned earlier, Cubela was a Cuban official with no real power, but who offered three main advantages to Helms. First, Cubela could travel freely and extensively throughout the world, making it possible for him to meet with his CIA contacts far from Cuba. Second, he was still on friendly terms with Fidel and several of his associates. Finally, Cubela owned a house at Varadero Beach, next to Fidel’s.

As part of their work on the coup plans, several officials outside the CIA knew about Cubela. But, they viewed Cubela simply as someone who was helping to find higher officials to lead the coup, and who could provide intelligence if a coup developed. However, Helms and his Chief of Cuban Operations, Desmond FitzGerald, had other ideas. According to Cubela, his CIA contacts constantly pressured him to assassinate Fidel.

In October 1963, FitzGerald had even traveled to Paris to meet with Cubela in person, claiming to be the personal emissary of Bobby Kennedy, but Helms later admitted that Bobby and JFK were never told about the trip, or about Cubela’s role as a possible assassin. By November 22, 1963, one of FitzGerald’s men was in Paris meeting with Cubela again, this time offering him a poison pen to use to kill Fidel, as well as offering to arrange “rifles with telescopic sights” to use in assassinating Castro.35

A CIA report sent to McCone about Cubela’s November 22 meeting with his CIA case officer in Paris makes it clear that Cubela didn’t know about the real JFK-Almeida coup plan. Cubela didn’t mention Almeida as one of the four officials who could “be trusted for a move against AMTHUG” (the CIA’s code name for Fidel). Almeida wasn’t even in the next group—officers who could “be counted on to support the coup” after Fidel had been “removed.” Instead, Cubela listed Almeida at the  top of the list of the next level of officers, those who would probably “fall in line” after “the coup appears successful.”36

The cable, which would be sent to McCone by FitzGerald two weeks after JFK’s death, doesn’t explicitly mention Cubela as the person who would assassinate Fidel, something Helms acknowledged he never admitted to McCone or Bobby. However, the cable does show the intelligence value of using Cubela as someone to ostensibly seek out officers willing to stage a coup. It provides a list of potentially sympathetic plotters to supplement the allies Almeida had already developed himself. Moreover, the fact that Cubela clearly didn’t realize that Almeida was already set to lead the coup, and had gotten his family out of Cuba for just that reason, shows that Almeida’s work for JFK hadn’t leaked, at least to officials on Cubela’s level. So it’s not hard to see why Helms felt he could get away with pushing Cubela to assassinate Fidel himself, since it was, in some ways, only a half step more than Cubela was officially doing anyway.

Desmond FitzGerald had suggested earlier schemes to kill Castro, which were never authorized by the Kennedys. In fact, the Kennedys were not told about them at all, because they involved having JFK’s personal emissary, James Donovan, give Fidel a poisoned diving suit during their negotiations about a small prisoner release in the spring of 1963. Fidel and Donovan shared an interest in scuba diving, so FitzGerald even suggested rigging an exploding seashell to kill Fidel.

Helms and FitzGerald were the highest CIA officials who knew about the unauthorized attempts to kill Fidel. From Helms’s perspective, the CIA-Mafia plots, QJWIN, and Cubela-as-assassin might have been viewed simply as backup plans in case some problem developed with Almeida. Others might see them as an attempt by Helms to have Fidel eliminated by a CIA-originated plan, instead of one in which the CIA was only a supporting player. It’s also possible that Cubela was being groomed as a patsy to take the fall when Fidel was killed by other means. Also, if at the last minute Almeida proved unwilling or unable to place assassins to kill Fidel at Varadero, it’s possible that Helms wanted to make sure people were available to do the job.

On November 19, 1963, Helms had shown JFK an arms cache, supposedly from Cuba, that had been found in Venezuela, indicating that Fidel was exporting his Revolution to the rest of Latin America.37 JFK and Bobby seemed impressed, and it may have been Helms’s way to ensure that, just in case their secret peace feelers appeared to be meeting with success, they didn’t get cold feet about the coup plan. (In subcommittee  meetings, Helms had been opposed to any attempt at negotiation with Fidel.)

Of the CIA officers that declassified files linked to the AMWORLD portion of the JFK-Almeida coup plan, three were of particular importance in 1963 and the decades that followed: David Atlee Phillips, David Morales, and Henry Heckscher. They continued working together into the 1970s, even using aspects of AMWORLD for coup attempts in Chile.

David Atlee Phillips was officially the Chief of Cuban Operations at the CIA’s Mexico City station, but he had a separate role for AMWORLD, in which he reported directly to Desmond FitzGerald in Washington. He used different cover identities (among them Lawrence F. Barker and Michael C. Choaden) for various operations, and dozens of aliases (including Maurice Bishop, according to Congressional investigator Gaeton Fonzi).38

Phillips was a writer and propaganda specialist; according to E. Howard Hunt, Phillips also “ran” the DRE, a small Cuban exile group that was not part of the coup plan. This raises suspicion about the unusual amount of TV, radio, and newspaper publicity Lee Oswald generated in August 1963, when he had a brief street altercation with the only member of the New Orleans DRE branch. At the time, Oswald was the only member of a phony Fair Play for Cuba (FPCC) chapter in New Orleans, though he avoided associating with real leftists or pro-Castro people in the city.39 Shortly after Oswald’s radio and TV appearances, Phillips supposedly met with Oswald and Menoyo’s exile partner in Dallas. A short time after that, Oswald took his unusual trip to Mexico City, Phillips’s main base. There, Oswald was one of three individuals linked to Artime associates who visited the Cuban embassy within days of each other (sometimes on the same day) in an attempt to get into Cuba.

Phillips’s former boss in Cuba during the time of the Revolution was David Morales, a gruff Hispanic Indian from New Mexico. Though Phillips would eventually surpass Morales in CIA rank, in 1963 Morales was still the more senior of the two. Morales was seen within the CIA as someone willing to deal with the Mafia and assassinations, and he was close to Mafia don Johnny Rosselli in the fall of 1963. At that time, Morales was the Chief of Operations at the huge Miami CIA station, code-named JMWAVE. It was the largest CIA station in the world, even though it was based in the United States, where the CIA is not supposed to conduct covert operations. The CIA memo from June 1963 that created AMWORLD established a special communication center for it  at JMWAVE that allowed Morales, FitzGerald, and Helms to bypass the normal bureaucratic structure and most employees at the Miami station. It’s unclear how much the Miami Station Chief, Ted Shackley, knew about AMWORLD and Almeida at that time.

Morales’s position in the AMWORLD part of the JFK-Almeida coup plan also gave him a way to use it for his own ends, or those of his close friend Johnny Rosselli. Morales had several code names and cover identities we know of so far, like “Stanley R. Zamka” and “Dr. Gonzales.”40  But if his close associate David Atlee Phillips is any indication, Morales had many more, and even one of those could have allowed him to funnel his time to aid Rosselli in a way that wouldn’t be obvious to his superiors. Morales frequently traveled from his home base of Miami to Mexico City and to Washington, meaning that no one superior had a full view of his activities.

A fellow CIA agent said that Morales “was a roughneck. He was a bully, a hard drinker, and big enough to get away with a lot of stuff other people couldn’t get away with.” Yet Morales had polish when he needed it. By his own admission in a CIA file, he worked with “senior officials [in] Latin American countries,” and ten years after JFK’s murder, Morales would become “counterinsurgency advisor for Latin American matters to the Joint Chiefs of Staff in Washington.”41 Just prior to that, Morales had been one of four regional directors for the CIA in Vietnam for the Operation Phoenix assassination program, which resulted in the deaths of 20,857 people, according to the testimony of later CIA Director William Colby.42

Morales was capable of more than being a manager, and didn’t mind killing people himself. His best friend says, “Morales claimed credit for having killed dozens of Tupamaro guerrillas in Uruguay in a door-to-door search of the apartment building where many of them lived.”43  According to the number-two man at the Miami CIA station in 1963, “if the U.S. government as a matter of policy needed someone or something neutralized, Dave would do it, including things that were repugnant to a lot of people.”44

David Morales also reportedly met with Rolando Cubela, in September 1963, as one of the CIA men pressuring Cubela to assassinate Fidel.45  As Chief of Operations in Miami, Morales would also have been responsible for providing rifles with scopes to Rolando Cubela in Cuba. It’s important to point out that Cubela himself was not the one who asked for the meeting in Paris on November 22, 1963; the time was set by someone in the CIA, though it’s unclear by whom. Also, Morales’s Cuban exile informants (in the group code-named AMOT) were responsible  for the hazy reports of a Cuban agent near Chicago, and in Florida, that helped to trigger national security secrecy after the Chicago and Tampa attempts.

Henry Heckscher’s role in AMWORLD is documented by recently released CIA files, showing that he was Manuel Artime’s CIA case officer in the summer and fall of 1963. However, Heckscher didn’t work with any of our four sources who worked with the Kennedys on the coup plan, so it’s not clear how much he knew about Almeida. Heckscher was a higher-level CIA official than either Morales or Phillips, and had first worked with them in 1954, on the successful CIA coup that overthrew the democratically elected president of Guatemala. Joining Heckscher, Phillips, and Morales in the 1954 coup operation was E. Howard Hunt, which makes it logical that Helms would have them working together again in 1963 on another coup.46

 

E. Howard Hunt, later infamous as a Watergate figure, was one of the CIA officers working most actively on the Almeida side of the coup plan. In his later years, Hunt was litigious, so we avoided mentioning certain things about him in our earlier book. But we can now reveal that Harry Williams confirmed in taped interviews that Hunt was part of the CIA effort that helped with the most sensitive parts of the JFK-Almeida coup plan. (A top Kennedy aide indicated that Harry’s statements about Hunt were correct.) The activities involving Hunt included paying the first installment of $50,000 (out of $200,000) to Almeida in a transaction that Bobby Kennedy authorized and the CIA arranged. Hunt was also part of the secret operation in which Almeida’s wife and children left Cuba under a pretext prior to November 22, 1963. The plan was for them to wait out the coup in another country, while under secret CIA surveillance. This may have been designed to ensure that Almeida didn’t double-cross the CIA and the Kennedys. Bobby had also authorized Harry and the CIA to assure Almeida that his family would be taken care of financially if anything happened to Almeida and they couldn’t return to Cuba.47

Harry told us that Hunt was one of two CIA officials assigned to assist him. According to former FBI agent William Turner, the other was Hunt’s future Watergate partner, James McCord. However, McCord declined to speak with us about this, and Vanity Fair had a similar lack of success when it tried to contact McCord about the matter in 1994.48 According to Harry, Hunt seemed to resent having to help him, since Hunt was used to giving orders to Cuban exiles, instead of taking them.

Prior to working on the JFK-Almeida coup plan, Hunt’s career in  the CIA had been erratic, but his friendship with Richard Helms had allowed him some measure of success. Before getting to know Helms, Hunt had worked with David Atlee Phillips, David Morales, and Henry Heckscher on the CIA’s successful 1954 coup in Guatemala. According to Helms’s biographer, Thomas Powers, Hunt first met Helms in 1956. Powers says that “Hunt conceived of Helms as a friend, admired him openly, and more than once called on him for help.” David Atlee Phillips wrote that Hunt “idolized” Helms—perhaps because Helms helped him after Hunt’s botched stint as the CIA chief in Uruguay.

It’s often overlooked that while Hunt was in Uruguay in early 1960, “he was secretly organizing a plot to overthrow the Uruguayan government,” according to noted journalist Tad Szulc. According to Szulc, it’s not clear who ordered Hunt “to start organizing a coup,” since “neither the White House nor the State Department ever entertained such ideas” about Uruguay. In any event, Hunt was transferred from Uruguay to work on the CIA’s attempt to overthrow another government—that of Fidel Castro in the operation that eventually grew into the Bay of Pigs.49

E. Howard Hunt played an important role in the Bay of Pigs operation, until he dropped out at the last minute in April 1961, to protest including the liberal Manolo Ray in the post-Fidel government. If it had been up to Hunt, after Fidel’s elimination Cuba would have been ruled by his good friend, the ultra-conservative Manuel Artime. But the Kennedys insisted on Ray’s inclusion, so Hunt left the operation. Shortly after he did, the CIA-Mafia plots failed, as did the rest of the Bay of Pigs. More than a year earlier, Hunt had written a memo suggesting the assassination of Fidel in conjunction with a small invasion, so it’s intriguing to speculate that Hunt may have had some role in, or knowledge of, the CIA-mafia plots. Buttressing that is that when Dominican dictator Rafael Trujillo was assassinated with CIA assistance just a month after the Bay of Pigs, Trujillo’s Security Chief claimed that Hunt and Johnny Rosselli had been involved.50

In 1961, Richard Helms helped Hunt find new opportunities in the CIA. Hunt had been given permission to write spy novels under a pseudonym, and Thomas Powers notes that Helms “liked Hunt’s books . . . he kept copies of them in his office which he sometimes gave to visitors.”51  Apparently, Helms’s personal relationship with Hunt was enough for him to assign Hunt to work with Harry on the JFK-Almeida coup plan, despite Hunt’s antipathy for some of its leaders, like Ray. From Helms’s perspective, Hunt’s experience in planning coups in Guatemala, Uruguay,  Cuba, and possibly the Dominican Republic must have made Hunt seem like a logical choice. Still, Hunt’s friendship with Artime and dislike of Ray were well-known within the CIA, so Hunt couldn’t have an official role with either of those exiles.

Harry told us about one occasion when Hunt sent one of his associates, a CIA officer, to see him. Harry thinks Hunt sent the associate because of the friction that existed between Hunt and Harry. Even though the CIA officer was driving an old car, as Harry said they often did to avoid attracting attention, the Agency man started telling Harry, “There is a lot of money to be made.” Harry looked at him and said, “How?” The CIA officer said, “There is a lot of money in the budget for this thing, and some people have . . . ”

Harry didn’t realize it at the time, but the total budget for just the AMWORLD part of the JFK-Almeida coup plan would total at least $7 million, and some agents estimated it was much higher. But Harry felt the CIA man “was trying to buy me.” So Harry told him, “Look, when I want to make money I [will] go back to my profession [as a mining engineer]. I am not here to make money. I am not interested.” It’s important to note that the CIA officer may have simply been testing Harry, to see if he could be bought. The same Hunt associate later took Harry to a Miami restaurant, where Trafficante himself tried to bribe Harry.52

By his own admission, Hunt’s assistant in the early 1960s was Bernard Barker, who was also later involved in Watergate. Barker’s official CIA position was as a Miami-based agent who frequently passed along information from Frank Fiorini, a Trafficante bagman. (Fiorini had changed his name to Frank Sturgis by the time he was apprehended at the Watergate with Barker, McCord, and others). While Barker has never acknowledged being officially privy to the JFK-Almeida coup plan, one of his CIA reports from November 14, 1963, mentions “rumors” of an “operation including Juan Almeida [to] overthrow” Fidel.53 In a television interview, Barker told Bill Moyers, “I would have followed Howard Hunt to hell and back,” and in another TV program, Barker said that “at the time [of] the Kennedy assassination . . . President Kennedy’s government had reached its ‘peak’ in its efforts to overthrow Castro.”54

However, as this edition’s Special Addendum documents for the first time, by 1963 Barker was working for Santo Trafficante. The Kennedys didn’t know that, so Hunt and Barker worked closely with Harry Williams on sensitive parts of the coup plan. Thus, whatever Barker knew, his real boss Trafficante could know as well—giving the godfather a direct pipeline into America’s most secret operation.






Chapter Three
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Almost twenty years ago, the House Select Committee on Assassinations concluded that mob bosses Carlos Marcello and Santo Trafficante had the “motive and means” to kill JFK, but the committee was unable to figure out how they did it, since crucial evidence was withheld from them, especially regarding the JFK-Almeida coup plan.1 Based on conclusive evidence and testimonies that have come to light in recent years, it’s now clear that Marcello and Trafficante worked together with Mafia don Johnny Rosselli to assassinate President John F. Kennedy. All three confessed their involvement to trusted associates shortly before their deaths, including stunning admissions in FBI files detailed here for the first time. It was the JFK-Almeida coup plan that gave the Mafia chiefs the opportunity they needed: to kill JFK in such a way that any true investigation would compromise the coup plan, exposing Commander Almeida and triggering a confrontation with the Soviets and Cuba. The committee was also denied important evidence about Johnny Rosselli, one of the small group of US intelligence assets who helped the Mafia infiltrate the coup plan, and use parts of it to kill JFK.

Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli had all faced an unprecedented and escalating onslaught throughout JFK’s administration. Bobby’s intense pressure on the Mafia in general, and those three mob bosses in particular, was at its peak by November 1963. The Mafia had been exposed on television in millions of homes in September 1963 by sensational Senate crime hearings in which the star witness, Joe Valachi, became the first “made” member of the Mafia to publicly reveal its secrets. Carlos Marcello controlled Louisiana and much of Texas, but November 1963 found him on trial in federal court in New Orleans by Bobby’s own prosecutors and facing permanent deportation.

In Texas, Marcello and Trafficante’s portion of the French Connection heroin network had recently faced a major bust for the second time in a year. All of Santo Trafficante’s operations in Florida, from drugs to gambling, were under attack, and even his own brothers had been  arrested and indicted. Trafficante himself had been the subject of Congressional hearings in October 1963, exposing him and his operations to public scrutiny for the first time. Mafia don Johnny Rosselli, the Chicago Mafia’s dealmaker in Las Vegas and Hollywood, was under attack on several fronts. Bobby was getting ready to run the Mafia out of Las Vegas and had gotten the FBI to put Rosselli under surveillance, which it was able to do part of the time. Rosselli’s power flowed from Chicago mob boss Sam Giancana, and Bobby had finally persuaded the FBI to go all out after Giancana. Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli had no options for survival as long as JFK was President and Bobby Kennedy was his crusading Attorney General.

