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Ever since he uncovered the truth 

about the m
assacre in M

y Lai in South 
V

ietm
an in 1969, S

eym
our H

ersh has 
been one of the country's 
m

ost prom
inent investiga-

tive reporters. B
ut none of 

his assignm
ents has prom

pt-

ed as m
uch anticipation and 

controversy as The D
ark 

Side of C
am

elot,' his shat-
tering expose on John 

K
ennedy and his presidency. 

In this explosive new
 

book, H
ersh shines a light 

on the long-held secrets of 

the K
ennedy W

hite H
ouse. 

Today, in the third 

installm
ent, H

ersh chronicles how
 JFK

 
and R

FK
, w

ho have already established 
an 'executive action,' or political assas-
sination, unit at the C

IA
, redouble their 

efforts to kill C
uban leader Fidel C

astro 
in the w

ake of the U
.S

.' hum
iliation at 

the B
ay of P

igs. 

R
O

B
E

R
T

 K
E

N
N

E
D

Y
, fresh from

 his crucial 
b

ack
-ch

an
n

el ro
le in

 th
e B

erlin
 crisis, to

o
k

 
o
n
 y

et an
o
th

er assig
n
m

en
t in

 th
e fall o

f 1
9
6
1
: 

H
e b

ecam
e th

e d
riv

in
g

 fo
rce in

 a ren
ew

ed
 

A
m

erican
 effo

rt to
 m

u
rd

er F
id

el C
astro

 an
d
 o

v
er- 

th
ro

w
 h

is g
o
v
ern

m
en

t H
is en

th
u
siasm

 fo
r th

e 
assig

n
m

en
t an

d
 h

is in
sisten

ce o
n
 g

ettin
g
 it d

o
n
e 

m
ad

e th
e 3

5
-y

ear-o
ld

 atto
rn

ey
 g

en
er-

al th
e m

o
st feared

, an
d
 d

esp
ised

, 
o
fficial in

 th
e g

o
v
ern

m
en

t —
 esp

e-
cially

 at th
e C

en
tral In

tellig
en

ce 
A

gency. B
ut everyone involved 

u
n
d
ersto

o
d
 th

at B
o
b
b
y
 K

en
n
ed

y
 w

as 
d
o
in

g
 h

is b
ro

th
er's b

id
d
in

g
. 

