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Documents declassified since 1997 have shed considerable light on the role of US covert
operations in Cuba from April 1961 to October 1962. Revelations from these materials can

help resolve the debate over whether the Kennedy administration had planned a second
invasion of Cuba after the landing at the Bay of Pigs. An examination of the

administration’s covert actions in Cuba, both prior to and during Operation Mongoose,
reveal clear bounds within which President Kennedy sought to circumscribe those actions.

And the policy he adopted, a preponderant body of evidence shows, stopped well short of
overt military intervention.

Debate still continues about alleged US plans to attempt a second invasion of Cuba in
the early 1960s, despite the large body of literature on the record of President John
F. Kennedy’s foreign policy in Cuba that has accumulated over the past decade.1 Some

scholars have drawn a clear line between Kennedy’s request for intensified work on
contingency plans (such as OPLAN 314 and 316) in the prelude to the missile crisis,

and the decision to launch an invasion that, these scholars argue, Kennedy never
issued. Yet revisionists contend that the administration intended to attack Cuba a

second time – an attack that was pre-empted only by the US discovery of ballistic
missile sites in Cuba in October 1962.2

A close examination of US covert action in Cuba between the Bay of Pigs invasion
and the Cuban missile crisis can be insightful in helping to resolve this debate. Careful
study of both the means adopted by the US Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and

other agencies in carrying out covert operations in Cuba, and the larger policy ends
that these operations served, help unravel the Kennedy administration’s evolving plans

for Cuba during this critical period. In the last eight years, newly declassified
documents from the CIA and the Departments of State and Defense have shed a great

ISSN 1468-2745 (print)/ISSN 1743-7962 (online) q 2005 Taylor & Francis Ltd.

DOI: 10.1080/1468274042000283135

Aiyaz Husain, Tufts’ University/Harvard University, USA. Email: Email: husain@fas.harvard.edu

Cold War History Vol. 5, No. 1, February 2005, pp. 23–53



deal of light on the lines of thinking that guided administration officials as they
charted a new course in Cuba after April 1961.3 These documents reveal that despite

the range of covert activities conducted in Cuba in the 18 months between the Bay of
Pigs invasion and the missile crisis, the Kennedy administration waged its secret war

against Cuban dictator, Fidel Castro, within clearly demarcated bounds.
The documentary record suggests that multiple considerations may have led

President Kennedy to withhold his support for a military operation to dislodge the
Fidel Castro regime. One was certainly the recent memory of the Bay of Pigs disaster,

and the need for reassessment and additional intelligence before a new campaign could
be mounted. But recent evidence suggests that the political status of Berlin also figured
prominently in the president’s strategic calculus.4 And concerns about that delicate

status may have tempered Kennedy’s support for a second invasion of Cuba.
This article examines US covert operations in Cuba from the Bay of Pigs invasion to

the Cuban missile crisis. It begins by reviewing the lead-up to the failed US invasion of
Cuba in April 1961. It proceeds to trace the origins of the Kennedy administration’s

searching reappraisal of Cuba policy and the shift to an emphasis on covert action. It
then segues to a discussion of the early stages of Operation Mongoose and the

subsequent intensification of that programme in August 1962. Finally, it concludes
with a synopsis of the abrupt end of Operation Mongoose after the missile crisis, and a
brief assessment of the role of covert operations in Cuba within the administration’s

larger Cold War strategy.

Early Covert Action

Shortly after taking office, Kennedy and his closest advisers acknowledged that Cuba

had firmly espoused Marxist-Leninist ideology, even before Fidel Castro’s formal
assertion of solidarity with the international Communist bloc.5 The day before his

inauguration, President Dwight D. Eisenhower had briefed the president-elect about
numerous foreign policy issues, including Cuba, and a secret US effort to train anti-

Castro guerrillas in Guatemala. In advising Kennedy on what to do with the thorny
issue of Cuba, Eisenhower had recommended ‘that this effort be continued and

accelerated’.6 Three days later, at a State Department meeting on Cuba, the then CIA
Director Allen Dulles reported that US Special Forces teams from Fort Bragg, North
Carolina, had trained between five and six hundred Cubans in Retalhuleu, Guatemala,

for an invasion of Cuba. Whereas the previous administration had authorized eventual
airdrops of the trained guerrillas onto the island, Kennedy now faced the decision of

whether to continue the secret operation.7 One of the dilemmas confronting the
administration, Kennedy’s advisers told him, was the difficulty of maintaining

secrecy.8 The question of what was to be done with the exiles proved a policy
conundrum in itself. Meanwhile, the presence of the exiles in Guatemala also weighed

in as a domestic political concern for Kennedy. Abandonment of the operation at that
stage, National Security Adviser McGeorge Bundy later confessed, ‘would have

brought all the hawks out of the woodwork’ (Bird, 1998, pp. 194–195). There is scant
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direct evidence that officials took advantage of these circumstances to pressure
Kennedy to approve plans for the ill-fated landing in April 1961.9 But what is clear is

the status of the exiles as a pressing issue that policymakers had to contend with.

Kennedy himself was wary of an invasion early on, and had asked for other policy
options to be explored. Even Assistant Secretary of State for Latin America Thomas

C. Mann had firmly opposed the idea of the landing, due to his doubts that sufficient
resistance could be mounted from within Cuba to foment an uprising. But CIA

Director Richard Bissell and his subordinates ultimately prevailed, and Mann agreed
to back the operation.10

In February, the CIA finalized plans for an assault on Cuba codenamed Operation

Zapata. The plan envisioned an amphibious landing led by a ‘task force’ of 1,040 men
and other support personnel, including an 826-strong infantry battalion, aided by an

air force of 17 B-26 bombers, C-54 and C-46 transport aircraft, and marine landing
craft. In their 3 February evaluation of the CIA’s proposal, the Joint Chiefs of Staff

(JCS) concluded that the proposed force would probably be able to achieve two of the
mission’s three objectives: (i) invade the island, and (ii) integrate with ‘existing

guerrilla bands’ in Cuba. They were less confident about the feasibility of the mission’s
third stated goal, which was to ‘hold a beachhead long enough to establish a

provisional government, [and] act as a rallying point for volunteers and a catalyst for

uprisings throughout Cuba’.11 That concern, at least in the mind of the president, took
a back seat to the issue of the US role – and how its profile could be diminished to an

absolute minimum. On 11 March, Kennedy requested revisions to the CIA’s invasion
plan. Concerned about the visibility of US involvement, the president mandated that

the existing plan be recast in an alternate form ‘where U.S. assistance would be less
obvious’.12 Concealment of American involvement proved to be Kennedy’s overriding

concern, and he duly mandated that the invasion appear as though it were mounted
solely by domestic anti-Castro rebels. Five days after requesting the changes, Kennedy

approved the modified version of the plan that would be implemented a month later at

the Bahı́a de los Cochinos (‘Bay of Pigs’).13

Almost from the outset, the operation proved a tactical and logistical disaster. In an

unsuccessful bid to invade the island and join up with opposition groups, over 1,000
CIA-trained Cuban exiles surrendered to Castro’s military in the absence of adequate

US air or naval support. Post-mortem analyses of the invasion concluded that
Kennedy had all but assured its failure by refusing further US military assistance,

including a highly debated secondary air strike, despite repeated requests from his

advisers. Although scattered sorties flown by American B-29 bombers (painted to
resemble Cuban aircraft) managed to destroy over half the Cuban Air Force, the

amphibious landing ended in a terrific failure, both for the Kennedy brothers, and for
the administration’s crusade to rid the Americas of Cuban Communist influence.14