The leading roles of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli in JFK’s murder were first revealed to us in 1992 by a top Kennedy aide, one whose personal integrity, honesty, and work for the Kennedys are confirmed by declassified files and a Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist. Unlike FBI and Congressional investigators, this Kennedy aide knew all about the JFK-Almeida coup plan and the Cuba Contingency Plans to protect it.2 Since his revelation, more than four million pages of assassination files have been released, confirming what this aide and two dozen other Kennedy associates told us about these events. Even though more than a thousand pages about the coup plan and the Mafia’s infiltration of it have been declassified, they are just a tiny fraction of the more than one million CIA records related to JFK’s murder that will remain secret until 2017. However, information from Kennedy associates, the most important of the four million pages, and the findings of government investigators and journalists allow us to show why the three Mafia chiefs killed JFK, how they did it, and some of the most important people they used.

 

While all three Mafia bosses worked together to kill JFK, Marcello was the driving force, since he had the most to lose in the shortest time. After serving several years in prison in the early 1930s, Marcello had risen through the ranks to become the Louisiana Mafia’s unchallenged ruler by the 1950s. Marcello was sometimes referred to as “the little man,” though never to his face. His height was reportedly 5’ 2”, upped to 5’ 4” by elevator shoes. But what he lacked in size, he made up for in ruthlessness and raw power. Traditional Mafia terminology can’t convey the true measure of Marcello’s power by 1963.

Two of Bobby’s Mafia prosecutors used the term “godfather” to describe Marcello. John Diuguid, who prosecuted Marcello in New Orleans during much of November 1963, later read the transcript of  the only instance in which Marcello’s conversation was ever bugged during the 1960s. Since the FBI in New Orleans left Marcello alone, this single instance involved one visit to Marcello’s headquarters by a very scared wired informant for the Bureau of Narcotics. Diuguid described the scene to fellow Mafia prosecutor, Ronald Goldfarb, who wrote that “the overheard conversation between Marcello and other supplicants who came to see him and seek his favors sounded like a scene from  The Godfather.” Diuguid confirmed that to us, describing Marcello as a “godfather” who was “holding court.”

However, Marcello was more powerful than any traditional godfather, or even a fictional one such as Don Vito Corleone, the character in The Godfather. Even he had to share New York City with the heads of other Mafia families, and the real Mafia families of New York sometimes feuded as they vied for power. In contrast, Marcello reigned supreme in Louisiana and large portions of the surrounding states, including Texas, where he controlled rackets in cities like Dallas and Houston. Instead of feuding with Mafia bosses in adjacent territories, Marcello became business partners with them, as he did with Florida’s Trafficante.

There was another very important difference between Marcello and almost every other Mafia chief in America: As the head of America’s oldest Mafia family, Marcello didn’t need permission from the informal National Mafia Commission to stage major hits. This made Marcello more powerful in 1963 than far more famous mob bosses who had held sway over only a particular city, such as his friend Mickey Cohen (of Los Angeles) and New York’s Vito Genovese, both of whom had still been subject to the commission. Unlike most other Mafia families in America, the Louisiana Mafia had a long tradition of murdering government officials, beginning with the assassination of a New Orleans Police Chief in 1890. Marcello himself had attempted to have New Orleans Sheriff Frank Clancy assassinated in 1955, and was linked to two successful hits on much higher-ranking government officials.

The Mafia assassinations of an attorney general in 1954 and a president in 1957 had a major impact on how Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli assassinated JFK. Marcello had learned in the 1950s that by working with other Mafia bosses like Trafficante and Rosselli, he could extend his considerable power even further. While Trafficante had primary control of corrupt Phenix City, Alabama, in the 1950s, Marcello also had vice interests in the town. Across the river from sprawling Fort Benning, Georgia, Phenix City was so lawless that even General George S. Patton had been unable to tame it. However, in 1954, an anti-corruption attorney general for the state of Alabama, Albert Patterson, was elected from the town, after he pledged to run the mobsters out of Phenix City once and for all. The mobsters faced a huge loss of revenue, so the state’s new attorney general-elect was assassinated in Phenix City on June 18, 1954.

However, the vice lords had been so used to the lax attitudes toward organized crime by the state of Alabama, J. Edgar Hoover, and the Eisenhower-Nixon administration that they didn’t bother to use a patsy to quickly take the heat and divert attention from the real culprits. This was a serious mistake, and suspicion quickly focused on Trafficante’s lieutenants and a corrupt official, one of whom fled to Marcello’s territory to hide, while two others went to Trafficante’s Florida. The brazen assassination became a national scandal, causing a barrage of media coverage. After nationwide calls for action, President Eisenhower finally declared Martial Rule and sent in National Guard troops to clean up the city once and for all. Though their names stayed out of the investigation, Trafficante and Marcello had suffered a rare setback and would not repeat the same mistake.

The error was corrected when the president of Guatemala, Castillo Armas, was assassinated in 1957, at a time when Johnny Rosselli was very active in the country and Marcello was developing his extensive ties to Guatemala and to Rosselli. Guatemala’s president was assassinated just four days after trying to close a casino owned by one of Rosselli’s criminal associates. A seemingly lone, apparently communist patsy was quickly blamed and soon killed. Like Oswald, the patsy was ex-military, and supposedly an ardent communist who had never bothered to join the Communist Party. The investigation essentially ended with the death of the patsy, who was accepted as the sole assassin by the world press and much of the public.3 Both Marcello and Rosselli would remember the importance of having a patsy to quickly take the blame and divert investigators.

Marcello’s fellow mobsters continued to target government officials into 1963. Chicago Alderman Benjamin F. Lewis was assassinated on February 28, 1963, “the back of his head . . . shot off by three bullets,” according to Hoffa expert Dan Moldea. He wrote that the hit man was “a close friend of [Jack] Ruby,” in addition to being an associate of Johnny Rosselli.4 The 1961 Mafia assassination of UAW-AFL President John Kilpatrick in Chicago was an important turning point, even though he wasn’t a government official: It was the first Mafia murder solved in the city since 1934, and the first Chicago mob hit the FBI investigated,  all because of new Attorney General Robert Kennedy. Guy Banister, the FBI’s Chicago chief before his drinking and erratic behavior sent him on a downward spiral that eventually found him working for Marcello, once noted in a speech that more than one thousand gangland slayings in Chicago remained unsolved. Banister was exaggerating only slightly, since Moldea asserted that the assassination of Alderman Lewis was “the 977th unsolved underworld hit in Chicago since the early 1900s.”5

Marcello’s associates were even willing to target Bobby Kennedy. As mentioned earlier, Marcello’s relationship with Hoffa went back to at least September 1960, when Marcello personally gave Hoffa $500,000 for Richard Nixon’s presidential campaign against John F. Kennedy. That meeting was witnessed by Louisiana Teamster official Ed Partin, and shortly after receiving the money, the Eisenhower-Nixon administration dropped criminal charges against Hoffa.6 By late 1962, Partin had begun helping the government and had agreed to testify against Hoffa for Bobby Kennedy’s Get Hoffa Squad, headed by Walter Sheridan. Partin told Bobby’s men that in the summer of 1962, Hoffa had talked about having Bobby assassinated by using “a gunman equipped with a rifle with a telescopic sight [while Bobby was] in the South . . . riding in a convertible.” Hoffa had talked to the informant because “Hoffa believed him to be close to various figures in Carlos Marcello’s syndicate organization.”7

However, nothing happened to Bobby at that time, and Marcello may have had something to do with it. About a month after Hoffa talked about his plans to kill Bobby, two of Marcello’s trusted associates introduced him to Ed Becker, an FBI informant. While at the immense Churchill Farms property, Marcello told Becker that if Bobby were assassinated, JFK would simply send in “the Army” to get whoever was responsible. Marcello later told another companion the same thing, saying that if Bobby were shot, then JFK “calls out the National Guard.” Clearly, Marcello wanted to avoid another disaster like the National Guard’s takeover of Phenix City. Marcello explained that the best way to effectively end Bobby’s war against the Mafia and Hoffa was to kill JFK instead. Marcello said that since LBJ disliked Bobby so much, once the President was dead, Bobby’s power would be over.8

 

New information, published here for the first time, shows how Marcello came to his decision to kill JFK, and offers the first information from FBI files tying Marcello directly to Lee Harvey Oswald and Jack Ruby.  These revelations provide unique insight into Marcello and his actions, because they are in the words of someone who heard them directly from Marcello himself, in many long talks with the Mafia chief. Marcello’s confidant was a trusted FBI informant, for an undercover operation targeting Marcello (CAMTEX, for Carlos Marcello, Texas) that has never been revealed until now.

The Marcello informant’s credibility was confirmed to us by two former FBI agents who worked on the case, including the supervisor of the operation, Thomas A. Kimmel. The files themselves also confirm the informant’s reliability. FBI memos note that a federal judge found the informant’s reporting so solid that he authorized extraordinary surveillance on Marcello while he was in prison. This included not just phone taps, but even an FBI bug in a special transistor radio the informant kept in the small prison cell he eventually shared with Marcello. These devices yielded “hundreds of hours” of tapes of Marcello, according to the files, a trove of information previously unknown to historians and journalists.

Most of the following information about Marcello comes from recently declassified FBI files, discovered at the National Archives in September 2006. They cover the time when Marcello was finally serving a long prison sentence, but years before debilitating illness overtook him. These files show the informant also helped FBI offices in San Francisco and Tampa target other criminals. For example, the FBI files praise the informant for helping them target a “Colombian drug fugitive” described by the DEA as “the head of the Medellín drug cartel,” who was convicted in 1991.9

One of the FBI’s CAMTEX memos says the “Informant’s name is not to be disclosed in report or otherwise unless it has been decided definitely that he is to be a witness in trial or hearing.”10 While some of the internal FBI memos don’t use the informant’s actual name, others use his real name extensively. We did not disclose his name in the first edition of Legacy of Secrecy. However, in August 2009 the CAMTEX informant agreed to reveal his name to the public, after being told about this book and the files the FBI had released.

Jack Ronald Van Laningham, now 80 years old, was surprised that any of the FBI files about his work on the CAMTEX undercover operation against Marcello were available at the National Archives. But since they were, he decided to speak to one of the authors as part of a Discovery Channel documentary being produced by NBC. His mind is still sharp and he verified what he had written for the files more than twenty  years earlier. All of the quotes that follow are from Van Laningham’s FBI file, in which he wrote down in the 1980s what Marcello had told him. We have made only minor corrections for grammar and spelling.

Carlos Marcello and Van Laningham were incarcerated together at Texarkana Federal Prison in 1985. They eventually became roommates in the two-man cell that afforded the Mafia boss far more privacy than the large dormitory rooms that housed most inmates; even in prison, Marcello received extraordinary privileges and special treatment. Van Laningham writes that he became “pretty good friends” with Marcello, and that they “would talk for hours about his early life in New Orleans. He told me about all the gambling clubs that he had owned in New Orleans and all over. He told me how he had got started running the Mafia in Louisiana. This man had done everything at one time or another. He told me the way to make and keep money was to buy ground,” meaning real estate. Marcello told Van Laningham “he owned hundreds of acres of ground that he had bought for peanuts and now it was worth millions.” Marcello’s real estate holdings in Louisiana and cities like Dallas were extensive, including his 6,400-acre Churchill Farms estate outside New Orleans, once mostly swampland. After extensive parts had been drained, Marcello used its remote farmhouse for some of his most private meetings—including some prior to JFK’s assassination.

As a result of Van Laningham’s long talks with Marcello, he began “to understand Marcello better and better. He was an uneducated slob that had taken everything that he had by force. Anyone that got in the way of what he wanted was eliminated one way or another. He told me about the bars and liquor business in New Orleans. He never bought bars; he took them. Marcello would send men to see the owner that he wanted to do business with. The owner was told that from now on, you will be selling our liquor. If the bar owner made trouble or refused, fights were staged, furniture broken up, and the guests harassed. Whores were sent in to cause trouble. The owner of the bar either went out of business or went into partnership with Marcello. Marcello had his own still in New Orleans and also shipped liquor in from Texas, in five-gallon cans. Since all of the police were on the payroll, it did no good to call them; he had them all in his pocket, along with the Judges.”

In addition to Marcello’s seemingly legitimate businesses, the Mafia chief told Van Laningham that if someone wanted to operate vice in New Orleans, they had to go through Marcello, who “made millions over the years, and all tax-free.” Marcello also said that “in the early days, he had gambling casinos, but this was stopped.” Marcello had indeed controlled  several lavish but illegal gambling clubs around New Orleans, until Congressional hearings in the 1950s focused too much attention on them. But Marcello wasn’t really out of the gambling business—as he told Van Laningham, his Louisiana gambling operations simply “went underground.” The investigations of Robert Kennedy and the New Orleans Crime Commission bear this out, revealing that Marcello’s gambling interests continued to gross hundreds of millions of dollars in 1963.

In addition, Marcello told Van Laningham “that he was partners with a man that ran the Mafia in Florida, [named] Trafficante. They were partners in a casino in Cuba, and made millions before Castro took over and shut them down.” While Santo Trafficante’s role in Cuban casinos was well known to law enforcement and historians, Marcello’s involvement there has always been more difficult to pin down. Since Marcello wasn’t a citizen and was in the US illegally, frequent travel to Cuba would have been risky for him when reentering the United States. But by working through Trafficante—who also utilized their mutual friend Johnny Rosselli to help manage casinos in Cuba, along with Jack Ruby’s good friend Lewis McWillie—Marcello could reap the benefits of pre-Castro Havana without taking undue risk.

Marcello also told Van Laningham about his first Las Vegas casino business. The godfather said that he “tried to get into gambling in Vegas” by using a front man, and “all was going good until the Nevada Gaming Commission learned that Carlos Marcello was involved. They were shut down and lost a great deal of money in the venture.” This statement refers to Marcello’s initial role in the Tropicana hotel and casino in 1957, a deal brokered by Johnny Rosselli. Marcello told Van Laningham “that he stayed clear of Vegas after that.”

According to a report by Van Laningham in his FBI file, “By far the most important thing that I reported to the FBI was Marcello’s hatred for the Kennedys. In the early 1960s, Robert Kennedy was after anyone involved in organized crime. He was after Marcello and wanted him deported in the worst way. Marcello was born in Tunisia, North Africa. Kennedy knew that he was not a citizen, and played on this angle to have him deported. Marcello had to report to INS each month in New Orleans. One time when he reported [in April 1961], he was loaded on a plane and flown to Guatemala in [Central] America.” (With the help of Rosselli and pilot David Ferrie, Marcello had arranged for a fake Guatemalan birth certificate.)

Marcello told Van Laningham that “the governments of these countries did not want Marcello, and he was forced to move on to another  country. He . . . spent thousands as payola [to officials], but when the money ran out he would have to move on.” Finally, Marcello was able to buy “new papers in Guatemala and returned to the [United States] through Florida. He said he hid out for a long time and moved around so he would not get caught. He finally turned himself in and was placed in a camp in Brownsville. His attorneys fought the case in court and he was allowed to stay. Marcello was furious and vowed to get even with the Kennedys.”11 However, the Kennedys weren’t going to let Marcello stay in the United States without a fight; their determination resulted in the court case that Marcello faced in November 1963.

