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T

he K
ennedy Y

ears 

T
here w

as, how
ever, no dearth of recom

m
endations for a 

M
y desk w

as soon heaped w
ith C

IA
 and D

efense proposals 
variety of covert activities; for the escalation of propaganda a 1 
at the C

uban m
ainland; for the form

al expulsion of C
uba from

 
O

A
S

. It lo
o
k
ed

 lik
e actio

n
. It so

u
n
d
ed

 lik
e actio

n
. It sa 

p
artially

, th
e n

eed
 fo

r th
e illu

sio
n
 o

f actio
n
. B

u
t it all cam

e 

very little. 
T

h
e D

efen
se D

ep
artm

en
t assig

n
ed

 E
d
 L

an
sd

ale to
 w

o
rk

 w
t 

m
e to devise m

easures for the overthrow
 of C

astro. (L
ansdale 

an alm
ost legendary reputation as the m

an w
ho had helped defer  

the com
m

unist insurrection in the P
hilippines.) T

ogether w
e called-

upon the N
ational S

ecurity A
gency, the C

IA
, even the Joint C

hiefs 
of S

taff, exhorting the chieftains of A
m

erican pow
er to conjure ,  

p
lan

s th
at m

ig
h

t lead
 to

 C
astro

's u
n

d
o

in
g

. A
fter th

e first w
eek

, 
w

hile w
e sat in m

y office preparing another in a series of endless. 
m

em
oranda, L

ansdale looked tow
ard m

e. "Y
ou know

, D
ick, it's 

im
possible." 
"W

hat's im
possible?" I asked. 

"T
here is no w

ay you can overthrow
 C

astro w
ithout a strong, 

indigenous political opposition. A
nd there is no such opposition, 

eith
er in

 C
u
b
a o

r o
u
tsid

e it." 
H

e w
as rig

h
t, o

f co
u
rse. A

n
d
 alth

o
u
g
h
 w

e k
ep

t try
in

g
, it w

as 
hopeless from

 the beginning. W
ithin tw

o w
eeks I drafted a m

em
-

orandum
 for the president, w

hich cam
e to m

uch the sam
e conclu-

sion that had unjustifiably discredited B
ow

les: that our m
ost effec-

tive "im
m

ediate" steps w
ould be an effort to organize collective 

'actio
n
, h

elp
 d

em
o
cratic p

arties in
 o

th
er co

u
n
tries, an

d
 —

 m
o
st 

im
portant of all —

 accelerate the A
lliance for P

rogress. "T
his pro-

g
ram

," I w
ro

te K
en

n
ed

y
, "w

ith
 its em

p
h
asis o

n
 so

cial an
d
 eco

-
n

o
m

ic ad
v

an
ce is th

e real h
o

p
e o

f p
rev

en
tin

g
 a co

m
m

u
n

ist 

takeover." 
A

s for m
ore im

m
ediate threats, I concluded that the spread of 

C
astroism

 w
as a very real danger, but that "in the last six m

onths 
th

ere h
as b

een
 a sig

n
ifican

t d
eclin

e in
 C

u
b
an

 effectiv
en

ess . . . 
because of the grow

ing isolation of com
m

unist-fidelista elem
ents 

from
 the D

em
ocratic left as C

astro's pro-S
oviet bent has becom

e 
m

ore apparent" (m
ost com

m
unists in L

atin A
m

erica w
ere essen-

tially nationalists, w
ith no desire to substitute S

oviet m
astery for 

A
m

erican
) ". . . in

 fact, m
o

st o
f th

e g
reatest d

an
g

er sp
o

ts . . . 
do not ow

e either their existence or their strength to C
astro; but 

to
 lo

cal an
d
 in

d
ep

en
d
en

t lead
ersh

ip
. 

T
h
is d

a
n
g
er w

o
u
ld

 co
n
tin

u
e to

 