Fallout from the American embarrassment at the Bay of Pigs overshadowed the
remainder of Kennedy’s administration. Its immediate consequences weighed heavily

on the new president as he flew to a meeting with Nikita Khrushchev in Vienna,
Austria in June 1961. Vienna was to be the first forum where Kennedy could test the
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waters for the prospects of accommodation with Khrushchev. As such, its significance
loomed large for the fate of the Cold War. Events in Berlin in 1958 had shown that

weighty issues still divided East and West in Europe. Chief among them were

the international status of Berlin and stalled negotiations over a nuclear test ban.
With hopes of reconciling some of these differences, Robert Kennedy had arranged the

Vienna summit through his secret contacts with Georgii Bolshakov, a Soviet GRU
(military intelligence) officer stationed in Washington.15 But despite the success of

efficient back-channel negotiations that culminated in the historic meeting,
Khrushchev refused any hint of accommodation on any of the major outstanding

issues. In a sense, Khrushchev had foreclosed negotiations on a test ban even before

they could begin, by refusing to divorce discussions of a ban from those for general
disarmament. The more pressing issue was the unresolved status of the divided

Germanies and the city of Berlin, where an American military presence was lodged
despite Khrushchev’s repeated threats to sign a separate peace treaty with the German

Democratic Republic. Here also, the new president found his Soviet counterpart
unwilling to compromise. The legacy of the Bay of Pigs fiasco only compounded

Kennedy’s travails in the wake of the failed summit, and led to a heightened sense that
Cold War tensions were taking a turn for the worse despite the change of

administrations in Washington.

With no lasting Berlin settlement in sight, the White House looked hard at
strengthening its hand in Cuba. Confidence in the administration’s foreign policy

seemed to have plunged to a new low, despite the year’s sole victory: Khrushchev’s
acquiescence in the neutralization of Laos under a coalition government. Kennedy

sensed that a dramatic reversal of course was of paramount importance. And
transcripts of newly declassified audio recordings from the Kennedy White House

suggest that, unlike Dwight Eisenhower, Kennedy considered the fate of Berlin
inextricably linked to that of Cuba.16 After the construction of the Berlin Wall and

throughout much of the following year, when the Soviet Union challenged Western

access to Berlin, the need to preserve the Cold War balance in Berlin loomed large in
Kennedy’s mind, and factored into his plans for Cuba.17 But in spring 1961, before

tensions had reached such acute levels, that same strategic linkage led Kennedy to turn
back to Cuba – in the face of a continuing impasse over the boundary line in Europe

that divided NATO and Warsaw Pact territory.
Both the president and the attorney general were livid with the execution of

Operation Zapata (and specifically, with the CIA’s role therein). At the 478th meeting

of the National Security Council (NSC) on 24 April, the president recommended that
‘there should be no further discussion outside the Government’ of the failed landing.

And Robert Kennedy lashed out at Chester Bowles for trying to blame the failed
invasion on his brother after Bowles had suggested that Castro could not be removed

from power with efforts short of outright invasion.18 Kennedy ordered a full
reassessment of the administration’s Cuba policy. JCS Chairman Maxwell Taylor

headed up the ‘Cuba Study Group’, a body charged with analyzing the failure of the
April invasion and entrusted with the formulation of policy prescriptions. Kennedy
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wanted the Group’s investigations to pinpoint what went wrong at the Bay of Pigs, and
why, with the hope of drawing relevant lessons to devise better a strategy to engineer

Castro’s ouster. Taylor submitted his findings to the president in a final report
delivered on 13 June.19 After a lengthy tactical analysis of the failed invasion,

Taylor recommended that ‘the Cuban situation be reappraised in the light of all
presently known factors’, and that ‘new guidance be provided for political, military,

economic and propaganda action against Castro’.20 If these recommendations and the
political fallout from Zapata were insufficient cause for alarm, other developments

that summer but reinforced the critical need for a fresh reappraisal of Cuba policy.
A Soviet military build-up in Cuba had begun to perturb US officials, and an ad hoc
committee of the US Intelligence Board suggested in July that the disconcerting

prospect of a Soviet bomber deployment to Cuba might be on the horizon. The Board
concluded that the Soviet Union sought to use Cuba as a ‘base of operations’ from

which to launch forays into Latin America, and that ‘the Castro regime has already
become an effective instrument of the [Sino-Soviet] Bloc’.21 Cuban sabre-rattling

further reinforced the administration’s resolve at an August 1961 conference in
Uruguay, where Kennedy’s Special Assistant Richard Goodwin had met with Cuban

representative Ernesto ‘Che’ Guevara at a secret meeting organized by Argentine and
Brazilian delegates.22 According to Goodwin, Che had ‘wanted to thank us very much
for the invasion. . . [which] had been a great political victory for them – enabled them

to consolidate – and transformed them from an aggrieved little country to an equal’.23

For the Kennedy brothers and other administration officials, the writing was on the

wall. Shortly thereafter, the CIA drafted a new plan for the interagency Special Group
(SG) on covert activities in Cuba – one that entailed a comprehensive programme of

intelligence collection, political opposition to Castro’s government, propaganda
efforts (both print and radio) to raise popular resistance, and support for ‘guerrilla

elements’.24

A New Approach

Secret US plots to assassinate Castro had been in place since 1960, and a total of at least

eight were planned between 1960 and 1965. Some of the outlandish proposals
included lacing Castro’s shoes with thallium salts so that his beard would fall out, and
poisoning the dictator’s beloved cigars with botulinum. William Harvey had been

responsible for the establishment of ‘a general capability within the CIA for disabling
foreign leaders, including assassination as a “last resort”’. The project became known

as ZR/RIFLE.25 But assassination plans targeting Castro aside, evidence suggests that
new US covert actions aimed at weakening the Cuban regime had also begun to take

shape by spring 1961. Immediately after the Bay of Pigs landing, Richard Goodwin
suggested a number of measures that the administration could employ. ‘This is not a

“program.” But reflects some observations on Cuba’, Goodwin had scribbled in a
covering note for a memo to Bundy. Goodwin’s multidimensional strategy included

calls for an ‘Inter-American arms limitation conference’, ‘technical help’ to Caribbean
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nations, and ‘counter-propaganda assistance to Latin American governments’.26 At its
483rd meeting on 3 May, the NSC decided to review Cuba policy ‘at intervals with a

view to further action’. Thorough intelligence on the Cuban armed forces was critical,
President Kennedy argued, and the CIA should explore weaknesses in the Cuban

government’s grasp on power. Efforts to support press coverage of the Cuban regime’s
repressive nature would also be launched. But ‘the United States should not undertake

military intervention in Cuba now’.27

There are no explicit references to subversive activities in the records of the

meeting, but it seems clear from Church Committee testimony and other sources that
covert actions initiated earlier were continuing during this period. The evidence
indicates that not only had certain activities begun, but that word of them had even

spread to the Cuban government. For example, in spring 1961, Cuban officials
uncovered eight tons of armaments at an undercover CIA station in Havana. And

Soviet intelligence later came across a document outlining a Guatemalan plan
to assassinate three Cuban leaders that involved CIA-trained operatives.28

Unsurprisingly, later that year, Soviet aid to the Cuban regime accelerated drastically
when Khrushchev answered Castro’s appeals for arms on 20 September with a $148

million dollar Soviet–Cuban military assistance agreement.29 New Cold War battle
lines were now clearly drawn, and they cut straight through Havana. Even before the
construction of the Berlin Wall in August 1961 and the tentative outlines of a

settlement in Europe, the focal point of US–Soviet confrontation secretly shifted
south and west, to Cuba – the new flashpoint that, in a year, would bring the world to

the brink of destruction.