Before talking to Van Laningham about JFK’s assassination, Marcello first mentioned his contacts with Lee Harvey Oswald and Jack Ruby, in a casual way, while talking about his criminal operations in New Orleans. There was only one other inmate whom Marcello felt comfortable talking to about his activities there. Van Laningham “had another friend at Texarkana [Prison] that had worked for Marcello’s brother, as a bartender. The ‘little man’ would let him come to our room and they would talk about New Orleans for hours. One night, Marcello was talking about the Kennedys. He told me and my friend about a meeting with Oswald. He had been introduced to Oswald by a man named Ferris [Ferrie] who was Marcello’s pilot. He said that the [meeting] had taken place in his brother’s restaurant. He said that he thought that Oswald [was] crazy. They had several meetings with Oswald before he left town.”12

Van Laningham said that Marcello “also told us about Jack Ruby. Marcello had met him in Dallas, Texas. He set him up in the bar business there. He said that Ruby was a homo son-of-a-bitch, but good to have around to report to him what was happening in town. Marcello told us that all the police were on the take, and as long as he kept the money flowing they let him operate anything in Dallas that he wanted to. Ruby would come to Churchill Farms to report to Marcello, so the little man knew what was happening all the time.”13

Eventually, Marcello made a clear confession about JFK’s assassination to Van Laningham, in front of a named witness. According to FBI files at the National Archives, Van Laningham wrote that “Marcello was talking about his favorite subject: the Kennedys and being deported. He flew into a rage, cussing the Kennedys, calling them every name that he could think of. I thought that he was going to have a stroke.” Suddenly, Marcello “stopped talking for a minute, and then continued. He said, ‘Yeah, I had the little son of a bitch killed, and I would do it again; he was a thorn in my side. I wish I could have done it myself.’”14

Chapter 65 will have much more about Marcello’s JFK confession, including his threat to kill Van Laningham if he ever told, and how the FBI kept Marcello’s JFK confession secret for years. For now, it’s important to note that supporting evidence from independent sources, mostly government investigators and noted historians, exists for each part of the account that Marcello related to Van Laningham. For example, Marcello’s admission about meeting Oswald is given credence by what the Mafia boss had told another FBI informant, Joe Hauser, a few years earlier. (Hauser’s testimony in a government sting called BRILAB finally yielded Marcello a long prison sentence.) Marcello told Joe Hauser that he and some of his men knew Oswald: “I used to know his fuckin’ family. His uncle, he work for me. Dat kid work for me, too.” Marcello indicated that in 1963, Oswald worked briefly as a “runner” for his gambling network, in which Oswald’s uncle, Dutz Murret, was a longtime bookie.15

In the spring of 1963, Oswald had moved to New Orleans, where he lived for a time with his uncle Murret. According to Vanity Fair,Oswald’s “youth had been spent in New Orleans. Oswald’s mother’s friends included a corrupt lawyer linked to Marcello’s crime operation and a man who served Marcello as bodyguard and chauffeur.” In August 1963, when Oswald was “arrested, after getting into a brawl with Cuban exiles while passing out pro-Castro leaflets,” the man who arranged Oswald’s bail was close to “one of Marcello’s oldest friends, Nofio Pecora, [who was] called three weeks before the assassination by Jack Ruby.”16

FBI memos first published in Marcello’s 1989 biography, Mafia King-fish, by John H. Davis, describe Oswald’s receiving money from one of Marcello’s men at the Town and Country Motel’s restaurant in late February or early March 1963. The nondescript motel on the Airline Highway—far from the tawdry glitz of the French Quarter—served as Marcello’s headquarters. According to the FBI memos, Oswald was sitting in the mostly empty dining room when the FBI’s source saw the restaurant’s “owner remove [a] wad of bills from his pocket, which he passed under the table to the man sitting at the table,” whom the source identified as Oswald.17

Yet another well-documented link between Marcello and Oswald is David Ferrie, whom Van Laningham said “introduced Oswald to Marcello.” Congressional investigators, FBI reports, and even photographic evidence confirm that Ferrie had been a leader in the teenage Oswald’s Civil Air Patrol unit in 1955, shortly before the underage Oswald’s first  attempt to join the US Marines. By 1963, former Eastern Airlines pilot Ferrie was working for Marcello and his lawyer. Ferrie was supposedly helping with Marcello’s defense against the federal charges being pressed by Bobby Kennedy’s Justice Department, relating to Marcello’s 1961 INS deportation and subsequent reentry. Both Marcello and Ferrie admitted to investigators that they spent several weekends together at Marcello’s Churchill Farms estate in the weeks prior to JFK’s assassination. Ferrie also admitted he flew to Guatemala twice, shortly before November 22, 1963. Based on what Marcello told him, Van Laningham accurately wrote that Ferrie “was an ex-airline pilot. It seems that he flew to Guatemala to pick up some new papers that Marcello needed to fight the INS in a court case.”18

Also doing work for Marcello in the summer and fall of 1963 was private detective Guy Banister, Ferrie’s associate and the former head of the Chicago FBI office. According to historian Richard Mahoney, six witnesses saw Oswald with Ferrie or Banister in the summer of 1963, when Oswald garnered an unusual amount of TV, radio, and newspaper publicity for his one-man New Orleans chapter of the Fair Play for Cuba Committee. Two witnesses said Oswald was working for Banister at that time.19

Marcello’s admission about Ruby goes beyond anything previously reported, but is consistent with other evidence. Dallas journalist Earl Golz was one of the first to clearly establish the connection between Ruby and Marcello’s organization, a link confirmed by the 1979 House Select Committee on Assassinations report.

Marcello biographer John H. Davis didn’t have access to Van Laningham’s information, but he was still able to detail tantalizing connections between Ruby and several Marcello associates. These included Marcello’s Dallas mob lieutenants Joe Civello and Joe Campisi, the latter described as one of Ruby’s closest friends and who met with Ruby the night before JFK’s assassination. Davis documented that in the months and weeks prior to November 22, 1963, Ruby visited or made calls to five people in Marcello’s organization. In addition to those five, he writes that “it appears that Jack Ruby knew at least two of Carlos Marcello’s brothers” via slot-machine and strip-club businesses.20

Jack Ruby had worked for Chicago mobsters for years before moving to Dallas, where his duties for Marcello included being a low-level member of Marcello’s part of the French Connection heroin network. In October 1963 in Chicago, shortly before the November 2 attempt to kill JFK in that city (discussed in Chapter 5), two witnesses saw Ruby  receive $7,000 from a man who worked with Marcello’s associate Jimmy Hoffa. Several witnesses say Ruby was in Houston on November 21, 1963, apparently shadowing JFK during his visit to that city. After Ruby returned to Dallas later that night and met with Marcello lieutenant Campisi, he heard that JFK’s Secret Service agents were blowing off steam at an after-hours joint in Fort Worth—so he sent several strippers from his Carousel Club to join them.21

As for Marcello’s remark that Ruby was gay, most people are unaware that Jack Ruby was homosexual (or bisexual), even though such information crops up almost forty times in Warren Commission documents, and Ruby’s roommate at the time of JFK’s murder described Ruby as “my boyfriend.”22 FBI files also back up Marcello’s remark that “all the police were on the take” allowing Marcello to “operate anything in Dallas that he wanted to.” The FBI interviewed witnesses who said that Ruby “was well acquainted with virtually every officer of the Dallas Police force” and was “the pay-off man for the Dallas Police Department.”23

Marcello’s claim to Van Laningham that Ruby went to his huge Churchill Farms property might explain a gap that Congressional investigators discovered as they compiled detailed information about Ruby’s many calls and visits to New Orleans in 1963, usually to people or places connected to Marcello. They were unable to find where Ruby stayed during his visit to New Orleans from June 5 to June 8, 1963, leading one journalist to suggest that Ruby had stayed at Churchill Farms during that time. Ruby had called a Marcello associate several times before that visit, and Ruby called a club run by one of Marcello’s brothers two days after he returned to Dallas.24

By June 1963, Ruby owed a small fortune to the IRS and was facing financial ruin, which would have made him amenable to a lucrative offer from Marcello. As Congressional investigators documented, in June 1963, Ruby’s monthly long-distance calls built to a minor peak of more than thirty, up from his usual handful. The big peak would come during the three weeks prior to JFK’s murder, when Ruby made more than 110 long-distance calls, many to associates of Marcello, Trafficante, Rosselli, and Hoffa.25

FBI files show that “on June 22, 1963”—two weeks after Ruby’s visit to New Orleans—a horse trainer for one of Carlos Marcello’s brothers said he was in a bookie joint in New Orleans, where he worked part-time. The horse trainer told the FBI that another one of Marcello’s brothers came in and spoke to the owner. The trainer overheard Marcello’s brother say, “The word is out to get the Kennedy family.”

Independent accounts support Marcello’s confession that he had JFK murdered. Congressional investigators took seriously the fall 1962 incident we noted earlier, when Marcello told Ed Becker at Churchill Farms that JFK was going to be assassinated.26 John H. Davis uncovered a conversation that Marcello had with a close companion six months before JFK’s assassination, in which Marcello said that to eliminate Robert Kennedy’s prosecutions of him, “you gotta hit de top man. . . . This is somethin’ I gotta get some nut for, some crazy guy . . . But I tell you as sure as I stand here, somethin’ awful is gonna happen to dat man.” That conversation occurred at Marcello’s lodge in Grande Isle, Louisiana, a popular fishing area a hundred miles southwest of New Orleans, on the Gulf of Mexico. We found another witness who said that in early summer 1963 at Grande Isle, a cook on a large boat that Marcello used told the witness he overheard the godfather and a mobster from Los Angeles planning an attack on JFK.27

What Van Laningham said regarding Marcello’s control of the New Orleans police and judges was true, according to Congressional investigators and the New Orleans Crime Commission. Much evidence shows that Marcello’s corrupt control even affected congressmen, senators, governors, and other political leaders.28 Marcello told Van Laningham about his scams with a Louisiana governor, which are described in Chapter 65. Marcello’s reach also extended to federal law enforcement and intelligence activities.

 

The JFK-Almeida coup plan gave Marcello the opportunity he needed to kill JFK in a way that would prevent even Robert Kennedy—as well as Lyndon Johnson and J. Edgar Hoover—from pursuing a full or public investigation of JFK’s murder. Though the Kennedys had barred the Mafia from any participation in the coup plan—and from reopening their Havana casinos after the coup—the work of Marcello and his associates on the CIA-Mafia Castro plots allowed the mob bosses to infiltrate the coup plan. While the CIA admits only that Rosselli and Trafficante worked on the CIA-Mafia plots, Marcello told FBI informant Joe Hauser he had been part of the operation as well. A private investigator for Marcello, Sam Benton, was indeed working on Castro assassination plans in the fall of 1963. It’s important to remember that David Morales was working on the CIA-Mafia plots with Rosselli at the same time Morales had a significant role in the AMWORLD part of the coup plan.29

Twelve associates of Marcello, Trafficante, or Rosselli knew about the coup plan, and seven actually worked on parts of it (including Barker  and Morales). This was a remarkable achievement, since we noted earlier that the JFK-Almeida coup plan was fully known to only about a dozen government officials at the time, and the first files about it weren’t declassified until the 1990s.

An FBI memo shows that a close associate of David Ferrie told the FBI about Ferrie’s “dealings with the late Attorney General Robert Kennedy [and] plans for a Cuban second invasion.”30 Another FBI memo written after November 22, 1963, quotes Jack Ruby as talking about “an invasion of Cuba [that] was being sponsored by the United States Government.”31

A long-overlooked New York Times article quotes a Cuban exile, who had been in contact with Oswald in New Orleans in August 1963 and who knew David Ferrie, as saying that “Lee H. Oswald had boasted [about what he would do] if the United States attempted an invasion of Cuba.” Prior to JFK’s assassination, a close friend of Guy Banister wrote a description of “Kennedy Administration planning” for Cuba, in which Castro “would be the fall guy in a complete reorganization for the [Cuban] regime, which will [then] be free of Soviet influence.” After Castro’s removal, Banister’s friend accurately noted that “a new government [for Cuba would be] set up with such men as . . . Manolo Ray.”32

These are just a few of the associates of Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli who knew about the JFK-Almeida coup plan. More are documented in the next chapter and other parts of the book. One Marcello associate named John Martino not only boasted to journalists about his knowledge of the coup plan, but even taunted FBI agents with his inside information. So many of Marcello’s men knew about the JFK-Almeida plan that it’s inconceivable Marcello didn’t know about it, too.

By November 1963, Carlos Marcello was confident that he could get away with assassinating the President of the United States, because he’d made sure that JFK’s murder couldn’t be fully or publicly investigated without exposing the coup plan. As documented earlier, even the bullets in Oswald’s rifle could have led investigators to the plan with Almeida. Knowledge of the coup plan enabled Marcello and his associates to compromise each of Bobby and Harry’s exile groups in some way. The Mafia chiefs used money to essentially bribe Artime and Varona, while they compromised Ray’s and Menoyo’s groups by linking them to Oswald.

As for Harry Williams, Marcello left him to his friend Trafficante. On one occasion, former death-squad leader Rolando Masferrer confronted Harry at Bobby Kennedy’s New York apartment. As we noted previously, a CIA associate of E. Howard Hunt took Harry to an impromptu  meeting with Trafficante, who fruitlessly offered Harry a bribe. Still later, on a trip to Guatemala to meet with Artime, Harry was attacked by two gunmen in a restaurant, and he barely escaped after shooting one of them.

The CIA ties of Guy Banister and David Ferrie, documented in Chapter 6, using new information from the CIA’s Deputy Chief in New Orleans, also enabled Marcello to take advantage of US intelligence operations for his own ends. Memos show that the CIA almost recruited Banister in the summer of 1960, when the CIA-Mafia Castro assassination plots with Trafficante and Rosselli began. Guy Banister’s secretary says that Rosselli visited their office in the summer of 1963, while the CIA-Mafia plots continued. Banister also had ties to Naval Intelligence through his close friend Guy Johnson. In addition, Banister had also served in the FBI on a major case with General Joseph Carroll, JFK’s trusted head of the Defense Intelligence Agency, which included Naval Intelligence. Several years before JFK’s assassination, Banister had even been business partners with Carmine Bellino, a close advisor to JFK who was part of Bobby’s Get Hoffa Squad in 1963. In short, Banister had numerous ways to feed disinformation into various agencies.33

As for David Ferrie, Anthony Summers writes that “the former Executive Assistant to the Deputy Director of the CIA [confirmed that] Ferrie had been a contract agent to the Agency [CIA] in the early sixties . . . in some of the Cuban activities, [and Richard] Helms stated that David Ferrie was a CIA agent [in the fall of 1963].”34 In the summer of 1963, Manuel Artime briefly had a training camp near New Orleans, and Summers writes that Guy Banister’s secretary said that “Ferrie not only met Oswald but took him on at least one visit to an anti-Castro guerrilla training camp outside New Orleans.”35 A CIA note card about Lee Harvey Oswald, declassified in the mid-1990s, said “there had been no secret, as far as anyone was concerned, in regard to the fact that Banister, David William Ferrie, and Subj[ect, Oswald] may have known or been acquainted with one another.”36 Given all those connections, when Oswald talked to Marcello in the meeting Van .Laningham described, the young man may have thought he was being brought into the CIA-Mafia plots by Marcello and his associates.

Marcello faced losing his empire, his freedom, and even the ability to stay in America—unless he ended Bobby Kennedy’s extraordinary power by killing JFK. In November 1963, when Marcello was being tried on federal charges that Bobby had brought against him, even a minor conviction could have resulted in his deportation. Marcello had already  found a way to evade justice, by bribing a key juror. However, he knew that a new investigation would begin as soon as that trial was over (and Bobby did later prosecute him for bribing the juror). Bobby was already focusing on tax charges against Marcello, the same technique used to send Al Capone to prison, and the Mafia chief knew he would have no respite while JFK was alive.

Doing nothing about JFK and Bobby simply was not an option for Marcello. He knew that the JFK-Almeida coup plan was perhaps the only thing so sensitive that it could trigger a cover-up by high-ranking US officials. Just as the Kennedys felt they had to stage their coup with Almeida soon, Marcello knew he had to act before the coup took place and removed his only opportunity to force a cover-up by officials like Bobby Kennedy.

Marcello had nothing to gain, and everything to lose, by allowing the JFK-Almeida coup plan to go forward. As long as JFK was President, Cuba would not be a safe haven for Marcello or any other Mafia boss. Hence, Marcello had to kill JFK before December 1, 1963, the scheduled date for the coup. That’s why Marcello organized three attempts to kill JFK during November 1963, in Chicago, Tampa, and Dallas.

Marcello relied on his trusted associates to help him: the Chicago mob’s Rosselli, and Trafficante in Tampa. The men sometimes met at a secluded resort outside Tampa, the Safety Harbor Spa, whose exclusive clientele and distinctive staff freed the mob bosses from any possibility of law enforcement surveillance.37 Trafficante also met with Marcello in New Orleans once or twice a year, and we noted earlier Rosselli’s trip to New Orleans in 1963. In the JFK hit, these Mafia chiefs were only doing on a larger scale what they had done successfully in the past, and using only associates they knew they could trust.






Chapter Four
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Though Carlos Marcello was the driving force behind JFK’s assassination, he was joined at the highest level by Tampa crime boss Santo Trafficante and the Chicago Mafia’s Johnny Rosselli. As Chapter 5 explains, in November 1963 they first attempted to kill JFK in Chicago and then in Tampa, before finally succeeding in Dallas. Their careful year of planning meant that even their backup plan (Tampa) had a backup (Dallas), and each city’s Mafia family shared the risk. As with Marcello, both Trafficante and Rosselli also confessed their roles in JFK’s murder to trusted associates shortly before their deaths. The same was true of some of the operatives they had used in the JFK hit, some of whose roles are described in this chapter.

 

Santo Trafficante’s exclusive territory was not as large as Marcello’s, but because of the groundwork laid by his crime-boss father, Santos Trafficante Sr., the Tampa crime godfather’s reach stretched far beyond Florida and US borders. In the 1920s, the senior Trafficante began importing heroin from France into Cuba, and then into Florida. By the 1940s, the Trafficante network had worked out partnerships with other Mafia families that allowed them to bring in heroin through New York City. The elder Trafficante started his son in the Havana casino business in 1946. After his father died in 1954, Santo Trafficante became boss of the Tampa Mafia and prospered during the golden age of Cuban mob casinos in the mid- to late 1950s.1

Trafficante’s Havana casino empire slowly crumbled after Castro ascended to power. Castro initially closed all the casinos, but then allowed them to reopen for more than two years before finally closing the last one in 1961, several months after the Bay of Pigs. However, Trafficante was still able to prosper by expanding his gambling and other criminal activities, which included smuggling contraband through Cuba while bringing in black-market goods barred by the American embargo. Trafficante controlled the rackets in most of Florida, and though Miami  was considered an “open city” like Las Vegas, Trafficante’s heavy presence there made him first among equals. While Trafficante lived in Tampa, he maintained a base in Miami, where he shared an office with a Hoffa Teamster local.

Trafficante also greatly expanded the French Connection heroin network, in partnership with Marcello and other associates, including Jimmy Hoffa.2 By 1963, this heroin-importation network stretched from France to entry points like New York City, Montreal, Mexico City, New Orleans, Houston, and Miami. One of Trafficante’s most common techniques for smuggling heroin was to hide it in special compartments in cars, bringing them into the United States at border crossings in Texas or from Canada, or on ocean liners, as depicted in the French Connection  movie. Investigations by the Bureau of Narcotics and a Pulitzer Prize-winning team from Newsday show that the French criminal who perfected the car technique, Michel Victor Mertz, was an important part of Trafficante’s network.3

Trafficante’s heroin network was his most secure and ruthless operation because of the tremendous amounts of money it involved. It was a high-stakes, deadly enterprise in which one mistake could mean death. Although importing heroin was one of the most profitable operations that Trafficante and Marcello shared, it was under increasing attack by the Kennedys. This helps to explain why the mob bosses used trusted members of this network in the JFK hit, from Mertz to Ruby—and why one of the lowliest members of the network was almost able to prevent JFK’s assassination.

