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Remarks Prepared for Delivery at the Trade Mart in Dallas, Texas, November 22, 1963 [Undelivered]

We in this country, in this generation, are—by destiny rather than choice—the watchmen on the walls of world freedom. We ask, therefore, that we may be worthy of our power and responsibility, that we may exercise our strength with wisdom and restraint, and that we may achieve in our time and for all time the ancient vision of “peace on earth, good will toward men.” That must always be our goal, and the righteousness of our cause must always underlie our strength. For as was written long ago: “except the Lord keep the city, the watchman waketh but in vain.”

—President John F. Kennedy

November 22, 1963
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Editors’ Introduction


Harold Weisberg was without peer in his knowledge of the factual evidence related to the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. His Whitewash, the first book critical of the Warren Commission, was published just a few months after the release of the Warren Report and its twenty-six-volume appendix of hearings and exhibits. On the basis of a meticulous, factual, and logical dissection of the government’s own evidence, Weisberg demonstrated that the alleged “lone-nut” assassin, Lee Harvey Oswald, fired no shots and that the assassination was the end product of a conspiracy.1 Whitewash was followed by several books as he probed deeper into the government’s case and how it conducted its investigation.2 When he encountered roadblocks to obtaining information, as he often did, he turned to the courts using the newly-enacted Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) to obtain documents that the Warren Commission and other federal agencies had unjustifiably withheld. It was in the context of one of his many FOIA cases (CA75-226) that the Justice Department itself declared in court that Weisberg knew more about the JFK assassination than anyone in the FBI.

Through many years of painstaking work, Weisberg steadfastly refused to speculate on the identity of the real assassins. Among the major findings of his research was that the government, with all its resources and expertise, had not really investigated the crime itself, but was content to pin the blame on the dead Oswald. This meant that the official investigation would provide no leads that could be followed in trying to identify the real assassins. It would certainly not help matters that the media shirked its responsibility by failing to even raise questions about the Warren Commission’s work and the basis of its conclusions. xNor did it object to the commission’s conduct of its hearings in absolute secrecy, as it has done in cases of far less significance. In praising the Warren Report on its release, months before the release of evidence on which it was supposedly based, the media was complicit in the government’s deception, a complicity that for the most part continues to this very day. The critical work of investigating the president’s murder was left to individuals without the vast resources of the government and the media. Unfortunately, many concocted conspiracy theories with little or no real evidence, a practice which Weisberg was quick to point out only further confused, misled, and misinformed the public, thereby reducing whatever pressure that might have been brought to bear on the government to be honest about the assassination and its official investigation, provide its evidence to the public, and conduct a real investigation, however belatedly.

Government stonewalling was not the only obstacle Weisberg faced in pursuing his work; he was also severely hampered by several life-threatening illnesses that for years made it virtually impossible for him to use the fruits of all those FOIA lawsuits—the thousands of pages of Warren Commission, FBI, CIA, and Secret Service documents stored in the basement of his home.3 He decided that the best use of his remaining years would be to make a record for history, which resulted in producing numerous unedited, unpublished manuscripts,4 among which is Waketh the Watchman? Knowing his time was limited and wanting to get as much down on paper as he could, Weisberg was not—and could not be—concerned with producing a polished product. Nonetheless, the record he left is impressive.

Waketh the Watchman? represents a departure from his earlier work in that it is more speculative, but his speculation about who was behind the assassination of President Kennedy is grounded in fact. Weisberg adopts the lawyers’ approach of building a circumstantial case based on answers to three basic questions: who had the motive; who had the means; and who had the opportunity to carry out the assassination. He presents a solid case implicating the upper echelon of the military in the Pentagon and Joint Chiefs of Staff, but it is important to note, as Weisberg makes clear, this is not an indictment of the military as a whole. It also needs to xibe said, as Weisberg does, that as strong as his circumstantial case is, it is not proof, and certainly not “proof beyond a reasonable doubt.” He concedes that we will probably never know who the actual gunmen were, or who gave the orders to assassinate the president, but that does not mean Weisberg’s effort is without value. Waketh the Watchman? gives direction to further investigation, and more importantly, highlights significant institutional failures which we must acknowledge and correct for the sake of the viability of this country going forward.

Weisberg’s ability to put together this case, as well as his other work, is a testament to his remarkable memory and intriguing and educational life experiences,5 which prepared him well to undertake this work. He began writing for newspapers when he was still in high school and later became the Washington correspondent for Click magazine, investigating and exposing Nazi cartels, among other things. For a time in the 1930s, he was an investigator and editor for the U.S. Senate Civil Liberties Committee. Weisberg also worked for the Justice Department on the famous “Bloody Harlan” prosecution. He was a soldier in World War II, and was tapped to become an intelligence analyst for the OSS, the forerunner of the CIA. In all these various experiences, Weisberg honed his skills as an investigator and intelligence analyst who, as he puts it, developed a knack for seeing and understanding the significance of the obvious. This is a skill which he puts to good use in this book, as he did in all of his work.6 Through all this work, he was supported by his wife, Lillian, acknowledging that without her none of this would have been possible.

As editors, we approached our task first and foremost with care to keep Weisberg’s voice and argument intact. Our purpose was to make his rough draft into a publishable work that brings out his argument with clarity. To accomplish this task, we reorganized some chapters; corrected occasional grammatical errors; deleted some unnecessary material; added explanatory footnotes, some appendices, and a selected bibliography; and supplied necessary citations. We also took the liberty of slightly modifying his original title, Waketh the Watchman? Our Strangelovian7 Military and the Kennedy Assassination, as we explain below. Our hope, finally, is that our editing succeeds in making Waketh the Watchman? accessible to the general public.

xii
We first met Harold Weisberg in 1971 when we were undergraduate students at the University of Wisconsin at Stevens Point. Weisberg was the main speaker at a Symposium on the JFK Assassination at the university, which we helped organize. Then, as young sociology professors in the early 1980s interested in teaching courses on the JFK assassination, we reached out to Mr. Weisberg who generously offered his time and advice and unfettered access to the thousands of pages of government documents on both the JFK and King assassinations. Our relationship with Mr. Weisberg over the next roughly twenty years grew to the point where we considered him a friend as well as a mentor. Through countless letters and occasional visits with him at his home in Frederick, Maryland, he inspired and assisted us in the writing and lecturing we have done over the years on the Kennedy assassination.