Origins of Operation Mongoose

In early November 1961, Robert Kennedy and Richard Goodwin approached
President Kennedy with the idea of a ‘command operation’, a sustained campaign of

intelligence and covert action against the Castro regime. Though a general policy of
covert action in Cuba dated back to the Eisenhower administration and the ‘New

Look’, Kennedy’s advisers – his own brother among them – now called for a
centralized effort that would both expand and intensify existing activities. The one that

materialized after a White House meeting on 3 November reflected President
Kennedy’s penchant for streamlined decision-making and exiguous bureaucracy. Led

by Air Force Brigadier General Edward Lansdale, the initiative came to be known as
Operation Mongoose.30 As Director of Operations, Lansdale would supervise a group

of interagency representatives from the State Department, the Defense Department
and the CIA, which would also assume responsibility for implementing the bulk of the
operation’s activities. Those activities would be directed by William Harvey, who was

appointed head of Task Force W, the CIA body entrusted with carrying out covert
action in Cuba.31 The US Information Agency and the Department of Justice would

also be called on to assist the operation as necessary. With status updates from each
organizational representative in hand, Lansdale would report periodically to the
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Special Group-Augmented (SG-A). The ‘Augmented’ portion of the group now

consisted of Robert Kennedy and group chairman Maxwell Taylor, both of whom

joined the original members of the NSC 5412 group that had overseen covert

operations until that time.32

With characteristic expediency, Lansdale assigned specific objectives to each of the

interagency representatives under his command. In the case of the CIA, his

instructions entailed major digressions from past operating procedures:

In the main, CIA thinking has been to apply militant force covertly (such as action
teams for ‘smash and grab’ raids on up to armed resistance groups), in the hope that
a popular uprising would possibly harass the regime. The early task, then, has been
to re-orient this 180 [degrees], with militant (sabotage, etc.) actions to be considered
as part of the support of the popular movement we are generating. The basic strategy
of building our action upon a genuine internal popular movement is underlined;
this will apply the major lesson to be learned from earlier operations in Indonesia
and Cuba.33

Among other assignments such as intelligence collection and the generation of

‘a nucleus for a popular Cuban movement’, the CIA was also responsible for ‘enlisting

the cooperation of the Church to bring the women of Cuba into actions which will

undermine the Communist control system’, ‘exploiting the potential of the

underworld in Cuban cities’, and outreach to high-profile Cubans, the student

population, labour, and other groups. Operation Mongoose’s State Department

component would seek to exploit ‘possibilities for strong and effective OAS

encouragement of the Cuban people in a popular movement’; help the nucleus of that

movement ‘in the development of a political platform and in the continuing

development and public support of leadership’; undertake ‘supporting actions’ such as

‘enlisting the initiative of Latin American countries separately in action programmes

which would encourage the popular movement’; and ‘develop, in consultation with

top State officials, a practical plan for economic warfare’. Similar guidelines outlined

the roles of the Departments of Defense and Justice, and the USIA.33

The Kennedy brothers, CIA Director John McCone, Richard Goodwin, and

Lansdale met on 21 November to discuss plans for covert action in Cuba under the

auspices of the new operation. At that meeting, Robert Kennedy stressed ‘the necessity

for immediate dynamic action, indicating that such action would embody a variety of

covert operations, propaganda, all possible actions that would create dissension within

Cuba and would discredit the Castro regime, and political action with members of the

OAS in support of the action’.34 The Attorney General’s sense of urgency stemmed

from lingering exasperation over the events at the Bay of Pigs, which probably

unsettled him to a greater extent than it did other administration officials.35 But

Robert Kennedy’s sentiments aside, to a certain extent, the administration’s frustration

with the Zapata plan was now displaced by a focus on the new operation and its

implementation. Policy specifics soon evolved from general strategic conceptions, and,

by the end of November, President Kennedy summarized the procedural details of the

execution of Operation Mongoose that had been adopted: Lansdale was in charge, and
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would remain there, at least for the first two weeks. Knowledge of the operation would
be strictly limited.36 In typical Kennedy fashion, the plan called for the coordination of

activities through a highly centralized, secret group. Over time, the inherent difficulties
of running a covert campaign under such a rigid command structure would become

evident enough.37 But, for the moment, administration officials found it the most
convenient way to maintain adequate oversight and firm control, with the hope that

another disaster like the one of April 1961 could be averted. Armed with the new
policy and the fortitude to see it through, President Kennedy embarked on a new

course for Cuba, one that he hoped would achieve through limited, disguised means
what an outright invasion had failed to deliver the preceding spring.

Operation Mongoose in Action

Less than a month after its conception, Operation Mongoose was under way, the broad

contours of its structure having materialized in the minds of its planners. A general
programme of covert action, including sabotage, psychological warfare, and

intelligence collection, would cement the administration’s real stake in the project:
the aggregation of an internal resistance movement in Cuba, one that could pull

together a critical mass of popular anti-Castro sentiment to overthrow the Communist
regime. Robert Kennedy informed the SG-A on 1 December of the operation that

would be directed by General Lansdale. The Chief of Operations subsequently offered
his assessment of the situation on the ground in Cuba.38 Despite the abundance of

resources at the project’s disposal, Lansdale noted that the job that lay ahead could well
be an arduous one. He advised that plans to overthrow the Castro regime should be
oriented to fit within a long-range effort, one that took into consideration prospects

for a post-Castro Cuba. Notwithstanding the difficulty of the task before them,
officials outside the inner circle of the SG-A had begun to draft explicit plans for that

contingency. Apparently in conjunction with the start of Mongoose activities, the State
Department had prepared a ‘Plan for Cuba’ in early November that laid out ‘the

courses of action which the U.S. would follow with reference to Cuba in the event of
Fidel Castro’s death’. The study contended that any successor regime would commence

a ‘reign of terror’ on the island, one that would preclude the success of ‘effective U.S.
intervention short of a massive assault’. As such, its recommendations for an effective
response comprised four steps. First, US forces would secretly prepare for a military

intervention in Cuba. Second, intelligence on the political conditions in Cuba would
be gathered to gauge the level of popular resistance. Third, if the requisite conditions

existed, the threat posed by the Castro regime to the United States would be reassessed
in its international context. Finally, if it were deemed to serve ‘the overall national

interest’, armed intervention would be authorized.39

From the earliest stages, the administration had recognized the cornerstone of its new

strategy: support for anti-Castro forces in Cuba. To a large extent, the command
operation would have to augment and organize that support, instead of just spewing

forth offers of military and economic assistance to uncoordinated bands of rebels.

30 A. Husain



A focus on the redirection of opposition to the Castro regime thus became a key to the
administration’s new approach to Cuba. Lansdale noted the importance of the shift in

his first assessment of Mongoose activities: ‘The initial work of the group has been to
sharply re-orient the U.S. effort, from being simply an unintegrated series of harassment

activities to become a program designed to help Cubans build a popular movement
within Cuba, which can (with outside help) take effective actions [to proceed with]

deposing the Communist regime.’40 Here lay one key difficulty that had undermined the
Zapata operation: the lack of a groundswell of popular support that Cuban insurgents

could tap in their efforts to depose Castro. Setting aside his strained personal
relationship with key CIA officials, Lansdale uncharacteristically cited the Agency’s
importance in addressing this problem, and in achieving the key policy goal of

strengthening domestic opposition groups in Cuba. McCone relayed that awareness on
Lansdale’s part to his subordinates on 14 December when he briefed the CIA’s