Santo Trafficante talked about his decision to kill JFK in the fall of 1962, around the same time Carlos Marcello told Ed Becker that JFK should be killed to end Bobby’s power. In Miami, Trafficante told a different FBI informant, Jose Aleman, that “JFK was going to be hit” and would never survive until the 1964 election. After that, the two Mafia chiefs began working together to target JFK, meeting several times in 1963 with Frank Ragano, the lawyer Trafficante shared with Hoffa. Years later, Ragano told Robert Kennedy’s biographer and associate Jack Newfield that Hoffa had him take messages about JFK’s assassination to Marcello and Trafficante in 1963.4 Hoffa himself was under too much scrutiny to actively participate in the JFK plot, but he made it clear to Marcello and Trafficante that they would be well rewarded for carrying out their plan.

As explained in later chapters, Trafficante confessed his part in JFK’s assassination to Frank Ragano, though the lawyer’s account of  Trafficante’s confession minimized Ragano’s own role in the hit. In addition, Harry Williams told us that one of Trafficante’s men, who also worked for the CIA, was involved in JFK’s murder.5

By November 1963, Trafficante had even more compelling reasons to kill JFK in order to end Bobby’s war against him and his Mafia allies. These ranged from the major busts that had disrupted Trafficante’s part of the French Connection drug network to Bobby’s relentless pressure on his associates, including Marcello, Hoffa, and Giancana. Both of Trafficante’s own brothers were under indictment for tax violations, and two of his cousins had been arrested.6 Bureau of Narcotics agents had even monitored the wedding of Trafficante’s daughter, something that would have been unheard of just a few years earlier.7 Also, Trafficante’s operations had been exposed in Congressional hearings just five weeks earlier. While the testimony regarding Trafficante’s activities hadn’t received the same national exposure and live TV coverage as the Valachi hearings, such Congressional scrutiny threatened to generate further unwanted attention for Trafficante’s normally secretive operations.

The October 15, 1963, hearings not only provide a good overview of some of Trafficante’s operations, but also include details that presage how JFK was killed. The hearings were conducted by JFK’s former mentor, Senator John McClellan. Bobby Kennedy had provided information for the hearings, which targeted many of the same Mafiosi his prosecutors were going after.

We can now reveal that Trafficante managed to have at the hearings his main operative on the Tampa police force, Sergeant Jack de la Llana, who was far more than just a corrupt cop for Trafficante. In Washington, Sgt. de la Llana not only monitored what witnesses said for Trafficante, but even testified himself, as a seemingly upright member of the force. In Tampa, Sgt. de la Llana’s work for Trafficante extended to the whole state of Florida and beyond. That’s because de la Llana, no doubt on Trafficante’s behalf, had formed the Tampa Police Department’s first criminal intelligence unit, and became its director. Neil G. Brown, Tampa’s Police Chief in October 1963, proudly testified that Sgt. de la Llana was also the “chairman of the Florida Intelligence Unit, a statewide agency which coordinates information . . . throughout the State of Florida.”8  This cooperation even extended to other states, such as when Sgt. de la Llana exchanged information with the New Orleans Police Department about the Fair Play for Cuba committee.

Sgt. de la Llana’s position allowed him to monitor developments in the city, state, and region for Trafficante, and to feed information to law  enforcement agencies that could help the Tampa godfather. In this way, de la Llana was like a Tampa version of the Chicago Mafia’s Richard Cain: The number-two man in the Cook County/Chicago sheriff’s office, Cain was actually a “made” member of the Mafia named Ricardo Scalzetti. While de la Llana was not an actual member of the Mafia, a high-ranking Florida law enforcement source who worked with him said that de la Llana didn’t try to hide his affinity for the Mafia: He “talked like a classic Italian gangster,” and when he was off duty he dressed like one, too. Our source said that de la Llana was originally a good cop, but he had been “caught [up] in some mob deal” and “turned bad.” By 1963, de la Llana was “feeding information to Trafficante” on a regular basis, his position secure because of Trafficante’s political influence, even when new Police Chiefs came into office.9 With someone like de la Llana in place, it’s clear why Trafficante felt confident enough to plan a JFK hit in Tampa, since he would know if his plot leaked, and he had someone on the inside to ensure the patsy blamed for JFK’s death was quickly killed.

In Sgt. de la Llana’s brief testimony at the October 15, 1963, Senate hearings, he didn’t mention Trafficante, though the godfather’s name appears in a (no doubt carefully) prepared statement that was submitted for the record. That statement was devoted primarily to a minor Mafia courier who had already been arrested and who had an extensive FBI record. The main testimony about Trafficante came from Tampa Police Chief Neil G. Brown, who would soon be replaced by Chief J. P. Mullins.

Chief Brown’s testimony foreshadowed the events to come in Dallas and explain why Trafficante felt his role in JFK’s murder could stay hidden. Brown began by showing a large chart of organized crime in Tampa, with Trafficante’s name at the very top. Brown also talked about Trafficante’s ties to Rosselli’s boss, Giancana, and to a French Connection heroin partner of Michel Victor Mertz. Next came accounts of Trafficante’s direct ties to several murders, in addition to many others he had ordered.

Chief Brown called Trafficante a suspect in the notorious barbershop slaying of New York mob boss Albert Anastasia. Brown also said that Trafficante had “been picked up by the police for questioning about the gangland slayings of three [other] men” over the years, but authorities were unable to prosecute Trafficante for those hits. Usually, Trafficante took care to insulate himself from mob executions, using intermediaries and professional hit men to carry out his dirty work.

One of the Trafficante hits Chief Brown discussed would have  particular resonance on November 22. Brown said that Trafficante had targeted a victim whose “head was blown off [while he] was seated in his automobile.” In a further eerie foreshadowing of what would happen two days after JFK’s murder, Brown said that in the Tampa case, the main “suspect in this murder was himself murdered.”

Chief Brown pointed out the “relative infrequency with which such professional murders are successfully prosecuted,” and explained why. He said that only one of twenty-three Mafia murders in Tampa had been solved, and the lone exception was not a typical Mafia hit. In contrast, he explained that 97 percent of non-Mafia murders in Tampa had been solved.

Brown explained that it was very “difficult to obtain evidence sufficient for successful prosecution of Mafia members, because the witnesses who might offer such evidence have always been reluctant to do so [due to] fear of Mafia reprisals, since it is common knowledge in Tampa that the Mafia does not hesitate to murder for such reprisals.” Brown agreed with Senator McClellan’s blunt assessment that the witnesses “know that the penalty for them talking would be death.” In fact, Chief Brown was able to point out three reprisal hits in Tampa that were motivated by “the Mafia’s knowledge . . . that the victims had given to legal authorities evidence incriminating Mafia members.”10

Brown’s testimony about “reprisal hits” helps to explain Trafficante’s confidence that he would be able to get away with helping Marcello and Rosselli murder JFK. Not only witnesses, but also those in—and even on the fringes of—the underworld would know the danger of helping authorities. That was also why Trafficante and the other mob bosses used experienced people they had worked with before, who were familiar with the penalty for talking, or even for failure. This explains the risks Trafficante’s associates took, such as Jack Ruby’s shooting a suspect inside police headquarters after his efforts to find a policeman to silence Oswald apparently failed.

Chief Brown left office soon after his Congressional testimony, but his replacement, J. P. Mullins, was even tougher on Trafficante and organized crime. However, Sgt. de la Llana was still on the force, able to feed inside information to Trafficante.11 This connection was crucial for Trafficante if word of the Tampa attempt threatened to leak to the public after JFK’s assassination, or if leads from Dallas ever pointed to Trafficante.

If either of those scenarios occurred, Trafficante’s infiltration of the impending JFK-Almeida coup plan could be used to prevent too much digging in his direction. Of the five major exile leaders and groups in  the coup plan, Trafficante had bought off his old associate Varona, had arms and drug ties to Artime, had potentially neutralized Ray by linking Oswald to Ray’s group in Dallas, and had formerly dealt arms to Menoyo (whose partner, Veciana, had also been set up to meet Oswald in Dallas). Trafficante’s drug network with Mertz and Marcello ran through Fort Benning, home to the coup’s Cuban American troops. As noted later in this chapter, Trafficante even had John Martino ready to tell journalists, if necessary, about JFK’s invasion plan for Cuba.

We mentioned earlier Trafficante’s significant use of his drug network in the JFK hit, which included Martino, Mertz, Ruby, and Nicoletti. Other Trafficante drug-trafficking associates linked to the hit included former death-squad leader Rolando Masferrer, whom Varona brought secretly into the coup plan after the $200,000 bribe mentioned in Chapter 2. There was also Masferrer’s partner, Eladio del Valle, who was close to Marcello’s David Ferrie—Cuban officials place del Valle in Dallas on November 22, 1963, based on the testimony of captured Cuban exile Tony Cuesta.12

According to Cuesta, former Trafficante bodyguard and drug trafficker Herminio Diaz was also in Dallas on November 22. Cuban officials say that the Cuban Diaz was “a hit man from the forties” who had been part of “an assassination plot against Costa Rican President Jose Figureres in 1956.”13 CIA files say that Diaz worked at a mob-owned casino in Havana, first as a cashier and then, in 1959-1960, as chief of security.14 An FBI memo links Diaz to two of Trafficante’s men, who were running guns to Cuba at the time with Jack Ruby.15 In July 1963, Diaz came to America, where Cuban officials say he worked with Trafficante and Varona. By September 1963, Diaz was of interest to the CIA’s Special Affairs Staff (SAS), which Desmond FitzGerald ran for Richard Helms. In addition to AMWORLD, FitzGerald and Helms were running the unauthorized CIA-Mafia plots and assassin recruiter QJWIN at the time.

One reason Herminio Diaz would have been of interest to FitzGerald was that in Diaz’s July 1963 interview by one of David Morales’s AMOT assets, Diaz mentioned the names of Juan Almeida and Rolando Cubela, saying they were part of a group of disgruntled Cuban officials who wanted to act against Castro. Diaz had some of the details wrong, but even mentioning Almeida and Cubela was enough to get FitzGerald’s attention. Even though another CIA asset said that Herminio was “fond of gambling and capable of committing any crime for money,” the CIA considered using him as an “agent candidate or . . . asset.”16

Diaz was apparently part of one of Helms and FitzGerald’s unauthorized Castro-assassination operations by November 22, because shortly after the events in Dallas, a State Department memo to the White House national security advisor would link Diaz to “an [unsuccessful] attempt to assassinate Castro in December 1963.”17 But even though Diaz caught the CIA’s eye, he was still working in Trafficante’s lucrative drug network. A CIA file confirms that Diaz was “smuggling narcotics or acting as courier between narcotics traffickers in Mexico and US.” Diaz even “had meetings with local Mexican Police Chief, who [was his] personal friend. Diaz traveled frequently between Miami and New York and always seemed to have large amounts [of] money.”18 Cuban officials described Diaz as a “mulatto” or “dark skinned,” and claimed he was in the Texas School Book Depository as JFK’s motorcade approached.19

Based on statements from Harry Williams, law enforcement, and Bernard Barker himself, Barker’s work for Trafficante apparently included helping with JFK’s assassination. A Dallas deputy later said that seconds after JFK was shot, he encountered Barker behind the fence on the “grassy knoll.” Barker had longtime ties to the Mafia and to Trafficante. He was close to two Trafficante drug associates, and to Frank Fiorini. Barker even had a way to learn about the Cuba Contingency Plans, since the boss of his CIA superior Hunt—Desmond FitzGerald—was part of the planning.20 (See Special Addendum for more.)

Because Trafficante spoke Spanish well and had spent so much time in Cuba, he became the Mafia’s main liaison to Cuban exiles, a role he would maintain into the 1970s (with exiles like Artime) and 1980s (with Artime’s second-in-command, Rafael “Chi Chi” Quintero, linked to drug trafficking). For the JFK hit, Trafficante knew how to exploit the exiles’ personal weaknesses and desire to see Fidel eliminated. Along with the Mafia, certain Cuban exiles had been excluded from the coup plan, so they had no incentive to see it go forward. Also, by November 1963 a few CIA exiles like Barker had learned of JFK’s secret peace feelers to Castro. They no doubt worried that JFK would call off the coup if there was a breakthrough in the peace talks. Given the sense of betrayal that men like Barker and Morales felt over the Bay of Pigs, it’s easy to imagine CIA assets working with Trafficante or Rosselli wanting to ensure they wouldn’t suffer betrayal by JFK again. This explains why a few Cuban exiles and CIA operatives were willing to help assassinate JFK, even with the JFK-Almeida coup fast approaching.

To Artime’s aide Rafael “Chi Chi” Quintero, even the Cuban Missile Crisis had been a betrayal by the Kennedys. Quintero said, “Talk about  the word ‘treason’ at the Bay of Pigs; this [the Cuban Missile Crisis] was even bigger for us, the people involved.” As Miami journalist Don Bohning wrote, exiles like Quintero had been certain the Missile Crisis “would be the end of Fidel.”21 When it wasn’t, perhaps Quintero and a few others became receptive to what Trafficante had in mind. In a letter to the JFK Assassination Records Review Board, one of Quintero’s associates says Quintero admitted to some involvement in JFK’s assassination.22

Trafficante knew that getting rid of Fidel was still a priority for the exiles, but if he told them JFK’s assassination could be blamed on a Cuban or apparent Cuban sympathizer, then the US military invasion they knew was almost ready might well go forward in retaliation. In such a scenario, the US invasion wouldn’t be the carefully staged and sequenced operation in which Almeida invited US forces into Cuba, but would instead be a full-scale attack on the Cuban leaders who had apparently assassinated JFK.

 

Johnny Rosselli, the Chicago Mafia’s pointman in Hollywood and Las Vegas, would later confess his role in JFK’s assassination, as did Trafficante and Marcello. Rosselli was crucial to their plot to kill JFK, due to his years of clandestine work for the CIA. Though all of those involved with Marcello and Trafficante in the JFK plot had been CIA informants, assets, or operatives, Rosselli was the Mafioso with the highest role with the CIA.23 After taking on a key position in the CIA-Mafia plots in the summer of 1960, Rosselli had grown close to hard-drinking CIA official William Harvey in 1962. After Harvey left Cuban operations in 1963, replaced by the more office-bound Desmond FitzGerald, Rosselli remained friends with Harvey while growing close to Miami’s David Morales, who was prone to bouts of heavy drinking. Rosselli’s friendships with Harvey and Morales, which he would exploit to the fullest in 1963 and for years afterward, were consistent with the high-level dealmaking and calculated schmoozing Rosselli had been doing for decades.

Rosselli had been the Chicago Mafia’s representative in Hollywood during its golden age, controlling a key union for stagehands—until an informant named Willie Bioff sent Rosselli to prison. After the Chicago Mafia rigged an early release for Rosselli in 1947, Rosselli wanted a more legitimate position in Hollywood, but his prison record barred him from any position with a major studio. Court records confirm he was an uncredited producer for three B films in the late 1940s, including a film  noir called He Walked by Night,about a young ex-serviceman who shoots a cop by his patrol car on a lonely street, then flees. The murderous ex-serviceman also keeps a rifle wrapped in a blanket and hidden away.24  While the public had largely forgotten the film by 1963 (it wasn’t even issued on video until the 1990s), Rosselli apparently hadn’t, and echoes of those events would unfold on November 22 in the real-life actions of ex-serviceman Lee Oswald.

Rosselli was still a force with the major studios in Hollywood in the 1950s and early 1960s, but he could operate only in the shadows, behind the scenes. Congressional investigators cite Rosselli as the inspiration for the famous scene in The Godfather where a director finds a severed horse’s head in his bed, because of the pressure exerted by Rosselli to win Frank Sinatra his comeback role in From Here to Eternity. A grateful Sinatra made Rosselli an unofficial member of his Rat Pack, while Rosselli was becoming a major Mafia force in Las Vegas. According to Rosselli’s biographers, in the 1950s Rosselli was linked to two notorious murders in the area: the car bombing of Willie Bioff, who had sent Rosselli to prison; and the slaying of Gus Greenbaum, first mayor of the Las Vegas strip (most of the major Vegas strip hotels are in the unincorporated town of Paradise, not in the actual city of Las Vegas). Both Bioff and Greenbaum were very close to Arizona Senator Barry Goldwater, but Rosselli had no regard for government officials, as was made evident in the earlier noted assassination of the president of Guatemala in 1957.

The Sinatra-Rosselli connection even reached JFK, via Judy Campbell, a Hollywood beauty who slept with all three men (as well as with Chicago mob boss Sam Giancana). But JFK’s affair with her had ended in May 1962, and Rosselli’s attempt at having Campbell rekindle it had been rejected by JFK in early November 1963. On November 20, Rosselli moved Campbell into the Beverly Crest Hotel in Los Angeles, perhaps so his men could make sure she didn’t do anything foolish after JFK was killed.25

Rosselli had also been close to Marilyn Monroe, but by November 1963 she was dead, and Campbell and Sinatra were of no use in trying to persuade the Kennedys to back off from their aggressive prosecution of the Mafia and Rosselli’s boss, Giancana. Like Marcello, Rosselli was not a US citizen, and could be deported if the government ever found out about his status. The FBI’s lockstep surveillance of Giancana was crippling the power of Rosselli’s boss, and thus of Rosselli. As noted earlier, Rosselli was no doubt worried by headlines about Bobby’s plan to run the Mafia and the Teamsters out of Las Vegas. With all of his  important associates—Giancana, Marcello, Trafficante, Hoffa—under assault by the Kennedys, Rosselli joined Marcello and Trafficante in plotting to kill JFK.