i 6 .9 
T

he B
ay of P

igs 
 

11-14-te w
as, how

ever, one possibility that had not occurred to 

a- 
..L

ich I heard for the first and only tim
e at a m

eeting of the 

( u b..to task force som
etim

e around the m
iddle of M

ay. A
bout 

r.rn
t%

 p
eo

p
le w

ere g
ath

ered
 at a co

n
feren

ce tab
le in

 th
e S

tate 
V

rpartm
ent, w

hen S
ecretary of D

efense M
cN

am
ara, having sat 

through an hour of inconclusive discussion, rose to leave for an-
abet appointm

ent and, firm
ly grasping m

y shoulder w
ith his right 

hA
nd. announced, "T

he only thing to do is elim
inate C

astro." I 
to.tenrcl, puzzled, thinking, Isn't that just w

hat w
e have been talk-

one ra b d
, 

 about for a m
onth? w

hen the C
IA

 representative looked tow
ard 

N
it N

am
ara and said, "Y

ou m
ean E

xecutive A
ction." M

cN
am

ara 

n odded, then, looking tow
ard m

e: "I m
ean it, D

ick, it's the only 

w
.1%

." I had never heard the phrase "E
xecutive A

ction" before. 
B

ut its m
eaning w

as instantly apparent. A
ssassination. T

w
o di-

%
ergent thoughts raced through m

y m
ind. C

ould he really m
ean 

it? D
id w

e do such things? A
nd: It's absurd —

 even if you killed 
C

astro you w
ould accom

plish nothing. H
is brother R

aul or C
he 

w
ould take his place, both, if anything, m

ore fanatic, m
ore de-

voutly pledged to international com
m

unism
, than F

idel. 
A

fter M
cN

am
ara left I continued the m

eeting w
ithout reference 

to his rem
ark, although the C

IA
 representative, on his return to 

L
angley, carefully prepared a m

em
o "for the files" recording the 

"suggestion" of the secretary of defense. It w
as the first andhough, 

only 

tim
e that I heard a serious suggestion of assassination, alt  

w
ith the dissolution of the task force and the establishm

ent of a 
m

ore perm
anent anti-C

astro operation, m
y ow

n involvem
ent in 

an
ti-C

u
b

an
 actio

n
s cam

e to
 an

 en
d

. (In
 1

9
6

6
, w

h
ile trav

elin
g

 

through L
atin A

m
erica w

ith B
obby K

ennedy, he rem
arked, "I'm

 

tired of all these L
atins attacking m

e for going after C
astro. T

he 
fact is that I'm

 the guy w
ho saved his life." W

hat did he m
ean? I 

d
o
n
't k

n
o
w

. F
o
r ju

st at th
at m

o
m

en
t w

e w
ere ap

p
ro

ach
ed

 b
y
 a 

m
utual friend w

ho w
ished to introduce us to tw

o very beautiful 

L
atin ladies.) 
I do not know

 if w
e tried to kill C

astro —
 and there is m

uch 
evidence that w

e did —
 but, if so, the effort is only added testi-

m
ony to the futile vanity of "covert operations." 
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T
he K

ennedy Y
ears 

co
n
ten

ted
 lieu

ten
an

ts an
d
 a sm

o
o
th

ly
 fu

n
ctio

n
in

g
 

ap
p

aratu
s. 

In late O
ctober, at a press conference, K

ennedy w
as 

the "criticism
 of our handling of inter-A

m
erican 

by "advisers in the W
hite H

ouse duplicating and so 
riding people in the S

tate D
epartm

ent." 
"M

y experience in governm
ent," K

ennedy said, in 
a long and sem

iapologetic reply, "is that w
hen things 

troversial, beautifully coordinated, and all the rest, it m
a 

th
ere is n

o
t m

u
ch

 g
o
in

g
 o

n
. . . . S

o
 if y

o
u
 really

 w
an

t 
h

arm
o

n
y

 an
d

 g
o

o
d

w
ill; th

en
 th

e b
est w

ay
 to

 d
o

 it is 
an

y
th

in
g
. . . . S

o
 w

e are attem
p
tin

g
 to

 d
o
 so

m
eth

in
g
 a.. 

 
A

m
erica, and there is bound to be a ferm

ent. If the ferm
 

d
u

ces a u
sefu

l resu
lt, it w

ill b
e w

o
rth

w
h
ile. . . ." 

R
ight on, I thought. B

ut m
y enthusiasm

 w
as prem

ature. 
T

he follow
ing afternoon I stood in the O

val O
ffice, w

ai 
M

cG
eorge B

undy to com
plete a conversation w

ith the pr 
so

 th
at I co

u
ld

 in
fo

rm
 h

im
 o

f m
y
 recen

t d
isco

v
ery

 th
at th

e 
had been engaged in covert operations in the D

om
inican 

lic, had actually transferred som
e sm

all w
eapons to a group 

w
ished to overthrow

 T
rujillo by assassination. L

ooking tow
ard 

K
ennedy said, "Y

ou know
, D

ick, m
aybe w

e'd be better off if 
w

ere in
 th

e S
tate D

ep
artm

en
t, clo

ser to
 th

e actio
n

." H
e p

a 
for a m

om
ent, then w

aved his hand as if brushing the idea as 
"H

ell," h
e said

, sp
eak

in
g

 to
 so

m
e u

n
d

efin
ed

 sp
ace b

etw
een

 
and the attentive B

undy, "if D
ick goes over there, w

e'll never h 
anything about L

atin A
m

erica." 
A

fter B
u

n
d

y
 left, I to

ld
 K

en
n

ed
y

 w
h

at I h
ad

 learn
ed

. H
e re-

acted angrily. "T
ell them

 no m
ore w

eapons. T
he U

nited S
tates is 

n
o

t to
 g

et in
v

o
lv

ed
 in

 an
y

 assassin
atio

n
s. I'd

 lik
e to

 g
et rid

 of 
T

ru
jillo

, b
u
t n

o
t th

at w
ay

." 