‘Caribbean Survey Group’ on the CIA’s role in Mongoose activities. McCone’s assistant
noted that the Director ‘said it was perfectly clear from the Lansdale memorandum that

the whole action is by and large that of the CIA’.41 But although the Agency recognized its
centrality in the implementation of the new operation, the difficulties of mounting an

opposition movement against the Cuban Communists were soon glaringly evident.
This most critical of elements in the new strategy, intelligence officials realized, would
also prove to be among the most problematic. Yet the need to take active steps to help

anti-Communist elements in Cuba was as important as ever, with possible repercussions
perhaps even for other Caribbean nations. By the early 1960s, social revolutions were

under way or complete in multiple Latin American countries, and the movement was
not lost on US intelligence analysts. The export of Cuban Communism to these states

remained an imminent danger to US security interests. However ‘the important
question is not whether communism grows, but whether the non-Communist

revolutionary forces can grow more rapidly, can control the revolutionary movement,
and can achieve an acceptable level of momentum and progress in social, economic, and

political change’, a Special National Intelligence Estimate argued in mid-January 1962.42

That said, in no way did McCone launch headlong into his new assignment without
serious misgivings. From the start, the CIA director seemed to draw a distinction

between past covert operations and the ‘Cuba Project’, expressing concern about the
difficulties that could beset an initiative like Operation Mongoose, the likes of which, in

his opinion, had not been attempted before.43

By this time, the stumbling blocks obstructing the early stages of Operation

Mongoose’s implementation had become clear. Failures of specific actions had even
been brought to light by press reports. AWashington Post article on 14 December noted

the failure of an eight-man team of agents whose ship became stranded en route to
Cuba.44 Lansdale took account of such operational difficulties in his first
comprehensive review, which he shared with the SG-A on 18 January 1962.

Unsurprisingly, his report cited deficiencies in ‘CIA capabilities to mount the required
clandestine operations against Cuba’, and noted that ‘the Cuba Project needs far more

hard intelligence in depth than is presently available’. The larger problem at hand,
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according to Lansdale, revolved around the recruitment of suitable Cuban operatives

that could infiltrate the Castro regime:

To date, CIA has been unable to produce the necessary political action agents for this
purpose. Upon re-evaluation of its capabilities, CIA now hopes to complete spotting
and assessing eight to ten Cuban political action agents by 15 February, from among
Cubans available in the United States. The minimum need for the Project to be
effective is 30 such political action Cubans and CIA is tasked to make a priority
search for them among Cubans in the U.S. and Caribbean area.45

Soon thereafter, a huge CIA station referred to as JM/WAVE was established in Coral

Gables, Florida to enlist Cuban exiles for the operation. With a budget of over $50
million per year, it employed a staff of over 600, and leased out over 100 vehicles. The

centre was later relocated to the site of the former Richmond Naval Air Station south

of Miami.46 In addition, Lansdale mandated a critical CIA reassessment of its own
efforts to date. Of paramount concern was that the Agency ‘take yet another hard look

at its potential capabilities’ to determine whether a more energetic campaign could not

be mounted. Within a month, it was decided, a specific timetable for operations would
be worked out. In the meantime, Lansdale outlined a 32-point list of scheduled tasks

assigned to Operation Mongoose representatives and their various agencies for the

month of February.47 Interestingly, two days after delivering his scathing assessment to

the SG-A, he personally called on the CIA’s Caribbean Study Group to recognize the
urgent need for immediate action. Lansdale asked CIA planners to ‘put the American

genius to work on this project, quickly and effectively’.48

Tension between Lansdale’s prescriptions and McCone’s reservations were manifest
again two days later, this time in the CIA Director’s discussions with Robert Kennedy.

McCone remarked that he had found some of Lansdale’s criticisms extremely harsh,

and also confided his doubts as to whether all 32 of the tasks Lansdale had assigned
could be completed in the allotted time. Regardless, the CIA would carry out its role

with the full array of means available at its disposal, McCone assured the SG-A.

Intelligence collection activities, for which the Agency already employed radar, fighter
aircraft, and patrol boats, would be stepped up even more. Though efforts to foment

an uprising would be concentrated in the short term, while they could draw on the

deteriorating Cuban economy and its effects on public sentiment, the CIA sought to
dispel the notion that ‘clandestine operations’ could be held subject to strict

timeframes and deadlines. McCone raised these and other points at the 25 January

meeting of the SG-A, where the interagency representatives for Operation Mongoose
accepted their tasks without reservations (subject to departmental approval).49

The February 1962 ‘Program Review’

By the start of the critical month of February, administration officials drew gathering

momentum for Cuba policy from developments in the arena of public diplomacy. The
Organization of American States (OAS) had roundly condemned Cuba in a series of
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resolutions passed at the eighth meeting of the foreign ministers of its member nations
at Punta del Este, Uruguay on 22–31 January 1962, barring Cuba’s entry into that

community of nations. The nearly unanimous actions also included a resolution on

the ‘Communist Offensive in America’ and the creation of a Special Consultative
Committee on Security to advise the OAS. The solidarity shown by the OAS in taking

a stand against Cuba’s ‘adherence to Marxist-Leninism’ was followed soon thereafter
by Kennedy’s announcement of a trade embargo against Cuba on 3 February, in the

same week, it is worth noting, in which Kennedy had compared the situation in Cuba
to that in Hungary in a conversation with Khrushchev’s son-in-law, Alexei Adzhubei.50

While the reference did not address Berlin, the comment certainly implied in more

than subtle terms that the situation in Cuba was analogous to other pressure points in
Europe. And when the State Department reported some of the diplomatic victories at

Punta del Este to Lansdale, it also passed along the announcement that a special NATO
session had even been called on 20 February to consider that alliance’s cooperation

with the United States to address the Cuban problem.51 The US pressure was on in
Cuba, and at least a few of the reverberations from these developments concerning

Cuba seemed to resonate among US allies in Europe.
That same day, Lansdale offered his comprehensive appraisal of Operation Mongoose

activities to date. A sense of urgency underscored Lansdale’s ‘Program Review’, which

argued that ‘time is running against us. The Cuban people feel helpless and are losing
hope fast. They need symbols of inside resistance and of outside interest soon. They need

something they can join with the hope of starting to work surely towards overthrowing
the regime’. Citing the success of no less significant a historical precedent than the

American Revolution (and its nature as one supported from both within the country
and without), Lansdale argued for the need to press ahead and ‘help the Cuban people to

stamp out tyranny and gain their liberty’. His proposed response seemed to fit the
gravity of the challenge at hand. What Lansdale laid out in his recommendations

amounted to a scheduled, six-part plan culminating in the overthrow of the Cuban

Communist regime. The plan envisioned the incitement of open revolt against the
Castro regime by, coincidentally, October 1962. The first part of the plan, entitled simply

‘Action’, would take place over the following month, when operatives would ‘start
moving in’. The second part, ‘Build-up’, would consist of a two-fold approach to

engender resistance: the encouragement of revolution within Cuba, and outside
pressure in the form of ‘vital political, economic, and military-type support’. The third

part, ‘Readiness’, would commence on 1 August, and would see capabilities brought up

to the necessary levels in anticipation of receiving a final go-ahead. The fourth part,
‘Resistance’, would take place over August and September, and would involve the start of

guerrilla operations. ‘Revolt’, the fifth part, forecast ‘open revolt and the overthrow of the
Communist regime’. The sixth and ‘Final’ part would consist of the ‘establishment of

new government’.52 Though Lansdale drew the distinction between this ‘series of target
actions and dates’ and the ‘rigid time-table’ that it was not intended to be, his message to

the SG-Awas clear. Operation Mongoose tactics should now explicitly be geared toward
the removal, and not just the ‘weakening’, of the Castro regime. While a change of regime
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had always been the operation’s eventual goal, Lansdale now wanted to issue immediate
directives to that end.