Even though JFK and Bobby had barred the Mafia both from the JFK-Almeida coup plan and from reopening their casinos in Cuba after the coup, Rosselli’s work on the CIA-Mafia plots to assassinate Castro gave him the opening he needed. Rosselli’s two meetings with Jack Ruby in Miami in the fall of 1963 were no doubt ostensibly about the anti-Castro plots, which is why the routine FBI surveillance reports of those meetings—like all of the FBI reports about Rosselli in Miami in the late summer and fall of 1963—are missing. In the same way, Rosselli’s close work with David Morales in the summer and fall of 1963 would look to CIA superiors like they were plotting to kill Castro, but the two conspirators really had another target in mind.

An army ranger assigned to the CIA in the summer and fall of 1963, Captain Bradley Ayers, wrote an account of his time in South Florida training Cuban exiles. Ayers wrote about a “Col. Rosselli,” who also worked with one of the exile groups, saying that Rosselli’s team included “a sharpshooter” who “did daily marksmanship practice . . . rehearsing for the day when he could center the crosshairs of this telescopic sight on Fidel.” This individual was not a poor shot like Oswald, who sometimes missed the entire target, even when he practiced regularly in the Marines. (Most people don’t realize, when news accounts say Oswald was a Marine “marksman,” that “marksman” was the lowest ranking, and Oswald scored only one point above the minimum required to achieve even that.)26

In contrast, Rosselli’s “sharpshooter” was able to kill “three cormorants at a range of nearly five hundred yards.” For someone like that, shooting a head of state in an open vehicle from a safe distance would be easy. Apparently, the CIA was preparing to have shooters available to kill Fidel if Almeida had problems getting someone into place. Capt. Ayers also documented Rosselli’s work with David Morales at the time.27  Rosselli’s contact with Morales—authorized only by Richard Helms and not known by CIA Director McCone, JFK, or Bobby—also gave Rosselli a way to learn about, infiltrate, and take advantage of the JFK-Almeida coup plot. Rosselli could similarly compromise Helms’s other unauthorized operations involving CIA assassin recruiter QJWIN and the attempt to get Rolando Cubela to assassinate Fidel.

CIA files show that three of the five exile groups working on the JFK-Almeida coup plan had groups in Dallas, who described things  like Manuel Artime’s looking into buying a large cargo plane from Trafficante’s operative Frank Fiorini in Dallas. In light of these activities, sending men or supplies to or through Dallas, or having Rosselli go to Dallas himself, would not necessarily arouse any undue suspicion on the part of CIA officials.

Veteran FBI agent William Turner was the first to write about a pilot, an associate of John Martino, who says that he flew Rosselli from Tampa to New Orleans on November 21, 1963, in a private plane. The pilot then claims to have flown Rosselli to Houston around the time of JFK’s motorcade there, then on to Dallas on the morning of November 22.28

 

John Martino, who worked with Johnny Rosselli in 1963 and was a longtime casino electronics expert and wireman for Santo Trafficante, later confessed his role in JFK’s murder, to two trusted associates, shortly before his death.29 Martino also had meetings with Carlos Marcello and Guy Banister in the summer of 1963, according to new witnesses uncovered by Dr. Michael L. Kurtz. Kurtz cites the former superintendent of the New Orleans Police Department as saying that Martino “met with Marcello himself at the Town and Country Motel.”30

In addition to Martino’s confessed role in JFK’s assassination, FBI files cite several accurate descriptions Martino gave of the JFK-Almeida coup plan. Martino taunted the FBI with his knowledge that “President Kennedy was engaged in a plot to overthrow the Castro regime by preparing another invasion attempt against Cuba.”31 As well as helping with the assassination plot, Martino would raise the specter of the coup plan to selected media in the days, weeks, and months after JFK’s assassination, to help ensure the investigation didn’t go beyond Oswald.

By November 1963, Martino needed little extra incentive to want to see JFK dead. After being arrested in Cuba in 1959, when he was working with Santo Trafficante and Rolando Masferrer, Martino had to remain in a Cuban prison until 1962. Bitter toward the US government after that experience, Martino was working with Trafficante and Rosselli on various schemes by the spring of 1963.32 By the fall of 1963, he was speaking for the ultra-right-wing John Birch Society and touring the country, promoting his book, I Was Castro’s Prisoner.Martino lived in Miami, but he was conveniently in New Orleans in time to see Oswald passing out pro-Castro leaflets, and in Dallas, talking to the sister of Silvia Odio, a member of Ray’s JURE exile group, around the time Oswald visited Silvia. At the time, Silvia Odio was living in the same apartment complex as the brother of Rolando Masferrer, Martino’s associate, which was probably how she came to be targeted.33

In addition to Trafficante and Rosselli, Martino had numerous ties to other people linked to JFK’s murder. He had known David Morales since at least 1959, and had even mentioned Morales by name in his book. According to witnesses Dr. Michael Kurtz interviewed, Martino was also seen with Oswald’s uncle (and Marcello bookie) Dutz Murret and another Marcello associate, Emile Bruneau, who bailed Oswald out of jail after his arrest for the pro-Castro-leafleting incident. According to Kurtz, Martino “appeared to serve almost as a courier between Trafficante and Marcello.”34

Martino would later admit to award-winning Newsday reporter John Cummings that “he’d been part of the assassination of Kennedy. He wasn’t in Dallas pulling a trigger, but he was involved. He implied that his role was delivering money, facilitating things.”

 

According to a CIA memo detailed in Chapters 8 and 17, notorious French Connection heroin trafficker and assassin Michel Victor Mertz was in Dallas at the time of JFK’s assassination, and was deported from Dallas approximately forty-eight hours later.35 Unlike the Cuban exiles working for Trafficante, Mertz’s motivation was mostly financial. The Kennedys’ war on the Mafia had resulted in two heroin busts in the network he shared with Marcello and Trafficante, resulting in the loss of millions of dollars’ worth of heroin and of potential profits. Mertz had to make up for that disaster and prevent future losses. Also, 1963 newspaper headlines blared the findings of JFK’s special commission on drug abuse, which recommended treating heroin addition as a medical problem; if the recommendation were adopted, the losses to Mertz, Trafficante, and Marcello would be enormous. All this made Mertz amenable to helping his heroin partners in their plot to kill JFK. Conveniently, all three mob kingpins shared heroin routes through Texas and Florida, as well as one through Fort Benning, Georgia, where the Cuban American troops were trained and ready for the coup.36

In the summer and fall of 1963, Mertz had been using the name of “Jean Souetre,” an old associate from 1959, when Mertz had undertaken a mission for French Intelligence (the SDECE). Mertz, who won the French Legion of Honor for killing twenty Nazis for the French resistance in World War II, sometimes did work for French Intelligence to avoid prosecution for his crimes. His most famous exploit for the French government was in 1961, when he saved French president Charles de Gaulle from an assassination attempt by rebellious French military officers.37

The alias Mertz used in Dallas on November 22, 1963, “Jean Souetre,”  was the name of a fugitive French officer who in 1962 had participated in the attempted assassination of de Gaulle that inspired Frederick Forsyth’s novel The Day of the Jackal.This attempt was more serious than the one Mertz had foiled a year earlier, since Soutre’s group was able to hit de Gaulle’s car with numerous bullets, though the French president survived. Souetre was one of several men imprisoned for the attempt, though he later escaped. Souetre himself did not travel to America in the 1960s; on November 22, 1963, the real Souetre was in Barcelona, Spain, and has witnesses to prove it. On the other hand, INS records that INS provided to the French show that Mertz traveled frequently to America as part of his heroin-smuggling activities. Former Senate investigator Bud Fensterwald found that “the FBI had traced [the man they thought was] Souetre to Dallas a day before the assassination and then lost him.”38

Souetre has been consistent for almost twenty-five years in his claim to Fensterwald’s associates and to us (via French journalist Stephane Risset) that Mertz was impersonating him in Dallas at the time of JFK’s assassination. Souetre not only has been willing to talk with journalists for years, but also has allowed himself to be photographed, confident that no photograph could ever show him in Dallas. In contrast, Mertz was extremely reclusive and never talked to reporters, even when there were news stories about him in France. (In the 1980s, there was a report that a journalist disappeared after trying to track down Mertz.) Unlike Souetre, Mertz avoided being photographed whenever possible. Newsday found only two fuzzy photos of Mertz for the Pulitzer Prize-winning report it published in the early 1970s, at the direction of publisher William Attwood, JFK’s former special envoy. A few years later, Newsday’s lead reporter for the story told researcher Gary Shaw that their Mertz photos had vanished from the files.39

In a similar way, Mertz himself had been mysteriously absent from the fall 1963 Senate hearings that spawned Joe Valachi’s sensational testimony. Though all of Mertz’s associates were named, and their actions in Texas, Mexico City, and Montreal were detailed, Mertz himself was not mentioned. That’s likely because of Mertz’s work for French Intelligence (in France, Mertz was known as one of “the untouchables”), and possibly because of work Mertz or his associates were doing for some American agency. Mertz had three associates who still operated in Cuba, which could have made him valuable to the CIA.40

As Chapter 15 documents, the CIA’s William Harvey and Counter-Intelligence Chief James Angleton had been interested in using French  assets to assassinate Fidel Castro. James P. Kelly, a former Senate investigator for Bobby Kennedy, later talked about members of French Intelligence “who [had] approached US w/capacity to hit Castro.” That was confirmed by the former head of French Intelligence in the US in 1963, who was working for Angleton at the time, and who later told a Senate investigator about “an offer by French Intelligence to the CIA to carry out the Castro assassination for them.”41 For the CIA to turn to the French Connection for such assistance would be consistent with their past behavior, since the BBC News Service points out that “in 1947, the CIA’s supply of arms and money to Corsican gangs recruited to harass French trade unionists in Marseilles docks was the beginning of the ‘French Connection,’ which supplied heroin to North America until the early 1970s.”42

If Mertz was used in, or learned of, the CIA’s use of French operatives against Fidel, it could have been through his or his associates’ contact with QJWIN, retained by the CIA to look for just such people. QJWIN was involved in narcotics (the CIA had to intervene to keep him out of prison in 1962), and by 1963 there were more than a dozen parallels between QJWIN and Mertz (listed at www.legacyofsecrecy.com43). Definitive analysis isn’t possible, because many of the files about QJWIN, including notes on French criminals QJWIN had targeted for recruitment, have not been declassified or are heavily censored. Also, William Harvey’s notes for the ZRRIFLE project that included QJWIN say that files should be “forged and backdated,” meaning that even the files that have been released could be suspect.44 Harvey later claimed that QJWIN had never been used for Cuban operations, but Harvey’s own expense reports prove this statement is false. INS provided some information to French authorities, which shows that while Mertz usually traveled to America alone on his frequent trips, an “unnamed colleague of Mertz” began traveling in “parallel [to] Mertz” shortly after JFK’s assassination. 45 Given the many similarities between them, Mertz’s colleague could have been QJWIN or one of his recruits.

From other associates in his heroin network, Mertz could also have learned of Helms’s other unauthorized plots to kill Castro. For example, also named in the fall 1963 Senate hearings on narcotics was Chicago hit man Charles Nicoletti. By October 1963, Nicoletti was part of the CIA-Mafia plots with Johnny Rosselli, and unconfirmed reports place Nicoletti in Dallas at the time of JFK’s death. Also, Mertz, using the Souetre alias, had apparently visited a Cuban exile training camp outside of New Orleans that was linked to Guy Banister, who was working  for Carlos Marcello at the time.46

Mertz had once infiltrated Souetre’s anti-de Gaulle group by passing out leaflets on a Paris street, getting into a fight, and being arrested. That could have been the inspiration for Banister’s having Oswald do almost the same thing in New Orleans three months before JFK’s assassination. Oswald might even have tried a dry run for his New Orleans stunt in Montreal, where Mertz maintained a home: According to information the Secret Service would receive just five days after JFK’s death, the “Senior Customs Representative, US Treasury Department Bureau of Customs, Montreal, Canada” reported that several witnesses there saw Oswald passing out the same type of Fair Play for Cuba Committee leaflets he used in New Orleans. One of the witnesses was Customs Investigator Jean Paul Tremblay, who was “positive that this person was Oswald.” Investigator Tremblay said that Oswald had been accompanied by three people, and he felt “he could identify [them] because he was working on cases involving Cuba at the time.”47 For reasons that remain unclear, the Secret Service and the FBI never pursued this lead.

Mertz’s choice of “Souetre” as an alias was especially appropriate, since the real Souetre had been the subject of a memo from Richard Helms in July 1963,48 and had met with a CIA representative (E. Howard Hunt, according to one report) in May 1963. This would help to ensure that Helms and his associates would want to cover up any indication that Souetre was in Dallas at the time of JFK’s murder.






Chapter Five
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Dallas was the third attempt by Marcello, Trafficante, and Rosselli to kill JFK in November 1963. The first had been in Chicago, the territory of Johnny Rosselli’s Mafia family, on November 2, 1963. The second was during the longest domestic motorcade of JFK’s presidency, in Santo Trafficante’s Tampa on November 18, 1963.

The four-man plot to assassinate JFK during his November 2, 1963, Chicago motorcade was kept out of the press at the time, and was reported only briefly in one small article in 1967. Although it received a bit more press coverage in the mid-1970s, the story is still largely unknown to the American public. Parts of it were mentioned in Warren Commission documents (but not in the Commission’s widely available Final Report), and in the late 1970s, the House Select Committee on Assassinations (HSCA) investigated the attempt.

The plot to assassinate JFK during his November 18, 1963, motorcade in Tampa (just hours before his speech later that evening, containing the lines written for Almeida) was also completely withheld from the press when it occurred. Just one small article about it appeared after JFK’s death, but the story was quickly suppressed the following day. The Warren Commission was never told about the Tampa attempt, nor was the HSCA. None of the six government committees that investigated aspects of JFK’s assassination were told about the Tampa attempt until we privately informed the JFK Assassination Records Review Board about it in 1994. Approximately six weeks later, the Secret Service destroyed files covering the Tampa motorcade, as they later admitted to the Review Board, despite the 1992 JFK Act requiring the files’ preservation and release. Though we confirmed the attempt with the Tampa Chief of Police and with other Secret Service and Florida law enforcement sources, the public didn’t learn about the attempt to assassinate JFK in Tampa until 2005, when we first published the information.

Before we describe the attempts to kill JFK in Chicago and Tampa, it’s important to look at them from JFK and Bobby’s point of view, keeping  in mind the impending coup with Almeida and the Cuba Contingency Plans to deal with any retaliation by Castro, even the “assassination of American officials.” Even as Bobby’s subcommittee continued its Cuba Contingency planning in November, the Kennedys would use some of the thinking behind those plans in dealing with the Chicago and Tampa attempts. JFK and Bobby both had to keep a lid on the plots while they were investigated, as they proceeded with the coup planning (in case the attempts turned out to have nothing to do with Castro or Cuba). The ability of the President, Bobby, and key officials to suppress the news about the Chicago and Tampa attempts set the tone for what would happen in Dallas a short time later.

 

Even as Chicago residents had started to line the announced motorcade route on November 2, 1963, JFK canceled his trip literally at the last minute because the Secret Service had learned of the assassination threat. As Pierre Salinger explained to us, just after he had assured the press that JFK wouldn’t cancel the motorcade because of a crisis in Vietnam, he had to quickly issue two different phony excuses to the news media.

According to Chicago Secret Service Agent Abraham Bolden, whose account was confirmed by other law enforcement sources uncovered by journalist Edwin Black, the plot involved four men, two of whom were briefly detained and released, and two who were never apprehended. A fifth man, an ex-Marine whose job reportedly overlooked JFK’s motorcade route, was arrested. In his car, he had an M1 rifle and three thousand rounds of ammunition. Knowing of at least two potential assassins at large, JFK and Bobby apparently decided to cancel JFK’s entire trip. They also decided to keep any mention of the assassination threat out of the press—and the press complied, even though years later several newsmen admitted to having heard about the four-man threat at the time.1 TheKennedys had done this kind of news management on a smaller scale in the past, involving incidents as diverse as leaks about the Bay of Pigs and JFK’s indiscretions. The CIA had handled smaller incidents related to Cuban operations, such as the September 1963 affair in Florida, when the CIA made sure “two local newspapers . . . suppressed” and turned over photos of several covert Cuban exile operatives after their boat had problems.2

Suppressing a news story on the scale of the Chicago threat against JFK took a new level of coordination among Bobby and several agencies, but the Cuban aspects of the threat seemed to justify it. Not until years later would the public learn that the ex-Marine who was arrested,  Thomas Vallee, had recent ties to a Cuban exile group affiliated with one of Bobby’s exile leaders for the coup, Eloy Menoyo. Vallee also had ties to the John Birch Society, widely known at the time for its extreme stands against civil rights, Martin Luther King, and JFK, especially his seemingly soft stance on Cuba. The CIA and INS had also received reports of a possible Cuban agent named Miguel Casas Saez in Chicago, but they were unable to track him down. In addition, two of the men sought in the Chicago incident had Hispanic names, and a later CIA memo says the plot allegedly involved “Cuban dissidents,” which meant “exiles.” Those Cuban connections are why Bobby and JFK kept any mention of the four-man Chicago plot, and the real reason for JFK’s sudden cancellation, out of the press at the time.3

As far as the Mafia bosses were concerned, their man Richard Cain was in a perfect position to help influence and monitor law enforcement’s reaction to the Chicago plot. As we noted earlier, Cain was a “made” member of Giancana’s Chicago Mafia, even while he was the Chief Investigator for the Cook County/Chicago Sheriff, heading a staff of more than two dozen. Congressional investigators documented that Cain had worked on the CIA-Mafia plots with Trafficante and Rosselli, had bugged a communist embassy in Mexico City in 1962, and in August 1963 had begun working for the CIA as an asset. CIA files withheld from Congressional investigators show that Cain had learned about AMWORLD, and that his information was sent on a secure path straight to Desmond FitzGerald. Cain also had inside knowledge of the $200,000 Mafia bribe to Tony Varona.4

 

Three weeks after Chicago, the Kennedys faced a huge dilemma when officials discovered another plot to assassinate JFK, this time during his long Tampa motorcade on November 18. Officials uncovered the plot less than twenty-four hours before JFK’s arrival and advised him to cancel his visit, since at least two potential assassins were on the loose. However, another sudden cancellation was not a viable option for JFK. While he and Bobby had been able to keep the real reason for the Chicago cancellation out of the press, another major motorcade canceled at the last minute would surely raise questions they couldn’t answer. JFK was set to give his important speech that night in Miami, which would include the important lines of assurance for Commander Almeida. How could JFK ask Almeida to risk his life to stage a coup if word leaked that JFK had been too afraid to travel in his own motorcade?