"T
h
e K

en
n
ed

y
s w

ere o
n
 o

u
r b

ack
 

co
n
stan

tly
 to

 d
o
 m

o
re d

am
ag

e to
 

C
u
b
a. to

 cau
se an

 u
p
risin

g
, to

 g
et rid

 
o
f C

astro
 an

d
 th

e C
astro

 reg
im

e," th
e 

C
li!V

s S
am

uel H
alpern, w

ho served as 
th

e ex
ecu

tiv
e assistan

t to
 th

ree 
d
ep

u
ty

 d
irecto

rs fo
r clan

d
estin

e 
o
p
eratio

n
s, to

ld
 m

e in
 o

n
e o

f o
u
r 

in
terv

iew
s fo

r th
is b

o
o

k
. "T

h
ey

 w
ere 

ju
st ab

so
lu

tely
 o

b
sessed

 w
ith

 g
ettin

g
 

rid
 o

f C
astro

.... M
e an

d
 m

y
 b

u
d
d
ies 

k
ep

t ask
in

g
 o

v
er an

d
 o

v
er ag

ain
, 

'W
h
y
 are w

e d
o
in

g
 th

is? W
e're n

o
t 

g
ettin

g
 an

y
w

h
ere.' W

e d
id

n
't k

n
o
w

 
w

h
y

 w
e w

ere d
o

in
g

 w
h

at w
e w

ere 
d
o
in

g
, b

u
t w

e w
ere to

ld
 to

 d
o
 it, so

 
w

e d
id

 it W
e w

ere g
o

o
d

 so
ld

iers." 
H

alpern, w
ho began his intelli-

gence career w
ith the O

ffice of 
S

trategic S
ervices in 1943, w

as 
brought to W

ashington from
 the F

ar 
E

ast in the fall of 1961 and w
as eventually desig- 

nated executive officer for the C
uba task force, as 

the C
L

V
s bureaucracy grew

 in response to the 
W

hite H
ouse's dem

and to oust C
astro. W

ithin 
m

onths, w
hat soon becam

e the largest C
IA

 station 
in the w

orld w
as in operation on the cam

pus at the 
U

niversity of M
iam

i, w
ith 600 A

m
erican case offi- 

cers m
onitoring the activities of an estim

ated 3,000 
C

uban exiles on the payroll. S
cores of guerrilla 

team
s infiltrated C

uba by boat, collecting intelli- 
gence and attem

pting to carry out hit-and-run sab- 
otage. T

he K
ennedy adm

inistration had changed 
its approach. T

he B
ay of P

igs had called for a m
ili- 

tary invasion by a large and w
ell-arm

ed exile force 
and the m

urder of C
astro, provoking an uprising on 

the island. T
he new

 plan, w
hich becam

e know
n as  

O
peration M

ongoose, relied on propaganda, eco-
nom

ic sabotage and the infiltration of sm
all-unit 

exile team
s to create the conditions for an internal 

revolt T
o run the operation, Jack K

ennedy sought 
out E

dw
ard G

. L
ansdale, an A

ir F
orce general 

fam
ed for his exploits as a covert operator in the 

P
hilippines and S

outh V
ietnam

 (he w
as said to be 

the m
odel for "T

he Q
uiet A

m
erican," G

raham
 

G
reene's 1955 novel about S

aigon). W
illiam

 H
arvey, 

still responsible for executive action, w
as the C

IA
's 

point m
an on M

ongoose —
 and the revived assassi-

nation plotting against C
astro. Johnny R

ossetti and 
his friends in the M

afia w
ould now

 be w
orking 

directly for H
arvey and once again trying to get 

poison pills into H
avana. 

T
he pressure w

as on at the C
IA

, w
hose anti-

C
astro

 o
p
erativ

es th
e K

en
n
ed

y
s h

eld
 in

 co
n
tem

p
t 

after the failure at the B
ay of P

igs. "Y
ou don't 

know
 w

hat pressure is until you get those tw
o 

sons of bitches laying it on you," H
alpern told m

e. 
"W

e felt w
e w

ere doing things in C
uba because of 

a fam
ily vendetta and not because of the good of 

th
e U

n
ited

 S
tates." 

E
ven as the M

ongoose project w
as taking form

, 
the C

IA
's R

ichard B
issell, soon to leave the 

agency's payroll, w
as given his m

arching orders: 
G

et on w
ith elim

inating C
astro. T

here w
as a bru-

tal m
eeting in the W

hite H
ouse, B

issell later con-
fid

ed
 to

 H
alp

ern
. "B

issell said
 h

e h
ad

 b
een

 called
 

over to the W
hite H

ouse and m
et w

ith the 
P

resid
en

t an
d

 h
is b

ro
th

er," H
alp

ern
 to

ld
 m

e. "H
e 

w
as chew

ed out and told to get off his ass and do 
som

ething about the C
astro regim

e —
 and C

astro. 
W

hat they said w
as, in effect, that he hadn't done 

anything since the B
ay of P

igs and it w
as tim

e to 
get back into action. T

hey expected him
 to contin-

ue to do the sam
e kinds of things that the B

ay of 
P

igs w
as supposed to do —

 to get rid of C
astro." 