As of 15 February, the CIA’s Caribbean Admission Center had begun to operate, and
Lansdale forecast that the Center would be up to speed with a staff of 43 within

a month. The mission of the Center was threefold: to gather intelligence, screen
potential Cuban insurgents, and ‘provide security against Communist agent

operations’.53 As spring turned to summer, covert actions would be stepped up.
One of the activities planned for July was ‘low-key resistance sabotage’. In outlining

specific acts that saboteur teams could undertake, Lansdale suggested dumping sugar
into the gasoline tanks of public and official vehicles, stealing spark plugs and
distributors from cars, and throwing ‘stones with threatening notes’ into officials’

residences, among other tactics.54

Not surprisingly, administration officials did not greet Lansdale’s ‘Program

Review’ with unanimous approval. Among the critics stood Roger Hilsman,
director of the State Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR).

Hilsman argued that ‘the concept appears to depend in large measure on
building up an internal political action organization’, the capacity to develop

which he doubted the CIA possessed. ‘I have seen no hard intelligence which
would lead me to suppose that there exists, or that the Agency has assets for
bringing into existence in the near future, an internal political action

organization which would assure the support of the majority of the Cuban
people against the Castro regime’, Hilsman complained to Deputy Under-

secretary of State U. Alexis Johnson.55 But these reservations failed to deter
Lansdale from the tasks at hand as he perceived them. According to Lansdale’s

basic thinking, time was of the essence. The CIA refugee-processing centre in
Opa-Locka, Florida had gathered from interviews with Cuban refugees that ‘the

spirit of the Cuban people was dying under the Communist police-state
controls’. Something had to be done to curtail that deterioration of opposition

strength.56 Administration officials, however, were not yet prepared to undertake
such ambitious steps. How could they be sure that sufficient resistance existed to
incite a revolution by October? What evidence was there to suggest that

measures short of armed US intervention could effect a regime change? After
two SG-A meetings over the following week, including consultations with

Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara, the NSC asked Lansdale for ‘a plan for
basic intelligence collection’. In scaling back Lansdale’s 20 February ‘Course of

Action’, the SG-A prescribed a focus on assessing the mindset of the Cuban
population. The following day, Lansdale submitted an ‘Intelligence Plan’, on

which decisions for subsequent actions would be based.57 General Taylor also
requested that Lansdale explore ‘other “tracks”’ that might help secure Operation
Mongoose objectives. This remark, though only ambiguously alluded to in the

documentary record, seemed to refer to the staging of acts of sabotage and
spurious ‘invasions’ that could be carried out in countries like Guatemala and

blamed on Cuban insurgents.58

34 A. Husain



McCone’s Reservations and NIE 85-62

The operation thus entered a new stage in March, once the SG-A had taken account of

the operational difficulties that the CIA had encountered in Cuba. A lack of basic

intelligence on the strength of anti-Communist opposition groups had crippled efforts

to date. And the problems of recruiting capable subversives handicapped the Cuban

side of operations. Recognizing these limitations and the constraints that they

imposed, Lansdale asked for policy guidance in charting the operation’s course. In his

view, key tactical issues had to be resolved, and decisions had to be made about how to

resolve them. The CIA, for instance, wanted to train Cubans at US military facilities in

Avon Park, Florida, and elsewhere. The Agency had also requested military assistance

for Cuban guerrillas and the use of US equipment and personnel in the form of

‘defense assistance in air and sea capabilities’.59 The question of military support for

the operation was especially crucial for determining the operation’s subsequent course.

Though the NSC had advised Lansdale to focus on intelligence collection, there was a

tacit understanding that the military assets at his disposal would circumscribe the

limits of the operation’s capabilities. Although it is unclear which of Lansdale’s specific

requests were approved, what is evident is that President Kennedy recognized the need

for US military personnel and equipment. But he also stipulated that the operation

‘make maximum use of indigenous resources, internal and external’. More

importantly, Kennedy was clear as to the limits on the range of permissible activities.

Actions beyond intelligence gathering would be ‘undertaken short of those reasonably

calculated to inspire a revolt’.60 And US military assets would still not be made

available for a direct intervention. While JCS contingency planning for an invasion

would proceed, a decision on the use of armed intervention would be postponed until

after the initial phase of the operation.61

When a key intelligence assessment of the situation in Cuba arrived on 21 March in

the form of NIE 85-62, an overdue CIA document that Lansdale had hoped to consult

before undertaking further plans, its synopsis of the situation in Cuba was not

promising by any means. The report’s authors in the CIA estimated that while only a

quarter of the Cuban population still firmly supported Castro, a disaffected but

‘passive’ majority had ‘resigned to acceptance of the present regime as the effective

government in being’. In the absence of a viable successor regime, it seemed to these

officials, the prospect of an uprising against the Communists was remote.62 Despite

NIE 85-62’s gloomy assessment, McCone suggested in early April that the Cuban

operation might consider ‘more aggressive action including direct military

intervention’ in his internal discussions with colleagues at the CIA. The reasons for

this seemingly inconsistent suggestion were several, but two are particularly

enlightening as guides to McCone’s line of reasoning. First, US negotiations with the

Cuban government over the release of prisoners captured at the Bay of Pigs

the previous year had stalled. Part of McCone’s argument seems to have sprung from

the possibility of a military extraction of some of the captives. Here, the potential

refugee crisis that could afflict Florida if any captives were executed apparently figured
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in McCone’s considerations. Another factor was McCone’s observation that

intelligence from multiple sources seemed to indicate that ‘Castro may be having

extreme difficulty’, which would also warrant a reappraisal of strategy.63 McCone did

not, however, mention these ‘sources’. In general, he expressed disapproval with the

overall progress of Mongoose operations, citing the possibility that ‘national policy

was too cautious’ up to that point.64 Yet again, McCone made clear his discomfiture

with the covert programme outside the context of SG-A deliberations.

And he was not the only administration official exasperated with the status of the

operation. The strains from SG-A oversight of Operation Mongoose and the continual

status reports that the group demanded were taking their toll on Task Force W and

CIA operations. Harvey sternly criticized the expensive and arduous effort in an April

memo to McCone, arguing that ‘the current plan does not constitute and does not

permit a maximum intelligence and covert action program against Cuba’. If the

operation did not make fuller use of CIA and military capabilities, without which the

propagation of a successful revolt would not be likely to occur, Harvey went so far as to

question whether ‘the heavy expenditure of funds and manpower involved in the

operation of Task Force W’ should continue.65 McCone would raise some of

the ‘structural’ issues that plagued the operation in the eyes of CIA operatives at the

11 April meeting of the SG-A, according to a document he prepared before that

meeting. Given the ‘size of the effort’ and the ‘monolithic structure at the top’, the

operation’s capabilities had now outstripped its limited mandate, he surmised.

McCone wondered why, given such robust capabilities, more ‘aggressive action’ should

not be undertaken.66 It had also become clear that the coalescence of a Cuban uprising

by August was highly unlikely. Accordingly, the Group decided to eliminate that target

date for the end of the first phase of the operation.67 Later, McCone openly expressed

his frustration to the SG-A. ‘In other words, I was very disagreeable’, he noted in a

memorandum of the meeting. A lackadaisical air about the project, and the fact that