JFK’s recent activities had been orchestrated to send a show of strength  to Almeida and his allies. The previous day, Florida newspapers featured major front-page coverage of JFK viewing the launch of a Polaris missile from a submarine. In Tampa, JFK was scheduled to have a widely publicized private meeting with the head of Strike Force Command (now Central Command) and other military brass, some brought in from Washington.5 Coupled with the special lines in JFK’s speech, all this was designed to reassure Almeida that JFK would back him and the coup all the way, even with US military force.

However, JFK’s plan to reassure Almeida was at risk after the Secret Service found “that the threat on Nov. 18, 1963, was posed by a mobile, unidentified rifleman shooting from a window in a tall building with a high-power rifle fitted with scope.”6 Tampa’s Chief of Police, J. P. Mullins, confirmed to us that at least one other individual was part of that plot. Secret Service Agent Sam Kinney said he learned later that “organized crime” was behind the threat, and a high Florida law enforcement official later confirmed that Tampa mob boss Santo Trafficante was involved. But on the day of the motorcade, that information had not yet surfaced. Tampa was home to a large Cuban exile community, some of whom were angry about JFK’s apparent crackdown on all anti-Castro Cuban exile groups in the US. (His support for a handful of exile groups for the coup plan was covert, and rare news reports hinting at it were quickly squelched.) The anger Cuban exiles felt toward JFK was even more pronounced in Miami, where some Bay of Pigs veterans threatened to protest outside his speech. However, Tampa was different from Miami in that some exiles in Tampa still supported Fidel Castro; there was even a Tampa chapter of the pro-Castro Fair Play for Cuba Committee, the same organization Lee Harvey Oswald had joined earlier that year.

Before JFK’s Tampa motorcade, officials issued a lookout regarding the assassination plot, and its description of a potential assassin matched Oswald much better than the first descriptions issued after JFK’s murder in Dallas. (An unconfirmed report later placed Oswald in Tampa the day before JFK’s motorcade.) Yet the Tampa description also fit another individual who was named as a suspect in JFK’s assassination in secret FBI and CIA documents, though he was never mentioned in the Warren Report, and information about him was withheld from the HSCA.7

By November 1963, Gilberto Policarpo Lopez had eighteen parallels with Lee Harvey Oswald, according to declassified government files. For example, both were about the same age, and both had left their wives a few months earlier, around the time each man moved to a new city. Both were former defectors with a Russian connection in  their background. Each had returned to the United States in 1962 from a communist country. Both men had an unusual involvement with the small pro-Castro Fair Play for Cuba Committee in 1963, after it became the subject of Congressional hearings and newspaper accounts. Both got into fistfights over seemingly pro-Castro statements, but neither joined the Communist Party or regularly associated with American communists. Both men were persons of interest to Naval Intelligence in 1963, and both were alleged by officials to be informants for a US agency. Both men attempted to get into Cuba in the fall of 1963 by going to Texas, crossing the border at Nuevo Laredo, and proceeding to Mexico City for the air connection to Cuba. (Since travel between the US and Cuba was restricted, travelers from the US often went to Havana via Mexico City, a route undercover US intelligence agents also used.)8 Both Oswald and Lopez went at least part of the way by car, though neither man owned a car or had a driver’s license. Each was under CIA surveillance for at least part of his Mexico trip. And by November 1963, each had a job in the vicinity of an upcoming JFK motorcade.9

FBI and government files confirm that Lopez left Tampa shortly after JFK’s motorcade and went to Texas, where an unconfirmed newspaper account places him in Dallas on November 22, 1963. But his whereabouts weren’t known at the time, at least not by Bobby Kennedy; his movements were discovered only later, by the FBI, CIA, and several journalists.

Prior to JFK’s Tampa motorcade, Bobby and JFK had been told about a Florida threat made by white supremacist Joseph Milteer, which had been picked up by a wired Miami police informant. Milteer was from the small town of Quitman in South Georgia, but he traveled extensively and was in touch with the most violent racist groups active in 1963.10  He had inherited $200,000 from his father (over a million in today’s dollars), and his determination to kill JFK was motivated by his racist ideology, not by money. Because Milteer was not arrested at the time of JFK’s Tampa motorcade, before Dallas, or even afterward—and because Hoover withheld crucial information from Georgia FBI agents investigating Milteer—the white supremacist would continue his deadly pursuits. This would allow Milteer to play a crucial role in the assassination of Martin Luther King in 1968, which is revealed for the first time later in the book.

Undercover Miami police tapes recorded Joseph Milteer talking about JFK’s murder less than two weeks prior to JFK’s assassination in Dallas. Milteer told Miami police informant William Somersett about a  plan “to assassinate the President with a high-powered rifle from a tall building.” On the police tape from November 9, 1963, Milteer accurately states that authorities “will pick up somebody within hours afterwards . . . just to throw the public off.” Milteer said the assassination had been arranged in such a way as to “drop the responsibility right into the laps of the Communists . . . or Castro.”11

Somersett also told authorities that Milteer had indicated “this conspiracy originated in New Orleans, and probably some in Miami.” Milteer said “there was a lot of money” involved in the plot, not only from far-right extremists, “but from men who could afford to contribute,” though the only one he mentioned by name was a Louisiana political boss who was tied to both Carlos Marcello and Guy Banister. The Miami police told the Secret Service and FBI about the tapes and plot. The FBI assigned Atlanta agent Don Adams to the case on November 13, and he went to Quitman, where Milteer lived, to quietly investigate him. However, Adams stated to us that his FBI superiors never told him about the police tapes of Milteer or about the recent threat against JFK in Tampa.

While parts of the Milteer story and the audiotapes have been known to investigators for decades, it was only in 2006 that Dr. Michael L. Kurtz published the accounts of reliable witnesses who could tie Milteer directly to Guy Banister and other associates of Carlos Marcello. He writes that on one occasion, a noted architect saw Banister and “Milteer conversing with some of Marcello’s people in the French Quarter.” Aside from sharing racist views and hatred of the Kennedys, Banister, Milteer, and Marcello also shared a connection to the illegal arms trade, since in 1963 the major buyers of illegal weapons from organized crime included Cuban exile groups and white supremacists. Dr. Kurtz also noted that “Milteer had close connections to Santos Trafficante,” since Milteer was also involved in “illegal arms and narcotics trafficking.”12

JFK had much to worry about during his November 18 motorcade in Tampa, and Police Chief Mullins and other officials were especially concerned about Tampa’s tallest building, the Floridan Hotel, which overlooked a hard left turn JFK’s motorcade would have to take. The red-brick Floridan looks similar to the Texas School Book Depository, only much taller and with more windows; almost a hundred had a clear view of JFK’s motorcade. The hotel was full that day, and impossible to secure. In 1963, one could easily register under a false name—at that time, many travelers paid with cash—and every guest-room window in the Floridan could be opened. The hotel was just one short block away from the intersection where JFK’s limo would have to come to almost a  full stop to make its turn. For a sniper perched in one of the hotel windows, sitting back in the shadows, assassinating the President would have been easy. Chief Mullins and the Secret Service didn’t know if the two suspects at large were Cuban agents (the same shadowy Cuban, Miguel Cases Saez, who was reported near Chicago just before JFK’s motorcade there, had also been reported in Florida), disgruntled Cuban exiles, white-supremacist allies of Milteer, or someone else—hence their advice to JFK to cancel his entire motorcade.

But JFK disregarded their warnings, and insisted on going ahead. Just as in Chicago, a press blackout about the threat was informally ordered. The “bubble top” for JFK’s limo wasn’t used—it wasn’t bulletproof anyway, and using it would send the wrong message to Commander Almeida. The Lincoln in which JFK rode in Tampa was the same one he would later use in Dallas. Jackie wasn’t with him on the Tampa trip, so only JFK’s life was at risk. According to Chief Mullins and other officials, when JFK was backstage and away from the press, he looked stressed and tired, though before the public he appeared to be the smiling, confident JFK the public knew. The press blackout about the threat was still holding when JFK began his motorcade, but there was no way to know if a media outlet might break the story while he was in his limo or giving a speech. Photos show that during part of the motorcade, JFK actually stood up in the car; we may never know whether he did so because of his ongoing back problems, or because it was his way of showing he wasn’t afraid, even if word of the threat did leak to the public.

JFK gave several speeches in Tampa, including one at the International Inn. (Four days later, Santo Trafficante would publicly toast JFK’s death at the same hotel, just hours after the assassination.) On the evening of November 18, the President flew to Miami and gave his most important speech, with lines directed at Commander Almeida and his allies in Cuba. The following day, several newspapers trumpeted those lines almost too clearly: The Dallas Times Herald said, “Kennedy Virtually Invites Cuban Coup”; the Miami Herald said, “Kennedy Invites Coup”; and the New York Times proclaimed, “Kennedy says US will aid Cuba once Cuban sovereignty is restored under a non-communist government.”13

After JFK returned to Washington, JFK expressed his relief at surviving the trip to his close aide, David Powers. According to Kennedy biographer Ralph Martin, JFK told Powers: “Thank God nobody wanted to kill me today!” JFK explained an assassination “would be tried by someone with a high-power rifle and a telescopic sight during a downtown  parade when there would be so much noise and confetti that nobody would even be able to point and say, ‘It came from that window.’”14

After JFK’s Tampa motorcade and Miami speech, JFK and Bobby could breathe a sigh of relief as they looked ahead to JFK’s upcoming trip to Texas. They knew of no active threat in Texas, as there had been in Chicago and Tampa. Moreover, Dallas didn’t have a large Cuban exile population to worry about, as did Tampa and Chicago.

JFK and Bobby would have been even more concerned had they known that the day before JFK’s Tampa speech, he had been stalked by two Cuban exiles who hated him. Bitter Bay of Pigs veterans Alberto Fowler and Felipe Rivero had rented a house next to JFK’s compound in Palm Beach, where the President was staying before his Tampa motorcade. While Fowler later wrote that their only interest was in playing loud music to annoy JFK, the facts suggest otherwise. Rivero was a leader in a Cuban exile group getting major funding from Chicago Mafia allies of Trafficante and Marcello, and Fowler would make a provocative call to Bobby’s exile aide Harry Williams just hours after JFK was shot.15

Why did Trafficante call off the attempt to kill JFK in Tampa? According to our source, who was high in Florida law enforcement, Trafficante’s man in the Tampa Police Department, Sgt. Jack de la Llana, “was in the motorcade meetings and was feeding information to Trafficante at the time.” Our source, who also helped with JFK’s security, said it was “likely that de la Llana could have tipped off Trafficante about the [security] plans or [the] threat alerts.”16 Besides, the ever-cautious Trafficante would still have an opportunity to hit JFK in Dallas.

Following the events in Tampa, we noted earlier an account saying that Rosselli went from Tampa to Louisiana and then on to Texas, but others were heading in that direction as well. One was a member of the lowest rung of the Mertz/Marcello/Trafficante heroin network, Rose Cheramie (one of many aliases used by Melba Christine Marcades). Cheramie was a sometime B-girl, prostitute, and heroin courier for Ruby. It’s ironic that a woman who was one of the lowest members of Marcello’s crime empire came close to saving JFK’s life, and on at least three occasions would risk her own life to help law enforcement.

On November 21, 1963, Rose Cheramie had been dumped on the side of the road by two men she was riding with from Florida. She was eventually taken into custody by Louisiana State Police Lieutenant Francis Fruge, who drove her to East Louisiana State Hospital to be treated for heroin withdrawal. Cheramie told Lt. Fruge that she and her two  male companions had been on their way to Dallas, where the men were going to “kill Kennedy.” Her remarks were also heard by physicians at the hospital, including Dr. Victor Weiss, head of the hospital’s Psychiatry Department, who said that on Thursday, November 21, “Cheramie was absolutely sure Kennedy was gong to be assassinated in Dallas on Friday and kept insisting on it over and over again to the doctors and nurses who were attending her.” Dr. Weiss stated Cheramie said that “word was out in the New Orleans underworld that the contract on Kennedy had been let,” and Dr. Weiss assumed she was referring to Carlos Marcello’s organization.17 Cheramie would later be proven an accurate informant regarding Marcello’s part in the French Connection ring, but at this time, no one was taking her seriously.






Chapter Six

[image: 011]

Lee Harvey Oswald’s documented life, when stripped of years of speculation and conjecture, bears little relation to that of the supposed teenage communist the Warren Commission would later depict. Actually, when Oswald was a young teenager, his favorite TV show was I Led Three Lives,about a seemingly average American man who joined the Communist Party but was really an FBI informant. This was the era of movies like I Was a Communist for the FBI,which dramatized the true exploits of deep-cover government agents who spent years undercover, only to finally reveal their true status and reap the rewards of fame and money. That was surely an enticing possibility to a young teenager who had never known his father, who had died shortly before Oswald’s birth. Lee looked up to his two older brothers, both of whom served in the military, one of them in an intelligence branch that guarded against communist subversion.1

When Oswald was fifteen, he joined the Civil Air Patrol, not exactly a hotbed of communist activity during the McCarthy era. (Staunch anticommunist David Ferrie was one of Oswald’s instructors.) Oswald then not only tried to join the US Marines, but first tried to enlist a year before he was old enough. Once he was finally in the Marines, Oswald was assigned to a U-2 spy-plane base in Japan. There are numerous indications he became involved in intelligence work: He studied Russian and spouted love for Russia so often that his Marine buddies called him “Oswaldovitch,” but even in those Cold War times, no Marine sergeant or officer ever noted that behavior or disciplined him for it. According to journalist Dick Russell, Oswald was one of five young men to defect to Russia around the same time in 1959, with two more defecting in 1960. Of those seven, six returned to the US, some with Russian wives.2

Such men and their wives could have been “dangles,” who after their return to the US would have been kept under covert surveillance in order to see how KGB agents and operatives in America might try to recruit them. Shortly after Oswald’s return from Russia with his wife, Marina,  he was allowed to get a job at a firm in Dallas, Jaggars-Chiles-Stovall, that helped to prepare maps from U-2 spy-plane photos—at the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis! According to official records and the Warren Commission, this aroused no special concern on the part of the FBI or US intelligence, even though, as we noted earlier, Oswald was under “tight surveillance” at that time. We suspect that US authorities allowed, or probably arranged for, a recent defector to get a job at such a sensitive facility in order to make Oswald an even more attractive target for KGB recruitment.

In October 1962, four days before Oswald secured his job at Jaggars-Chiles-Stovall, a most unlikely individual befriended him: a former White Russian Count named George DeMohrenschildt. According to Oswald’s mother, DeMohrenschildt had arranged the job for Oswald, which makes sense in light of DeMohrenschildt’s later admission that he was a US intelligence asset. DeMohrenschildt was sophisticated and urbane, and he usually traveled in far loftier circles than Oswald’s. George DeMohrenschildt knew Jackie Kennedy’s family; the New York Post reported that he had briefly been engaged to Jackie’s aunt and “nearly married [Jackie’s mother] Janet Auchincloss.” As a child, Jackie called him “Uncle George.”3

Rumors circulated for years that DeMohrenschildt had intelligence connections, which declassified files, historians, and former government investigators have now confirmed. According to historian Michael Kurtz, the associates of DeMohrenschildt and his fourth wife, Jeanne, included Richard Helms, New Orleans CIA Deputy Chief Hunter Leake, and two CIA officials later involved with AMWORLD, including David Atlee Phillips.4 Congressional investigator Gaeton Fonzi discovered that “a CIA memo . . . written by Richard Helms credits DeMohrenschildt with providing valuable foreign intelligence.”5 DeMohrenschildt knew another George in Texas, George H. W. Bush, an oil executive who would later become president of the United States.

Shortly before his controversial death, described in Chapter 64, George DeMohrenschildt confirmed his work for the CIA to Edward J. Epstein, a writer for the Wall Street Journal. DeMohrenschildt said he had befriended Oswald only at the request of Dallas CIA officer J. Walton Moore, who also told DeMohrenschildt that even before Oswald’s stay in the Soviet Union, the CIA had an “interest” in Oswald.6 From information provided by former CIA officials and declassified files, journalist Anthony Summers and former FBI agent William Turner have also confirmed DeMohrenschildt’s intelligence work.7 Moreover, Kurtz recently  documented DeMohrenschildt’s occasional work on CIA anti-Castro matters in 1963.8

The DeMohrenschildts remained friends with Oswald and his wife through the end of 1962 and into early 1963, and were no doubt part of the “tight surveillance” Naval Intelligence maintained on Oswald. Around the spring of 1963, when the DeMohrenschildts left Dallas for new intrigues in Haiti, DeMohrenschildt attended meetings between a business associate and the assistant director of Army Intelligence (part of the DIA, as was Naval Intelligence).