*
 
*
 
*
 
*
 
*
 

Jack
 an

d
 B

o
b
b
y
 K

en
n
ed

y
 w

ere n
o
t b

ein
g
 su

b
tle 

about w
hat they w

anted done to C
astro. O

n Jan. 
19, 1962, w

ith O
peration M

ongoose finally in 
place, B

obby K
ennedy convened w

hat he called a 
"H

o
w

 it all g
o
t started

" m
eetin

g
. C

arefu
l n

o
tes, 

later d
eclassified

, w
ere tak

en
 b

y
 th

e C
L

k
s: 

R
ich

ard
 H

elm
s, so

o
n
 to

 b
e n

am
ed

 to
 rep

lace 
B

issell as d
ep

u
ty

 d
irecto

r fo
r p

lan
s, in

 ch
arg

e o
f 

clan
d
estin

e o
p
eratio

n
s. K

en
n
ed

y
 w

as q
u
o
ted

 as 
say

in
g
 th

at C
u
b
a carried

 "th
e to

p
 p

rio
rity

 in
 th

e 
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* * * 

Fidel Castro 
slams the U.S. 
in a televised 
speech in 

avana. 

U.S. government All else is secondary. No time, 
money, effort or manpower is to be spared. Just 
the day before," Bobby added, according to 
Helms' notes, the President had told him that 
"the final chapter [on Castro] has not been writ-
ten. It's got to be done and will be done." 

Bill Harvey formally took over the CIA!s Cuba 
task force in February 1962. renamed it Task Force 
W and began running what he always thought, he 
told the Church Committee. was a continuation of 
the ongoing Castro assassination operation that 
had started before the Bay of Pigs. In early April, 
Harvey met with Johnny Rosselli in New York and 
gave him CIA-produced poison pills intended for 
Castro. Rosselli told the committee he informed 
Harvey at the meeting that the Cuban exile opera-
tives had expanded the hit list to include Che 
Guevara and Castro's brother, Raul. Rosselli testi-
fied that Harvey approved the targets. saying, 
"Everything is all right." The CIA also arranged for 
a shipment of long-range rifles with night scopes  

and other equipment, including radios ann snip 
radar, to be delivered in May to the Cuban hit team 
in Miami. The murder plotting continued unabated -
until February 1963, Harvey testified, although he 
had grave doubts by September whether the assas-
sination would ever take place. And, once again, 
the mob did not deliver. 

"Bill Harvey was a rough and tough SOB," 
Sam Halpern told me. but when push came to 
shove, he couldn't deliver either. He had no more 
expertise than you and I in eliminating anybody. 
We never killed anyone," Halpern added, "but 
not for lack of trying." 

In September 1961. Kennedy announced that 
Allen Dulles would be replaced as CIA director 
by John McCone, a rich California Republican 



Kennedys put 
the heat on CIA's 
Richard Bissell. 
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Fidel taitro (I.) 
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unite wit 
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known as a rigid Cold 
Warrior. McCone shared 
the Kennedys' hatred for 
the Cuban premier. But 
when it came to Cuba, 
Walter Elder, McCone's 
executive assistant at the 
CIA, recalled in an inter-
view for this book, even 
McCone "always regarded 
Bobby as looking over his 
shoulder." Robert Kennedy, 
Elder added, "decided that 

Castro had rendered a personal insult to the 
Kennedy family by the action of the Bay of Pigs, 
and so Bobby led the charge. It was really almost 
an act of revenge for the humiliation, not only to 
the United States, but to the Kennedy family. 
That was sacred to Bobby." 

Mongoose, including Task Force W, cost 
American taxpayers at least $100 million. The 
operation did nothing to jeopardize the security 
of Fidel Castro or his standing with the Cuban 
population. Many Mongoose operations defied 
common sense. After a Soviet freighter malfunc-
tioned and was forced to pull into a Caribbean 
port to off-load its cargo of Cuban sugar. a CIA 
scientist broke into a warehouse and injected the 
sugar with a chemical to ruin the taste. -It was 
childish," Halpern says now "But we were doing 
something under the pressure.-  