‘no actions had been taken on matters decided two weeks ago’, only compounded his

dissatisfaction. Even at the risk of ‘attribution’, McCone suggested, US efforts to train

guerrillas should be expanded.68 The administration granted that request, and US

military planning was soon stepped up. April 1962 saw a large-scale amphibious

landing exercise by the US military on the North Carolina coast. The exercise seemed

to reflect the quickened pace for which Lansdale had appealed. Another larger exercise

was planned for later in the year, on the island of Vieques.69 The CIA showed initiative

of its own in response to Lansdale’s call, restructuring its personnel management and

operations to his satisfaction. Lansdale commended the agency’s efforts to this end at

the 3 May meeting of the SG-A. The Mongoose Chief of Operations also noted that it

would be increasingly difficult to maintain secrecy: ‘Now that CIA is ready to move

into the fuller operational phase we require, we must recognize that there is inevitably

the risk of visibility and audibility. CIA must undertake practical projects, such as

paramilitary training, on a more intensive scale, as basic to fulfilling assignments

inside Cuba.’70
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Suddenly, both Operation Mongoose and the administration’s general Cuba posture
now took on more aggressive demeanours, but the February review was hardly the sole

driving force behind the intensification. Unsurprisingly, the US amphibious military

exercises that summer coincided with an escalation of concerns about the Soviet
military aid to Cuba. As early as March, Robert Kennedy had asked the SG-A to

examine the prospect of a Soviet military base in Cuba. And a CIA report had even
suggested that a Soviet submarine base might be under construction in Cuba’s Oriente

province.71 Fortunately, the new evidence coincided with promising developments in
the course of Task Force W operations. CIA efforts during the early spring, it seemed,

had met with at least limited success. ‘Three controlled resistance teams’ had now

entered Cuba, while five or six more awaited deployment in May. The agency hoped to
employ reports from these and other legal travellers to Cuba in its intelligence

gathering effort. This human intelligence (HUMINT) would complement the
photoreconnaissance generated by regular U-2 flights over the island – the same

flights that would uncover construction on medium-range ballistic missile sites in
October.72 On 17 May, in keeping with the spirit of the 32 tasks he assigned earlier,

Lansdale prepared a ‘Priority Operations Schedule for Operation Mongoose’ –
essentially, another such list of specific orders.73 The document called for a wide range

of action from political measures to psychological warfare to tightened economic

sanctions and even the recruitment of Cubans into the US military. The SG-A planned
to discuss this schedule at its 24 May meeting. Unfortunately, no record of that

meeting exists. But a week later, Lansdale commented on a few of the new tasks. Radio
broadcasts, one of the measures listed, could readily be instituted, Lansdale suggested,

pending authorization of the use of a Navy submarine. And the use of surface ships
could allow the CIA ‘to disseminate leaflets on Castro’s failure to the Cuban

population via balloon’. Other measures, such as the distribution of copies of Time
magazine, were not feasible at the time, according to Lansdale.74 But despite the

administrative constraints imposed by its tight oversight of the project, the SG-A now

widened Lansdale’s freedom of action in response to the intensified Soviet build-up.
As US officials began to look more closely at the nature of the Soviet aid and the

shipments, they commissioned a number of new studies under the auspices of
Operation Mongoose. The focus of these studies decidedly turned away from

intelligence and infiltration. Many conveyed an emphasis on military operations.75

Lansdale even asked the Department of Defense in June to prepare a plan for the

contingency of a ‘non-US-initiated’ Cuban revolt. Apparently, his recommendation

stemmed from intelligence reports that such a revolt might be brewing in Cuba.76

Officials suspected, however, that the rumour might be a ploy by the Cuban

government to identify insurgents. The veracity of such claims notwithstanding, it was
decided that the broadcast of propaganda by a Navy submarine simulating a radio

station would begin by the end of the month. This effort would involve the USIA,
whose participation was confirmed by no less august a figure than legendary

broadcaster Edward R. Murrow.77 The Department of Defense also did its part to
intensify the effort, and issued an interim report that had been requested on
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contingency plans for responses to a revolt.78 The course of US covert action had been
broadened and deepened in an effort to offset the increased Soviet aid. But despite the

project’s achievement of only limited gains, Kennedy and the SG-A remained far from

authorizing the direct application of military force. And there is no convincing
evidence prior to the outbreak of the missile crisis suggesting that such an

authorization was looming in the near future.
More than a year after the Bay of Pigs operation, the acceleration of Mongoose

planning may have been motivated in part by McCone’s insistent calls for more
‘aggressive action’. However, an additional factor may have been insistence from other

senior administration officials. For instance, there is evidence that the White House

demanded expanded contingency planning for Cuba – including an investigation of
the feasibility of a US blockade of Cuba in response to a potential Soviet military

advance against Berlin.79 Such a directive would be consistent with both President
Kennedy’s preoccupation with the superiority that conventional Soviet military forces

wielded over their NATO counterparts in continental Europe, as well his convictions
that military action against Cuba would constitute an adequate response to a Soviet

assault on Berlin. The president’s conception of a military blockade of Cuba (a measure
well short of a full invasion) as a potential response to a Soviet advance on Berlin

provides considerable insight into his reasoning. In light of this global view of Cold

War geopolitics and strategic responses, it seems all the more unlikely that Kennedy
would unleash a second, full-blown US invasion of Cuba short of additional Soviet

provocation, in Berlin or elsewhere. For given the deadlocked nature of the Berlin
standoff and Kennedy’s interdependent view of the Cold War international system,

would not any new invasion of Cuba raise the spectre of a possible Soviet military
advance on West Berlin (one that might leave NATO with little choice but a tactical

nuclear response)? In the wake of one failed invasion of Cuba and given the heightened
tensions over Western access to Berlin between late 1961 and summer 1962, a new

invasion seems all the more reckless a gamble for the president to have risked.

By mid-July, Phase I of Operation Mongoose was drawing to a close. Though
valuable intelligence had been gathered over the past several months, McCone and

Robert Kennedy were both dissatisfied with the project’s slow progress.80 The project’s
successes were not negligible. Though the bulk of the activities had revolved around

intelligence gathering, some of Lansdale’s tasks had been accomplished. The
Department of Defense cited its role in helping to staff the interrogation centre in

Opa-Locka, the reconditioning of PT boats for CIA use, the transfer of 40 oil drum

mines to the CIA, and the execution of overflights of Cuba for photographic
reconnaissance.81 But yet another change in strategy was in order, the White House

decided. In performing his review of the first phase of the project, Lansdale was asked
to consider four specific courses of action. Option ‘a’ was the cessation of operational

plans and the adoption of defensive measures to protect nations of the Hemisphere
from Cuba, which would be treated as any other member of the Communist bloc. The

second option (‘b’) was to employ all means at hand short of military action by US
forces to overthrow the regime. The third (‘c’) was a commitment to Cuban
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opposition forces to help overthrow the regime, with the ultimate involvement of US
forces. The fourth and most aggressive course (‘d’) was the use of a ‘provocation’ to

launch a military operation to overthrow the regime.82

The 25 July ‘Review of Operation Mongoose’ considered each in turn. Lansdale

noted that intelligence collection by the CIA had proved successful, both in placing
agents within Cuba and in the extraction and processing of information from refugees.

Signals intelligence (SIGINT), in the form of photoreconnaissance, had improved. The
key area of guerrilla operations, however, had failed to make significant operational

headway. ‘Sabotage has not taken place, on a U.S.-sponsored basis’, Lansdale noted,
though 11 CIA teams were to have infiltrated Cuba by the end of July. One of the teams
had apparently started to attract recruits, and it was estimated that its size could

increase to 250 members. In concluding, Lansdale called for more aggressive action in
the near future, observing that ‘time is running out for the U.S. to make a free choice

on Cuba’.83 Like McCone, the Chief of Operations now recognized that the project’s
overwhelming capabilities had outstripped its limited mandate. As the visibility of the

administration’s activities against the Cuban regime increased, the stage was set for a
shift – from a secretive, targeted operation, to a broader one less concerned with

profile than with a sufficiently expanded scope.