As for Oswald and his job at Jaggars-Chiles-Stovall, the KGB hadn’t taken the bait, so Lee Harvey Oswald was apparently ready for another assignment by the start of 1963. Even before Lee Oswald left Dallas to move to New Orleans in the spring of 1963, he had made at least one earlier trip to the Crescent City. That was shortly after Oswald had joined the Fair Play for Cuba Committee (via mail; he never attended any meetings or met any of its officials), and Oswald—or someone using his alias, “A. Hidell”—had ordered a rifle and a pistol though the mail. Because Senate committees were investigating mail-order gun dealers and the Fair Play for Cuba Committee (FPCC), both were in the news at the time. Senator Thomas J. Dodd (father of current senator Christopher Dodd) headed the gun committee and served on the FPCC committee.

Oswald’s unusual activities in early 1963 (leaving a mail-order paper trail by ordering guns that were easily available in his neighborhood, and joining the FPCC while avoiding meetings of real socialists, communists, and Castro sympathizers) have long concerned Congressional investigators and journalists. However, Oswald’s actions leading up to his move to New Orleans in the spring of 1963 can be explained by looking at his associates in New Orleans, Guy Banister and David Ferrie.

History professor Michael Kurtz, while dean of the graduate school at Southeastern Louisiana University and a Louisiana state historian, uncovered new confirmation of the intelligence activities of Banister, Ferrie, and Oswald. Kurtz interviewed Hunter Leake, whom CIA memos confirm was the Deputy Chief of the New Orleans CIA station in 1963.9 Leake told Kurtz, “in a quite definitive manner, that Oswald indeed performed chores for the CIA during his five months in New Orleans during the spring and summer of 1963.” In fact, “Leake personally paid Oswald various sums of cash for his services.” When Kurtz interviewed Richard Helms about this and other assertions, “Helms neither confirmed nor denied Leake’s story.”10

Leake said that in 1963, Oswald was in New Orleans, working with  Ferrie and Banister, both of whom also had intelligence ties. According to Kurtz, “Leake stated that Ferrie performed a series of tasks for the CIA: supplying weapons and munitions to Anti-Castro guerrilla fighters in Cuba; training Cuban units for the 1961 Bay of Pigs invasion; conducting propaganda sessions among refugee units, thus reinforcing their hatred of the Castro regime; and serving as an intermediary between the CIA and organized crime.”11 Ferrie must have found the last function easy, since during 1963 he was also working for Carlos Marcello.

As for private detective Guy Banister, Kurtz writes that, according to Leake, Banister “served as a key CIA liaison with many anti-Castro Cuban refugees in southern Louisiana. Banister often handled details of the training and supplying of various anti-Castro organizations. Typically, Hunter Leake or another CIA agent from the New Orleans office would meet Banister in Mancuso’s Restaurant, located in the infamous 544 Camp Street Building.”12 That was the corner building that housed the office of the rabidly anticommunist and anti-Castro Banister, the same address that showed up on the pro-Castro leaflets Oswald was seen passing out in the summer of 1963.

Another witness uncovered by Kurtz, Consuela Martin, provides a new perspective as to why Banister’s office address appeared on the pro-Castro leaflets. Kurtz writes that Martin’s office was next to Banister’s, and “she saw Oswald in Banister’s office at least half a dozen times in the late spring and summer of 1963. . . . On every one of these occasions, Oswald and Banister were together.” Oswald sometimes asked her to do translating work for him by typing documents into Spanish. Martin believes that the 544 Camp Street address was used in hopes of luring unsuspecting pro-Castro leftists to Banister’s office, thus yielding more information for Banister’s voluminous files.13

The CIA likely knew of at least some of Banister’s activities with Oswald, since Oswald received such extensive local media coverage in the summer of 1963. Kurtz writes that Leake “provided Banister with substantial sums of cash, and Banister would use the money to purchase needed supplies and to pay the salaries of the men working in certain anti-Castro operations.”14 However, Banister and Ferrie were also working for Marcello in 1963, and the previous fall the Mafia chief had made it clear that he was determined to kill JFK in order to end Bobby Kennedy’s pursuit of him. Banister and Ferrie were in a perfect position to assist the CIA regarding Oswald, while at the same time making sure Oswald would make a convincing fall guy for Marcello’s assassination of JFK. It’s possible that Oswald’s activities in early 1963, such as ordering his  rifle and joining the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, were influenced by Banister and Ferrie.

Kurtz recently disclosed the identity of a new witness to Oswald’s interactions with Banister and Ferrie: “Hamilton Johnson, a geologist who later served on the faculty at Tulane University, stated that on numerous occasions, he observed Guy Banister, David Ferrie, various anti-Castro Cubans, and agents of both the CIA and FBI” at the Schlumberger facility in Houma, Louisiana, sixty miles from New Orleans. Schlumberger provided equipment for oil drilling, but according to Johnson “it was an open secret among company employees that the federal government was using the large facility for intelligence activities.” Johnson told Kurtz that “on at least two occasions in the summer of 1963, Lee Harvey Oswald accompanied Banister and Ferrie to Houma.” The anti-Castro material that “Johnson saw [included] such supplies as guns, ammunition, hand grenades, howitzers, bombs, landmines, propellers . . . and much more. On several occasions, Cubans told him that they were using the equipment for ‘training exercises for another invasion of Cuba.’”

Until it was closed in early August 1963, Manuel Artime operated what was essentially a minor-league exile training camp for the AMWORLD operation near New Orleans, which Ferrie and Banister both reportedly visited. Kurtz writes that “Hunter Leake verified Hamilton Johnson’s story about Schlumberger. . . . He also confirmed that Banister, Ferrie, and even Oswald visited the camp from time to time.”15

Oswald’s public activities in New Orleans in August 1963 are well documented because of their extensive media coverage. Oswald first tried to join the local chapter of the DRE, an anti-Castro group, claiming he wanted to overthrow Fidel. Shortly after that, he very publicly passed out pro-Castro leaflets on the street in New Orleans, an act that provoked an attack by the local DRE head and two of his associates. Oswald’s arrest led to newspaper coverage, as well as radio and TV appearances in which he handled himself remarkably well. How could Oswald generate so much publicity? That was a specialty of CIA propaganda specialist David Atlee Phillips. Court records indicate that a “Mr. Phillips . . . from Washington,” who was involved with US intelligence, met with Banister in New Orleans, at Banister’s office, regarding an anti-Castro TV appeal.16 Earlier, Phillips had run an operation against the Fair Play for Cuba Committee, and according to E. Howard Hunt’s sworn testimony to Congressional investigators, David Phillips ran the DRE for the CIA.17

CIA files confirm that Phillips was working on the AMWORLD part  of the coup plan, so it shouldn’t be surprising that shortly after Oswald’s publicity blitz, Phillips met with Oswald in Dallas, along with anti-Castro exile activist Antonio Veciana. Veciana and his Alpha 66 were barred from the JFK-Almeida coup plan, though Veciana was partners with Eloy Menoyo, an exile leader whom the Kennedys and Harry did want. Veciana’s story of meeting Oswald and Phillips in the lobby of the new Southland Building in Dallas has long been controversial, though Congressional investigator Gaeton Fonzi concluded that such a meeting did take place. Veciana hinted that Phillips used the name “Maurice Bishop,” and CIA official Ross Crozier later confirmed that to Congressional investigators. Kurtz got new confirmation, saying that “Hunter Leake told me that David Atlee Phillips . . . used the alias [Maurice Bishop].”18 Veciana revealed to us that he originally named his group Alpha 66 after the Phillips 66 gas stations that were common in the early 1960s.19

David Atlee Phillips was from nearby Fort Worth, and by meeting Oswald in public—in the lobby of Dallas’s newest glittering office tower—Phillips must have realized he could have been seen with Oswald by a relative or a high school classmate, or even photographed by a tourist. Such behavior seems illogical, and inconsistent with Phillips’s long intelligence experience, if Phillips knew that Oswald was going to be any type of assassin or patsy for JFK’s assassination. Such a meeting is much more consistent with Oswald’s being used as an intelligence asset for an operation far from Dallas. Phillips appears to have been focused on using Oswald in the CIA’s anti-Castro operations, as one of the US assets they had to get into Cuba before the coup. Apparently, Phillips hoped Oswald’s pro-Castro media blitz would help him get into Cuba via Mexico City. Phillips was based in Mexico City, where he headed anti-Castro operations.

Oswald’s trip to Mexico City in late September and early October 1963 has also been the subject of much controversy and Congressional investigation. William Gaudet, a CIA asset long known to have received the Mexican tourist card in New Orleans with the number just before Oswald’s, told Kurtz that he was with Oswald in Mexico for the CIA.20  This helps to explain why a later report said that Oswald had traveled one way to Mexico by car, though Oswald neither had a license nor owned a car. As our Naval Intelligence source told us, Oswald was under surveillance the whole time he was in Mexico City—something later confirmed by Win Scott, who at the time was the Mexico City CIA station chief.21

Oswald was not able to get into Cuba via Mexico City, especially after  someone called the Soviet embassy, impersonating him. CIA officials found out about the impersonation because they had bugged the phones at the Soviet and Cuban embassies. Just as Banister and Ferrie were in a position to manipulate Oswald for Marcello while ostensibly helping the CIA, Marcello’s Mafia associates also had ways to compromise Oswald’s actions in Mexico City. Richard Cain, the high-level Chicago law enforcement official who had worked with Trafficante and Rosselli on the CIA-Mafia Castro assassination plots, had bugged a communist embassy in Mexico City the previous year. Monitoring the bugs for the CIA was the DFS, a Mexican police agency so corrupt and tied to drugs that it eventually had to be disbanded. The DFS was linked to the Mexico City arm of Trafficante and Marcello’s French Connection drug ring with Michel Victor Mertz. 22

As for Oswald, he may have thought he was simply going to be a US intelligence asset in Cuba, or that he was going to play a part in the CIA-Mafia plot to assassinate Castro. Given Oswald’s long ties to intelligence activities, his favorite uncle’s career as a bookie for Marcello, and Oswald’s own brief work for Marcello as a runner, he probably would have had little problem with an operation that combined intelligence and the Mafia. However, Oswald would have been told as little as possible about his mission by people like Guy Banister and David Ferrie, whose real goal was to manipulate Oswald for Marcello and the JFK plot.

After Oswald failed to get into Cuba, he apparently had—or thought he had—a role to play for US intelligence. After a brief stint living at the Dallas YMCA, by November 1963, Oswald was living in a rooming house in the Oak Cliff neighborhood of Dallas, seeing his wife only on the weekends. He tried to find work at several businesses in downtown Dallas, which would later turn out to be near JFK’s motorcade route, before finally settling on the Texas School Book Depository. However, for years others had determined Oswald’s actions, and there is no reason to think his choice of work location deviated from that pattern. Even before JFK’s final motorcade route through Dallas was announced, it was almost certain that the President would take a downtown route through Dealey Plaza, just as JFK had during his visits to Dallas in 1960 and 1961. Oswald was in the Soviet Union at those times, but JFK’s visits would have been well known to a downtown Dallas businessman like Jack Ruby.

Oswald’s starting salary at the Depository was small, yet evidence shows he was thinking of buying an expensive car: He told a car salesman  on November 9, 1963, that he would be getting “a lot of money in the next two or three weeks.”23 Among Oswald’s notes preserved—but apparently overlooked—by the Warren Commission are remarks apparently intended for a speech he would make after he finally emerged from his years of undercover work. Its tone and content are totally at odds with the pro-Marxist remarks he made on radio and TV in New Orleans. Oswald maintains that he hates communism, writing that “there are possibly few other Americans born in the US who [have] as many personal reasons to know—and therefore hate and mistrust—Communism.” He says the US and Russia “have too much to offer to each other to be tearing at each other’s throats in an endless cold war. Both countries have major shortcomings and advantages, but only in ours is the voice of dissent allowed opportunity of expression.”24

By 1963, America had become a far different country than it had been during the McCarthy era, when Oswald loved I Led Three Lives, based on the true story of Herbert Philbrick, who pretended to be a communist for years before emerging to acclaim, Congressional thanks, and a long career as an author and popular speaker. Oswald’s notes mention Philbrick and make it clear that he intended to surpass him in some way, apparently because of his role in the upcoming US operation against Cuba.25

Oswald’s intelligence status had to be very closely held to remain secret, meaning that few federal agents in the field could be told about it. Oswald had been worried that a local Dallas FBI agent was going to blow his cover, which he had worked so hard to maintain for so many years, hoping he could make it pay off. FBI agent James Hosty had visited Oswald’s wife on November 1 and again on November 5, and after Oswald heard about it, he wrote a note to Hosty warning him away, and Oswald personally dropped it off at the Dallas FBI office.

It’s hard to tell where Oswald’s legitimate US intelligence activities end and his manipulation by Mafia associates begins, given the true loyalty of US assets like Banister and Ferrie to Marcello, and the hatred of the Kennedys they shared with CIA officers like Morales and his good friend Rosselli. Any of Oswald’s unusual actions during 1963 can be explained by three possibilities: 1. It could have been for legitimate intelligence purposes; 2. It could have been a legitimate intelligence purpose that was also furthering Marcello’s goals; or 3. Oswald only thought he was acting for a legitimate intelligence purpose, but in reality he was being manipulated by Marcello’s men. Imagine how difficult it must have been for officials from various agencies to sort through Oswald’s  actions after JFK’s death, as they tried to figure out (in secret, and often not talking to other agencies) what Oswald was really up to.

In the weeks and months before Dallas, Oswald, or someone pretending to be Oswald, was reportly near Chicago prior to JFK’s planned motorcade there, and in Tampa the day before JFK’s motorcade there.26  Since officials had uncovered assassination plots in each city before JFK arrived, that meant Oswald could have taken the fall if JFK had been shot in either of those two cities.

 

On Thursday, November 21, Lee Oswald went home a day early to see Marina and his children, who were living with Ruth Paine. When he awoke, he left $175 and his wedding ring for his wife. As he rode into work with Wesley Frazier on the morning of November 22, 1963, Frazier and his sister saw Oswald hold a package cupped in his hand and tucked under his armpit. It could not have been a disassembled Mannlicher-Carcano rifle, as the Warren Commission later asserted, because a disassembled Mannlicher was too long to be carried that way. Oswald told Frazier it was curtain rods, but it could have been almost anything—including an item Oswald had been told to bring to work (or the parking lot) that day by whoever he thought was his intelligence handler. According to Warren Commission testimony, Oswald did not have the package when he entered the Depository that morning. (One unconfirmed source linked to the deaths of two Artime associates claimed it could have been a pro-Castro banner, passed to a confederate who supposedly planned to unfurl it from a Book Depository window during JFK’s motorcade. If Oswald went to the Cuban embassy in Mexico City and took credit for such a stunt, he might have thought he would surely be allowed into Cuba.) A Warren Commission counsel later outlined evidence, omitted from their Final Report, that Oswald may well have been preparing to go to Mexico that day.27

John Martino indicated that Oswald was supposed to leave work on the afternoon of November 22 to meet what he thought was an intelligence contact at the Texas Theater. In David Atlee Phillips’s autobiography, The Night Watch(a completely different book from Phillips’s autobiographical novel outline cited earlier), Phillips wrote about his own experience meeting contacts at movie theaters, setting up the time by phone and using “recognition procedures” that included code phrases. In Oswald’s pocket on November 22 was half of a torn box top, as if Oswald expected to meet someone who had the other half at the theater.28 Veciana told us about meeting the CIA official who first  recruited Phillips, who gave Veciana half of a torn dollar bill to use as a recognition procedure later. Oswald had a couple of torn dollar bills in his room, and the torn-bill technique was also used in the Texas arm of the French Connection heroin ring.29

John Martino, Rosselli and Trafficante’s Cuban exile associate, said shortly before his death that “Oswald had been ‘put together’ by ‘anti-Castro types.’” Martino knew what he was talking about; as we noted earlier, he was acquainted with David Morales and had met with Marcello, Banister, Trafficante, and Rosselli in 1963. Martino told his son he even saw Oswald passing out the pro-Castro leaflets when Oswald was arrested, and he explained that “Oswald didn’t know who he was working for. . . . He was to meet his contact at the Texas Theater” in Dallas on the day of the assassination. “They were to meet Oswald in the theater and get him out of the country. . . . ”30 However, according to Martino, Oswald didn’t know that if he made it out of the theater, the plan was to “eliminate him.” If Oswald appeared to have fled, or be fleeing, to Cuba after JFK’s murder, that would have made the pressure to invade Cuba tremendous, especially since (as Martino and his Mafia associates knew all too well) the United States had a Cuban invasion plan ready to go.