Bobby Kennedy. increasingly impatient with 
the lack of progress in Cuba. decided in the early 
spring of 1962 to run his own operation. He once 
again moved into the back channel, as he had 
done with the Soviets, this time working with the 
Mafia. On his orders, an experienced clandestine 
CIA operative named Charles Ford was assigned 
as the attorney general's personal agent. 
Kennedy's unprecedented request went up the 
chain of command to Gen. Marshall Carter, the 
new deputy CIA director, for approval. Ford spent 
the next 18 months, until the assassination of 
President Kennedy, making secret trips. at Bobby 
Kennedy's direction, to Mafia chieftains i n the 
United States and Canada. while continuing to 



been to stint tne strategic balance," as the White 
House claimed it was at the time, but rather to 
save the Cuban revolu-
tion.... There has long 
been ample evidence 
that the Kennedy 
administration was try-
ing to get rid of Castro 
by all means short of an 
invasion. Given the 
unprecedented level of 
American military 
activity in the 
Caribbean in the 
months and particular-
ly the weeks before the 
crisis broke, it seems 
foolish to claim that the 
next step would never 
have been taken, espe-
cially if one of the CIAs 
many assassination 
plots against Castro had 
actually succeeded. 

"The Dark Side of Camelot" by 
Seymour M. Hersh. Copyright 0 
1997 by Seymour M. Hersh. 
Published by Ude. Brown and 
Company Inc. All rights reserved. 
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JFK's troublesome 
party girl 
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Samuel Halpern: 

'We felt we were 

doing things in 

Cuba because of 

a family vendetta 

and not because 

of the good 

of the 

United 
S

M
3
N

 A
11

11
0  

serve with Harvey and Halpern on Task Force W 
"Bobby was absolutely convinced." Halpern told 
me. "that the mob had a stay-behind system in 
Cuba since they had so many assets left there. 
There were the casinos and gambling dens and 
prostitution rings and God knows what else. 
Kennedy thought that by tapping into those stay- 

behind units we could get 
some decent intelligence on 
what'k going on in Cuba. The 
concept was crazy. The Mafia 
couldn't have set up a stay-
behind system; it's too hard. 
Also, Castro had a great inter-
nal security system and you 
couldn't work contacts in the 
cities. That's why we" — in 
Task Force W —"operated in 
the countryside." 

"1 know," Halpern said, "he 
went to places like Chicago, 
San Francisco, Miami — wher-
ever Bobby sent him — includ-
ing one trip to Canada." Ford, 
obviously following instruc-
tions from Kennedy, relayed 
nothing to his nominal superi-
ors in Task Force W. "We never 
got a single solitary piece of 
[written] information," 
Halpern said. Charlie Ford's 

reports, if they still exist, presumably are among 
the millions of pages of Robert F. Kennedy 
papers that have yet to be released by the John F. 
Kennedy Library. 

Halpern said he and his colleagues had an 
ongoing concern for Ford's security. "We like to 
control our meeting places," he explained. "We 
don't like to walk into art unknown place." The 
husky and dark-skinned Ford, who had served in 
Japan and knew a great deal about the CIA's 
extensive operations there, was given identity 
papers and a careful cover story in the hope that 
his identity as a clandestine CIA officer would 
not become known to the Mafia. 

"I don't know how Bobby Kennedy squared that 
in his own mind," Halpern said. "On the one hand, 
he allegedly was going after the Mafia to destroy 
them: on the other hand, he was using them for 
information about Cuba. Maybe it was a deal he 
made with them. Who knows?" Ford. who died in 
the late 1980s, never discussed —even years later 
— his missions for Kennedy. Halpern said. 

All of this — the helter-skelter sabotage, the 
continued assassination efforts and the military 
planning and exercising— was seen and Wily 
noted by the Cubans and their benefactors in the Soviet Union. The American aggression played a 
role in Nikita Khrushchev's decision to move 
Soviet nuclear missiles and launchers into Cuba, 
triggering the missile crisis of October 1962. It 
"now seems likely," the renowned Cold War histo-
rian John Lewis Gaddis of Yale University wrote 
in 1997, that "Khrushchev's chief purpose had not 