Operation Mongoose, Phase II: Implementing ‘course B’

Operation Mongoose had accomplished little during its first phase, and the intensified

Soviet military build-up in Cuba from summer 1962 onward expedited US military
planning for a possible second invasion. But while the flexibility-minded Kennedy was
intent on the presence of such plans at hand, he never committed to the idea of a second

invasion. What he did want was an increase in the intensity of activity – within limits.
In consideration of the four policy options that the SG-A had put forth in July, the

Group asked Lansdale to draft a report on a ‘possible stepped up course B’, a modified
version of the plan to ‘exert all possible diplomatic, economic, psychological, and other

pressures to overthrow the Castro-Communist regime, without overt employment of
[the] US military’.84 Lansdale tasked each of the interagency representatives for

Operation Mongoose to draft a portion of the paper. He presented the finished
document to the SG-A on 8 August. The CIA still occupied the central role under the
new plan, but the scale of the effort now surpassed anything attempted before. McCone

laid out an incredibly elaborate array of measures that the Agency would employ.
It included increased recruitment of Cubans and other foreign nationals, a ‘sufficiently

powerful’ Radio Free Cuba operation, the interruption of live Cuban television and
radio broadcasts, the deployment of 12–15-man commando units for sabotage

operations, the establishment of compartmentalized ‘resistance cells’, the use of
5–8-man guerrilla teams with ‘Special Forces type training’, and even naval and air

support from submarines and Air Force aircraft. By 1964, the Operation Mongoose
budget was to be expanded to $60 million. His counterparts from the State Department,

the Defense Department, and the USIA offered up corresponding programmes for
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stepped up political and economic pressure, military preparedness, and psychological

warfare. These measures included the continued isolation of Cuba in diplomatic circles,

the denial of Cuban access to export markets, the shortening of the pre-assault response

times in the case of military action, and balloon and aircraft deliveries of propaganda

and the smuggling of printed materials into Cuba.85 For McCone, it was an opportunity

to formally propose the programme expansion to match goals with capabilities that he

had advocated for months. Less than a year into the launch of Operation Mongoose,

‘The Cuba Project’ now entered its most ambitious and aggressive stage.

According to Taylor’s agenda, ‘discussion of a possible stepped up Course B’ in light

of a new NIE on Cuba (NIE 85-2-62) was scheduled for the 10 August SG-A meeting,

at which both Secretary of State Dean Rusk and McNamara were present. Interestingly,

this meeting is significant for two unrelated reasons. First, though records of the

meeting are incomplete, it is believed that McCone may have used the occasion to

express his concerns that the Soviet Union might deploy medium-range ballistic

missiles (MRBMs) to Cuba. The Soviet leadership could defend the decision by

comparing it to the placement of US Jupiter missiles in Turkey and Italy, McCone had

supposedly argued at the time. Second, he also recalled ‘a suggestion being made to

liquidate top people in the Castro regime, including Castro’. The enraged McCone

apparently demanded that any reference to the remark be deleted from the record of

the meeting.86 While the details of deliberations on ‘Course B’ are unavailable, it is

known that Lansdale circulated an outline for ‘Course B’ activities to the SG-A.87

These provisions were approved at a 16 August meeting (one that left McCone

wondering ‘just where we are going with Operation Mongoose’). Having drawn up a

basic structure for ‘Course B’, Lansdale now confronted widespread divisions among

SG-A members over its constituent elements. McCone and Lemnitzer opposed the use

of the base at Guantanamo to provoke an incident. Johnson wondered about the

degree of sabotage that would be carried out, suggesting only the perpetration of less

violent acts. Taylor wanted each act authorized by the SG-A. Bundy raised concerns

about the ‘noise’ level. And McCone himself sought to free Lansdale’s hands from

continual and intrusive oversight.88

New Strategic Considerations

By late August, the Soviet military build-up in Cuba began to alarm Kennedy and his

advisers. Recent intelligence estimated the size and scope of the build-up to be more

considerable than officials had first surmised, and this new assessment led to a

fundamental shift in how the administration perceived the Soviet-Cuban relationship.

In the past, analysts had concluded that the Soviet Union would not undertake a heavy

military deployment to Cuba for fear of triggering US military action. But the updated

intelligence shattered that myth. And whereas Raul Castro’s August 1962 visit to

Moscow had previously been perceived as a failure, the sequence of events in its wake

led to a reconsideration of its significance.89 The result was a new-found importance
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for Cuba within the administration’s Cold War strategy. And the future directions of

covert action and Operation Mongoose lay at the heart of policy considerations.

The Soviet threat in Cuba, officials noted with growing apprehension, stemmed

from more than just an accelerated flow of arms. The nature of the military equipment

that might be entering Cuba had begun to raise eyebrows. Whereas previous concerns

about a Soviet missile base had been voiced primarily by McCone (and, in

congressional debates, by Senator Ken Keating), a recent report yielded ominous

information: evidence of possible construction on surface-to-air missile (SAM) sites in

Cuba. Suddenly, the danger posed by the flow of Soviet aid to Cuba seemed more acute

than ever, and the administration confronted ‘the most extensive campaign to bolster

a non-bloc country ever undertaken by the USSR’.90

In a 23 August meeting at the White House, President Kennedy asked his advisers to

address a number of points on which US policy would hinge. What kind of Communist

bloc personnel were entering Cuba? What danger would Soviet missile installations in

Cuba pose to the United States and Latin America? Could the US destroy such

installations with only an air assault? And, importantly, could the US take action in

Cuba if Khrushchev instigated a crisis over Berlin? The president asked that each of these

issues be investigated further, sensing the need to assume a more reactive stance. The

following day, he issued National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) No. 181,

which instructed that ‘the line of activity for Operation Mongoose Plan B plus should be

developed with all possible speed’.91 The decision represented a milestone in the

evolution of the administration’s policy of covert action. Instead of easing up on

activities, the decision was to step them up. Even in the face of the aggressive pace of

Soviet arms shipments to Cuba, Rusk suggested attempts to exacerbate disagreements

between Castro and other Cuban Communists. And Robert Kennedy agreed that he was

‘in favor of pushing ahead rather than taking any step backward’.92

Reports from Cuba in the coming days seemed to vindicate the president’s suggested

change of course. The US naval base at Guantanamo acknowledged that

‘approximately 1000 Russian and Czech military personnel and technicians are

constructing a rocket and/or missile base somewhere east of Banes’.93 And the State

Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research reported the following day on ‘the

unusually heavy Soviet shipments to Cuba during the past month’.94 In light of the new

intelligence, McCone and Lansdale’s calls for expanding the scope of covert action in

Cuba seemed as timely as ever. Even Cuba’s stagnating economy seemed to provide an

opportunity take advantage of public discontent.95 In issuing a proposed course of

specific actions for ‘Phase II’ of Operation Mongoose, Lansdale prescribed more

aggressive – and more ambitious – activities. The directives far exceeded the focus on

intelligence collection that had characterized Phase I, and now encompassed ‘major

sabotage operations against key Cuban industries and public utilities’. Lansdale went

so far as to name specific targets, which even included Texaco and Shell/Esso oil

refineries. But because of ‘continually tightening security controls’, the size of teams

that would infiltrate and recruit ‘resistance cells’ was now reduced to two to five’.96
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As September wore on, intelligence forecasts on the Soviet build-up gradually

became gloomier. SNIE 85-3-62 raised the spectre of offensive weapons, including

medium- and intermediate-range ballistic missiles, in Cuba.97 And the pressure was on

Lansdale and the SG-A. No sabotage operations had been launched even by the first

week of October, a fact that left Robert Kennedy thoroughly dissatisfied. Moreover,

promising signs of a capable Cuban resistance had yet to materialize.98 The SG-A

instructed Lansdale to explore more specific sabotage operations, and it was decided

that the National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) would look into ‘complete sweeps’ of

Cuba by Lockheed U-2 aircraft. If military facilities were indeed under construction in