Echoing Martino’s words that “Oswald didn’t know who he was working for,” Oswald’s wife would say, long after the assassination, that her husband had been “caught between two powers—the government and organized crime.” According to the San Jose Mercury News,  Marina said that “in retrospect, Oswald seemed professionally schooled in secretiveness, and I believe he worked for the American government. He was taught the Russian language when he was in the military. Do you think that is usual, that an ordinary soldier is taught Russian? Also, he got in and out of Russia quite easily, and he got me out quite easily.”31

At his job at the Texas School Book Depository, Oswald sometimes used the pay phone near the first-floor lunchroom. On November 22, 1963, a foreman “saw Oswald near the telephone on the first floor” at ten or fifteen minutes before noon (just thirty minutes before JFK was shot). It’s not known what calls he may have made or received that day. At noon, Oswald was still on the first floor, eating lunch in the small first-floor lunchroom used by minority and disabled employees. Unlike many employees, who started to drift out of the building on their lunch break to await the arrival of JFK’s motorcade, Oswald seemed to have other things on his mind.32






Chapter Seven
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As JFK and Jackie were beginning their motorcade through Dallas on November 22, 1963, Bobby Kennedy was having lunch at his Hickory Hill estate in Virginia, not far from CIA headquarters. The visiting US Attorney from New York, Robert Morgenthau, and his assistant joined Bobby by the pool. Morgenthau had handled the prosecutions resulting from the arrest of Joe Valachi, the Mafia heroin operative whose sensational televised Congressional testimony two months earlier had electrified the nation, dragging mob secrets out of the shadows and into American living rooms.

That Friday was a balmy Indian-summer day at Bobby’s, with weather much like that in Dallas, and Bobby took a break for a bracing midday swim. Doing so gave him time to reflect on the morning meeting he’d had with his Mafia prosecutors at the Justice Department. Bobby must have felt pleased, since tremendous progress was being made on all fronts. Their investigation of a French Connection heroin bust in Texas, the second in two years, was going well. A year earlier, drug enforcement officers in Marcello-controlled Houston had seized twenty-two pounds of heroin linked to Trafficante. The most recent bust centered on a carload of heroin at the Texas-Mexico border that involved a Cuban exile and the Montreal Mafia.1 Bobby knew from experience that heroin traffickers could be ruthless, so he had arranged for the main witness and his family to be placed under US protection in the coming months. In 1963, no Federal Witness Protection Program existed yet, and even arrangements to shield star Mafia witness Joe Valachi had to be done on an ad-hoc basis.

Bobby’s morning meeting had also covered his Mafia prosecutors’ pressure on Santo Trafficante and members of the Chicago Mafia, led by Sam Giancana. Bobby was pleased with that week’s release of The Green Felt Jungle,a book that finally exposed Johnny Rosselli’s leading role in Las Vegas on behalf of the Chicago mob. Bobby was no doubt relieved that JFK had ended his relationship with Rosselli’s girlfriend, Judith  Campbell, a year and a half earlier, and that Campbell’s recent attempt to contact JFK again—just after the Chicago assassination attempt—had been rebuffed.

Most important for Bobby, he was awaiting a verdict in Carlos Marcello’s federal trial in New Orleans. A conviction would be the culmination of a battle Bobby and JFK had been waging against Marcello since 1958, and would result in Marcello’s being either imprisoned or permanently deported from the United States.

Though Bobby kept his Mafia prosecutors separate from his Get Hoffa Squad, he knew they must have enjoyed the headline in the November 22 New York Times that proclaimed “Las Vegas: Casinos Get Millions in Loans from Teamsters Fund.”2 The article was just one in a recent series featuring information that Bobby’s men had supplied, highlighting the ties of the Teamster president to casinos and gangsters. Hoffa himself was being tried for jury tampering in Nashville, and had reportedly tried to bribe a juror in that trial. Hoffa didn’t realize that Bobby had a Teamster informer in Louisiana, who had revealed Hoffa’s threats in the summer of 1962 about having Bobby assassinated in a car. We can only imagine what Bobby must have felt each time he made the trip by car from his Virginia home to his Justice Department office in Washington.

One of the most pressing concerns on Bobby’s mind during his November 22 lunch and swim was something that he couldn’t share with Morgenthau, his Mafia prosecutors, or his Get Hoffa Squad: the impending coup plan against Fidel Castro, just ten days away. Earlier in the week, Bobby had completed his final meetings with his trusted exile leaders: DIA files confirm he had met with Harry Williams and Manuel Artime on November 17, the day before JFK’s Tampa motorcade, and that the following day Bobby had met with the leader of the Fort Benning Cuban American troops. On November 21, Bobby had met again with Harry Williams, for the last time before the coup.3

While Bobby had been meeting with his Mafia prosecutors that Friday morning, Harry was at an important meeting that Bobby had arranged, with CIA officials like Executive Director Lyman Kirkpatrick and E. Howard Hunt.4 If no problems arose at the afternoon portion of the meeting, Harry would proceed immediately to Miami, to the US base at Guantanamo the next day, and then slip into Castro’s Cuba to meet with Almeida.5 At that point, it would be too late for any breakthrough in the secret peace negotiations to prevent the coup. Harry’s entry into Cuba around November 25 would also coincide with Bobby’s revelation  to Dean Rusk and other cabinet officials that all the planning they had been doing in recent months was about to bear fruit, since they had found someone powerful enough in the Cuban government to “eliminate” Fidel and stage a coup.6

While Bobby knew that Cuban exile leaders Manuel Artime and Tony Varona were now fully on board, he also realized that two others, Manolo Ray and Eloy Menoyo, had not yet completely committed to Harry. However, CIA files confirm that Harry had met with both men in recent weeks to discuss what was generally going to happen, and that money was being provided to each of them (in Ray’s case, more than $100,000). Bobby and Harry were confident that both Ray and Menoyo would cooperate fully once the coup began.

Like Harry, Bobby was sure that Almeida was sincere and not a double agent, because of his willingness to put his own family under covert US protection in another country. Still, if anything happened and the coup turned into a disaster, one of Bobby’s associates indicated that the Attorney General planned to do the same thing he had offered to do after the Bay of Pigs fiasco: take full responsibility and resign, to minimize the political damage to JFK. Bobby wouldn’t be risking his life during the coup, like Harry and Almeida would, but he knew his own political life was on the line.

Fully aware of a higher level of official planning kept mostly secret from Harry and the other Cuban exile leaders, Bobby knew about the flurry of eight drafts of the “Plan for a Coup in Cuba” that had been completed in just the past five months. (Only three, much smaller drafts had been completed in the six months before Almeida’s May 1963 contact with Harry.) Bobby also knew—from trusted advisors like General Maxwell Taylor, General Joseph Carroll, and Army Secretary Cyrus Vance—about the updated invasion plans for Cuba, CINCLANT OPLANS 312 and 316, that might well have to be used if the coup didn’t go smoothly.

Bobby’s exile leaders also had not been made aware of the Cuba Contingency Planning for possible retaliation from Fidel if the Cuban dictator found out about the coup plan. One of Bobby’s secretive subcommittees of the National Security Council was still trying to finalize the plans, but the thinking behind them had no doubt affected how Bobby had dealt with the recent assassination attempts against JFK in Chicago and Tampa. So far, Bobby and JFK’s media skills and political savvy had kept any mention of the plots out of the press, and away from leaking officials and Congress. After Friday’s motorcades in Dallas and  Austin, JFK would not take part in any more dangerous motorcades until after the coup had taken place. Bobby could take comfort in the fact that no active plot had been reported in Dallas, as there had been in Chicago and Tampa, and that, compared with those cities, Dallas had only a small Cuban population.

 

At a safe house in Washington, D.C., Harry Williams was eating a solitary lunch of sandwiches as his CIA meeting took a break. Whether Harry ate alone because of the lingering racism of D.C. and some in the CIA—an attitude that forced Hispanic CIA assets to stay only at certain hotels (the Ebbitt, for Harry and his associates)—or simply because of the busy schedules of the CIA participants isn’t known.7 The morning meeting had gone well, and no serious problems had arisen. Several CIA officials had slipped in and out of the meeting, including Lyman Kirkpatrick, the CIA’s Executive Director and technically its third-highest official. Kirkpatrick had written a harsh report criticizing the CIA’s performance during the Bay of Pigs debacle, so it made sense to have him carefully review all aspects of the plan before Harry slipped into Cuba for the coup. None of the men at the meeting were identified to Harry by their real names, but a top Kennedy aide later confirmed Kirkpatrick’s presence for part of the meeting.

Kirkpatrick had left the meeting to appear with McCone and Helms before the President’s Foreign Intelligence Review Board at the White House. (General Carroll had met with the Board the previous day.) Other important officials at Harry’s meeting at various times have been identified as Richard Helms and Desmond FitzGerald. Present for most, if not all, of the meeting was E. Howard Hunt, one of the two CIA officers assigned to assist Harry. According to former FBI agent William Turner, the other CIA officer assisting Harry was James McCord. (McCord declined to speak to the authors or Vanity Fair about whether he was at the meeting.)8 To Turner, Harry characterized McCord as cordial, professional, and helpful. But Harry said that E. Howard Hunt clearly resented being in an essentially subordinate role to a Cuban exile.

In Harry’s morning meeting with the CIA officials, they had reviewed the plan to have Harry meet with Commander Almeida inside Cuba, then remain in place to await the coup. After Fidel had been killed, and his death blamed on someone else (not Almeida or Harry), then Artime, Varona, Ray, and Menoyo would join Harry. Almeida would proclaim a state of emergency to prevent civil war, and the Cuban American troops at Fort Benning would be invited in to help prevent a Soviet takeover.  Raul Castro would be killed as well; his death was easy for Almeida to arrange, since he worked closely with Raul.

Because of worries that Harry might be captured inside Cuba and tortured by Fidel’s men, he had not been told some parts of the coup plan. While Harry knew someone else would take the fall for Fidel’s death, he didn’t know who that would be. Harry indicated that Bobby and the CIA were handling that aspect of the plan. Likewise, Harry was not told exactly how Fidel would be killed or who would do it; that was something he would learn only after he arrived in Cuba. The information about Fidel’s being shot in an open jeep at Varadero Beach comes from later declassified AMWORLD documents and David Atlee Phillips’s autobiographical novel outline.

Harry had been told that he was only one of several US assets going into Cuba in the coming days, in preparation for the coup. While the press was full of reports that the US was restraining groups from staging raids into Cuba, the handful of exile groups selected by Bobby and Harry had been encouraged to continue their operations. The CIA mounted its own small missions into Cuba, with future Watergate burglar Eugenio Martinez as its premier “boatman.” All of those small raids and infiltration missions into Cuba during September, October, and the first three weeks of November were necessary so that there wouldn’t be an obvious increase in activity just before the coup. In addition, exile leaders Artime, Ray, Varona, and Menoyo would need to find their own way into Cuba after the coup, from ports outside the United States, to maintain the plausible deniability of the whole operation.

As Harry Williams finished his lunch on November 22, 1963, he must have faced his afternoon session with the CIA men with a sense of both anticipation and dread. Unless one of the CIA men turned up some unforeseen problem, Harry would be in Guantanamo and ready to slip into Cuba in just two days. Harry had already visited Guantanamo for a couple of days, on a trip Bobby had arranged, just to check it out. He was certain he would be able to make his way into his Cuban homeland from there to meet with Almeida. Harry had risked his life to free Cuba several times before, but that didn’t make doing it yet again any easier. Still, he was willing to take the risk because he knew he had the backing of Bobby and JFK, and thus the full force of the US government.

 

At CIA headquarters, Richard Helms prepared to have lunch with Director McCone, Kirkpatrick, and three other CIA officials in a small room next to McCone’s office. Perhaps it weighed on his mind that he was  keeping sensitive information about his unauthorized Cuban operations from his superiors. On the other hand, Helms might have viewed his own efforts to assassinate Castro using Rosselli, QJWIN, and Cubela as just part of an overall effort to eliminate Fidel at any cost, one that included the JFK-Almeida coup plan. Helms appeared to feel that as long as Fidel was terminated, the means didn’t matter. Still, Helms knew about Bobby’s massive effort against the Mafia, and he must have realized the Attorney General would have never approved the CIA’s use of people like Rosselli and QJWIN.

Helms knew that in Paris, Cubela’s CIA case officer was meeting with him and trying to give him a poison pen filled with Blackleaf-40, a deadly toxin. However, Helms may not have known that, two days earlier, a CIA officer had telephoned Cubela to set up the November 22 meeting. This meant that scheduling the date opposite JFK’s Dallas motorcade originated with someone in the CIA, not with Cubela.9  At the Paris meeting, Cubela’s CIA case officer also told Cubela about JFK’s speech four days earlier in Miami, citing it “as an indication that the President supported a coup.”10

Cubela said assassination was the CIA’s idea, and that it was constantly pressuring him to kill Fidel, both on November 22 and at other times. (In later years, Helms and his associates always testified and said in interviews that Cubela, not the CIA, wanted to assassinate Fidel.) According to the CIA, at the November 22 meeting Cubela “asked for the following items to be included in a cache inside Cuba: 20 hand-grenades, two high-powered rifles with telescopic sights, and approximately 20 pounds of C-4 explosive.”11 In charge of arranging for those items to be delivered would be the CIA official whom Cubela says he met in September 1963: David Morales.

 

David Morales’s activities on November 22, 1963, cannot be documented, since files concerning his whereabouts that day have never been released by the CIA. Without the files, it’s impossible to know whether he was in Miami, Mexico City, or even Dallas. However, by looking at Morales’s documented actions and statements, we can get a good idea of what he was up to. For example, we know that at least some of the things Morales was doing that day involved the assassination of JFK, since he later admitted his involvement in the murder.

Ten years after President Kennedy’s murder, Morales confessed to both his attorney and his longtime friend that he had some role in JFK’s assassination, declaring: “Well, we took care of that son of a bitch, didn’t  we?”12 As first documented by Congressional investigator Gaeton Fonzi, Morales’s admission came at the end of a drunken tirade set off by the mention of JFK’s name. According to one of the witnesses, Morales “jumped up screaming, ‘That no good son of a bitch motherfucker!’ He started yelling about what a wimp Kennedy was and talking about how he had worked on the Bay of Pigs and how he had to watch all the men he had recruited and trained get wiped out because of Kennedy.”13

There is some support for Morales’s claim. His remarks about JFK bear a remarkable similarity to those Carlos Marcello made regarding Bobby—apparently when it came to eliminating JFK, they both had the same goal, though for different reasons. While Oswald was in New Orleans, several witnesses reported seeing him in the company of a “Mexican,” though it can’t be determined if this was Morales or someone else. Also, more than twenty years after JFK’s murder, Gaeton Fonzi uncovered a link between Morales and the French Connection drug smuggler who also helped French Intelligence (SDECE) agents like Michel Victor Mertz.14

Morales is the only person who confessed to JFK’s assassination that was in a position to have both manipulated the date of the CIA’s meeting with Cubela in Paris and have suggested that David Atlee Phillips meet with Lee Oswald in Dallas, in a public place, in September 1963. Morales had been Phillips’s supervisor in Havana, and they were working closely together in the fall of 1963. As for Cubela, Cuban authorities say that Morales met personally with him in September 1963. It’s also interesting to note that Cubela had originally been recruited for the CIA by a business associate of Santo Trafficante.15 Morales would have realized that after JFK’s assassination, the timing of the CIA-Cubela meeting and Phillips’s meeting with Oswald would force both Helms and Phillips to cover up or destroy much crucial information to protect their own careers.

David Morales knew two men—Johnny Rosselli and John Martino—who later confessed their roles in JFK’s assassination to trusted associates: 16 Martino even mentioned the normally secretive Morales by name in his 1963 book I Was Castro’s Prisoner.Cuban authorities also linked Morales to former death-squad leader Rolando Masferrer, the associate of Martino and Trafficante who was secretly brought into the JFK-Almeida coup plan after Tony Varona received a $200,000 bribe in August 1963.17

More information also backs up Morales’s JFK confession. Morales’s AMOT informants had fed suspicious assassination-related reports  to the CIA even before JFK went to Dallas. These would soon include claims that the supposed Cuban agent who appeared to shadow JFK in Chicago and Florida was also in Dallas, before returning to Cuba. Even Morales’s own government associates felt he was capable of murder. The number-two official at the huge Miami CIA station, Tom Clines, told author David Corn that Morales “would do anything, even work with the Mafia.” According to Corn, Morales once bragged about sabotaging the parachutes of “men he suspected of being communists” and “had the pleasure of waving good-bye to them, as they plummeted to [their] death.”18

Former US diplomat Wayne Smith, who worked with Morales at the US embassy in Havana, said that “if [Morales] were in the mob, he’d be called a hit man.” According to Smith (later America’s highest-ranking diplomat in Cuba as head of the US Interests Section in Havana from 1979 to 1982), Morales said three years before his death that “Kennedy got what was coming to him.” Smith has stated, “I am convinced that [JFK’s] assassination was carried out by . . . men like David Morales, who I knew well from my days in Cuba.”19
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Gelophone matber GR -GIo8. zhe pupisted telephone mumber
R Len Tovers pastoants be BHiiohe.
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Nevada, and in nearly every instance, he has resided at
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On varen ¢, 1986, IACK RONALD VANLANINGEAN, Inmate
SEaGovLLe  PEOERAL CORRBCFIOWAL INSTITUTE, was interviewed and
Drovided the following informations

A confidential source who has provided relisble infor-
mation & the ‘past furnished sne forloving:

On Dacember 15, 1985, he uas in the company of CARLOS
MARCELLO and another inmite At the PEDERAL CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTE
TPCE),  Toarkana, . Texasy in the  court YAtd  sngesed . in
Convetsation. " CARLOS - WAACELLO discussed i’ intents dielike
SF"ormar President JOMI KENWEDY ‘as he ofeen aia. Uniike other
Sucn “tlrides againse KEWEDY, however, on this occasion CRRLOS
MRRCELLO sata, feferring vo Prasiaent KEWEDY, “Yeah, I had
the sonof a bitch Killed. I's giad f éid. I'm sorry I couldn'c
have"done 1€ mysele
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