A
lthough he had dism

issed the idea of m
y departure, I w

as now
 

aw
are th

at it w
as o

n
 h

is m
in

d
. S

o
 I w

as not w
holly unprepared 

that N
ovem

ber day in 1961 w
hen I stood on the porch outside the 

O
val O

ffice of the W
hite H

ouse w
atching K

ennedy w
alk across 

the S
outh L

aw
n tow

ard the helicopter that aw
aited his departure 

for a w
eekend at his V

irginia estate. G
lim

psing m
e as he neared 

the steps of the helicopter, K
ennedy beckoned tow

ard m
e. A

s I 
approached him

, he sm
iled, leaned over, spoke loudly into m

y ear 
o
v
er th

e n
o
ise o

f th
e sp

in
n
in

g
 ro

to
rs. "Y

o
u
 k

n
o
w

, D
ick

, I th
in

k
 

you'll be m
ore effective in the S

tate D
epartm

ent." I did not reply. 

1
1
(0

,‘ o
■ 

i 

4
Q

 ' . A
nnounce it next w

eek." T
hen, m

ounting the steps, 

-W
e'll talk about it w

hen I get back." 

sr ss as n
o
th

in
g
 to

 talk
 ab

o
u
t. T

h
e d

ecisio
n
 h

ad
 b

een
 

, W
hite H

ouse days w
ere over. F

or now
. A

nd although 
t,..ie m

any conversations w
ith K

ennedy in the future, the 

discussion never took place. 

abr. talk for a w
hile about w

hether [B
ig N

urse is] the root of 

ow
 trouble here or not, and H

arding says she's the root of m
ost 

o
f M

o
st o

f th
e o

th
er g

u
y

s th
in

k
 so

 to
o

, b
u

t M
cM

u
rp

h
y

 isn
't so

 
ow

 ans m
ore. H

e says he thought so at one tim
e but now

 he don't 

H
e say

s h
e d

o
n
't th

in
k
 g

ettin
g
 h

er o
u
t o

f th
e w

ay
 w

o
u
ld

 
,' , m

ake m
uch difference; he says that there's som

ething bigger 
4. w

in: all this m
ess and goes on to try to say w

hat he thinks it is. 

)1. tm
ally gives up w

hen he can't explain it. 

—
 

K
en K

esey, O
ne F

lew
 O

ver the C
uckoo's N

est 

rsin
g

 to
 recall th

e em
o

tio
n

s of m
y brief, decisive encounter w

ith 

lkrntiedy is lik
e tak

an
 arch

aeo
lo

g
ist's p

ick
 to

 th
e su

rface arti-

ts. !.. of an ancient co cm
m

u
n

ity
, h

o
p

in
g

 to
 p

en
etrate th

ro
u

g
h

 th
e 

in
m

an
tled

 lay
ers —

 city
 h

eap
ed

 u
p

o
n

 city
, each

 carefu
lly

, 
propefully, constructed on the ruins of its predecessors —

 to reach 

"...1
 th

e prim
eval settlem

ent that w
as the predecessor of all to com

e. I 

am
 a different person from

 the young m
an w

ho, on that uncom
 

m
only m

ild and brilliant N
ovem

ber afternoon, w
as told of his ex-

ile fro
m

 a m
an

 h
e ad

m
ired

, an
d

 m
o

re th
an

 ad
m

ired
. W

ere th
e 

sam
e situation to recur, I w

ould feel differently, respond differ-

ently, behave differently. A
t least I think so. T

he perverse elusive-

ness of em
otional recollection, further distorted by the irrepressi -

ble desire for self-deception, m
akes all m

em
oirs, including this one, 

a partial m
isrepresentation; and, incidentally, m

akes great poetry 
possible. "M

em
oirs," Justice F

rankfurter once told m
e, "are the 

m
ost unreliable source of historical evidence. E

vents are alW
ays 

distorted by refraction through the w
riter's ego." (I.e., the spec-

H
aving unburdened m

yself of this adm
ission, let m

e tell you 
tram

 is not the light.) 

exactly how
 I felt. I w

as saddened; not stunned, but suffused w
ith 

a m
ilder m

elancholy m
ore like that of a rejected lover. It w

as not 
a d

efeat. A
t least it d

id
n

't ap
p

ear to
 b

e. A
s a d

ep
u

ty
 assistan

t 
secretary

 o
f state I w

o
u
ld

 h
av

e d
irect, d

aily
 au

th
o
rity

 o
v
er th

e 

im
plem

entation of L
atin A

m
erican policy; m

y ties to the president 