Cuba, the SG-A decided, the need to gather SIGINT outweighed the risks of

heightened operational visibility.99 To confirm reports alleging construction on

MRBM sites in Cuba, President Kennedy met with the SG-A on 9 October specifically

to discuss U-2 overflights. It was at this meeting that the president authorized the

flight that on 14 October would confirm the existence of a medium-range ballistic

missile site on 14 October.100

By mid-October, after the now famous U-2 overflight, Operation Mongoose

quickly fell out of favour with both Kennedy brothers. Robert Kennedy sternly

criticized the project on 16 October, noting that although intelligence collection

had improved, the sabotage operations had been a complete failure. He angrily

ordered that SG-A meetings be held every day at 9:30 am until the end of the

missile crisis.101 Two factors largely contributed to the cessation of Mongoose

activities. One was the general dissatisfaction on the part of the White House

with Lansdale’s failure to undertake sabotage operations and achieve further

progress over the year since the project was launched.102 The other was the

evolution of new thinking on how to deal with Cuba: Policy Planning Council

Chairman Walt W. Rostow’s so-called ‘Track Two’, which envisioned ‘an effort to

engage Cubans more deeply, both within Cuba and abroad, in efforts for their

own liberation’.103 Rostow claimed that no amount of resources and action could

engineer a revolt in Cuba without domestic support on the part of Cuban

groups, which even as late as autumn 1962 (when Mongoose planners had

expected to stage an uprising), had proven hopelessly anaemic. With these

factors working in tandem to undercut the continuation of support, the fate of

Operation Mongoose was sealed. During the missile crisis, Kennedy continually

agonized over the danger of Soviet reprisals in Berlin in response to a military

strike against Cuba along the lines of OPLANs 314 or 316.104 Near its end, open

discussion began on the role of the Mongoose operation and its basic objective.

With the failure to topple the Castro regime, Bundy wondered what the goal

should be. Should it remain the overthrow of the regime? Or should efforts

focus on straining the Soviet–Cuban relationship?105 Operation Mongoose

ultimately ceased its activities in December 1962. And Bundy formally

recommended the discontinuation of the project in January 1963.106
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Conclusion: An Operation Without a Plan

From the time of their reorganization in early 1961, to the outbreak of the missile crisis

in October 1962, several factors inhibited the success of US covert operations in Cuba.
One was the sheer ambition of the Cuba Project’s objectives – the removal of Fidel

Castro and the outright overthrow of the Cuba’s Communist regime. Though a foreign
exchange crunch and slowed growth had dampened popular sentiments on the island,
sufficient opposition against Castro never approached the critical threshold at which it

could, as officials like Lansdale hoped, give rise to open revolt. Coupled to this
shortcoming was the fact that the few organized opposition groups possessed the

means to stage a change of regime. With neither the high-level infiltration necessary to
stage a palace coup, nor domestic Cuban support behind the effort to encourage a

popular uprising, US covert actions could hardly achieve their stated ends.
Aside from the lack of a well-conceived strategy, even after the consolidation of

activities under Operation Mongoose, US covert actions bore telltale signs of flawed
design. Despite an accommodating budget that reached some $60 million, the need to

maintain secrecy, especially in the early months, severely limited the project’s
activities. As a result, small infiltration teams without access to bases of Cuban support
floundered in their attempts to secure a foothold within Cuba. And the CIA’s failure to

organize and train an effective extra-Cuban opposition force of exiles crippled its
ability to stage the sophisticated acts of sabotage that Lansdale called for.107

These incongruities between ends and means, however, never came to bear on the
administration’s imperative to take action – any action – to hasten the downfall of

Castro. That imperative stemmed from the Kennedy brothers’ shared preoccupation
with Castro and Cuba, which had firmly lodged itself in their minds after the Bay of

Pigs debacle. As both brothers became increasingly convinced of the need for an
aggressive policy, the need to implement new courses of action soon outweighed the
need to carefully chart them. Given that nearly pathological sense of determination,

neither the various initiatives to kill Castro involving the criminal underworld, nor
their ultimate failures, like those of many planned sabotage and infiltration operations,

came as surprises. Compounding other difficulties were the personal influence of
Robert Kennedy and the pyramidal structure of the ‘command operation’, both of

which limited Lansdale’s freedom of action and hindered the adoption of tactical
changes drawing on feedback from analysts and intelligence reports. Instead of

expanding the programme’s scope in a way that would maximize the use of allotted
resources, the SG-A and the White House chose instead to walk a delicate middle

course, between limited, inconsequential action and the public discovery of US
involvement that a more direct military intervention would entail.

Importantly, however, evidence suggests that this course clearly sidestepped direct

military action against the Castro regime, at least before October 1962. By then, of course,
the missile crisis brought about serious discussions of an invasion along the lines of

OPLANs 314 and 316, which the JCS had readied. But well before that point, the
administration’s frustration with the ‘The Cuba Project’ had reached critical levels, and
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concerns about secrecy had ceased to outweigh other considerations that factored into the
coordination of Operation Mongoose activities. Yet Kennedy still made certain that

advisers like Lansdale, Taylor, and McCone were clear on the range of permissible action
for covert operations in Cuba. It was a range of action whose latitude expanded

considerably between November 1961 and August 1962, but never one that encompassed
the authority to employ direct US military force. Neither did intensified military

contingency planning lead the president to set a ‘course’ that would lead to a second
invasion of Cuba. That much is clear from the documentary record of the administration’s

foreign policy, including the recent transcriptions of Kennedy White House tapes, which
contain no evidence of a new invasion of Cuba beyond scattered references to routine
military preparations and the Defense Department’s contingency plans.

For it seems clear that personal agendas and the visibility of US. involvement aside,
a strategic dimension to Kennedy’s calculations both propelled and restrained covert

action in Cuba. In breaking from his predecessor’s focus on Europe and his belief that
the problems of Berlin and Cuba were distinct, Kennedy firmly subscribed to the

notion of a geopolitical linkage of the two Cold War flashpoints. Here, the newly
transcribed White House tapes shed considerable light in helping to explain the

president’s thinking.108 To Kennedy, the considerable US leverage over Cuba, manifest
in the threat of an invasion or blockade, could be brought to bear to counteract Soviet
conventional military superiority in Berlin. Accordingly, he believed that that leverage

had to be protected – and could not simply be squandered in another attempted
invasion. This belief in Cuba’s strategic value in the context of the larger Cold War,

even beyond the security threat posed by a Communist regime 90 miles off the Florida
coast, may help explain the administration’s determination to rid Cuba of Castro. But

by the autumn of 1962, well before the onset of the Cuban missile crisis, the dual
concern about the roles of Berlin and Cuba as two sides of the same Cold War coin

may also have raised a warning flag in the eyes of some of Kennedy’s closest advisers
entrusted with reconfiguring and ramping up the Cuba operation. As McCone noted

in a meeting on 21 August that:

Throughout these discussions, it was abundantly clear that in the minds of [the]
State [Department], and Mr. Bundy, speaking for the White House, there is a very
definite inter-relationship between Cuba and other trouble spots, such as Berlin. It
was felt that a blockade of Cuba would automatically bring about a blockade of
Berlin; that drastic action on a missile site or other military installation of the Soviets
in Cuba would bring about similar action by the Soviets with respect to our bases
and numerous missile sites, particularly Turkey and southern Italy. Also, there is a
reluctance, as previously, to the commitment of military forces because of the task
involved and also because of retaliatory actions of the Soviets elsewhere throughout
the world.109

The extent to which this holistic view of the international confrontation with the
Soviet Union shaped the administration’s Cuba policy is not immediately apparent.

But the fact that it figured prominently in their minds, in stark contrast to their
Eurocentric, Eisenhower-era predecessors, is indisputable. Ultimately, Kennedy and
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his advisers fashioned their own response to the threat that Castro posed to their

agenda for Latin America, and their efforts to combat Soviet influence in the Third

World. The resulting policy of covert action served as a continuation of past

endeavours, as well as a test of Kennedy’s resolve to ‘pay any price, bear any burden’, to

extricate Cuba and the hemisphere from the grasp of the Communist bloc.
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