It is partly because of our special relationship with Mr. Weisberg, as well as a familiarity with his published and unpublished work on the JFK assassination, that we felt qualified to undertake the editing of this unpublished work. Of all the unpublished manuscripts which Weisberg wrote to make a record for history, we believe this one especially deserves a wider audience. So, it is with a deep sense of obligation to the truth and respect for the legacy of commitment to the truth that distinguished the life and work of Harold Weisberg (1913–2002) that we present Waketh the Watchman? The Military and the Kennedy Assassination.

Finally, we feel honored to have played a small part in assisting Mr. Weisberg in fulfilling those “promises to keep” that Robert Frost spoke of so eloquently in “Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening,” the last lines of which Mr. Weisberg frequently invoked:

The woods are lovely, dark and deep,

But I have promises to keep,

And miles to go before I sleep,

And miles to go before I sleep.
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Chapter 1 The JFK Assassination and Its Investigation: Historical Context


One of the by-products of the “Cold War” between the US and the USSR was the emergence of the national security state in which the institutional order comes to be dominated by considerations of national defense.1 Two of its key features are the widespread cloaking of government policies and actions in a veil of official secrecy and the increased militarization of society and its institutions. Both served to undermine the free and democratic foundation of American society. “National security” became a rationale for withholding from the public knowledge necessary for the exercise of the rights and the obligations of citizens in a democratic society.2 And it became a rationale for military and intelligence agencies to pursue their own policies instead of those of duly elected officials accountable to the electorate.


“National Security” and Official Secrecy

During the Cold War, withholding information from the American people was an everyday occurrence. Aside from seeking to preserve the mystique of secrecy, the agencies were intent on withholding from the American people information that was very well known to the USSR and 2other foreign governments. The courts were largely complicit; no claim of official secrecy was too ridiculous for them to accept, however irrational, preposterous, outrageous or incredible, as long as “national security” was allegedly at stake.

Through my years of efforts to rescue from oblivion official records on the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Martin Luther King, records that belong to the people as a matter of law, I have come to know how the “national security” excuse is misused to maintain official secrecy, even when the “national security” claim is absurd on its face. In one of my Freedom of Information Act (FOIA) cases, the FBI released among other items a newspaper clipping. The clipping included the well-known name of one of its agents which the FBI redacted a dozen times from that single story! How redacting the name could protect national security when it had already been published is difficult to fathom. And yet, the clever clerk who perpetrated that outrage was rewarded with a promotion to special agent! In another example, the CIA withheld even the name of a hotel and claimed that, too, was required as a matter of “national security,” because the hotel name would reveal to the local government the name of the city in which the CIA was working. In fact, the CIA was working there with the knowledge of the local government. In yet another case, the FBI claimed that maintaining the secrecy of its source was essential to “national security,” that to release it would threaten international relations and might even lead to war. However, the source—the Royal Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP)—had already been disclosed by the FBI in previously released records. It also substituted for withheld records slip sheets indicating that the RCMP was its source. Yet, to protect its source in the interest of national security, it withheld dozens of documents. Neither the FBI nor the CIA ever displayed institutional embarrassment about the preposterous claims they made in order to keep information secret when there was no justification for doing so.

When many of the documents withheld on the grounds of “national security” were eventually disclosed, it became obvious that there had been no rational justification for withholding them, that their disclosure in no way threatened the nation’s security. Instead, it appears that there are 3two basic motives behind this misuse of the national security justification. The first amounts to plain stonewalling, making lawsuits more costly and time-consuming for those legitimately seeking information from their government. The second is to avoid the possibility of official embarrassment over the information itself.

In 1994, hundreds of thousands of previously withheld records were disclosed, in compliance with the 1992 JFK Records law,3 records kept secret for thirty years with no legal justification. When the records had to be disclosed, it became obvious that they were withheld on the basis of lies, in some cases rising to the level of perjury. Their disclosure did no harm of any kind to any proper government activity or function.

The work of the Warren Commission provides an excellent example of the harms caused by the misuse of official secrecy. Without it, the Warren Report on the assassination of President Kennedy could never have been issued. The commission would not have dared! It is only because the commission took testimony in secret that its conclusions could seem viable. Had it been known that in taking testimony the commission did not seek the truth, it would have been a major scandal. With the secrecy lifted, it became evident that much of the testimony it took directly contradicted the commission’s conclusions. This is also true of the commission’s unpublished documentation; it says and means the exact opposite of what the commission said. (see Appendix 1 for a few examples.) In this case, the secrecy concealed the failure of the commission to seriously investigate the president’s murder and ensured that whoever was responsible for it got away with it.

The contradictions between the commission’s own evidence and its report are so obvious that by mid-February 1965, I was able to complete my first book, Whitewash, refuting the report using only the commission’s own evidence. That report had only been made public at the end of September 1964! In the almost three decades since, not a single error has been attributed to that book by all the official agencies that examined it closely seeking to find fault. Of the hundreds of people named in the book, not a single one has written or phoned to complain of unfair treatment or of error.
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“National Security” and Militarization

In addition to the cult of secrecy that emerged, the new understanding of “national security” requirements resulted in an ever-greater role for the military in society. Two major aspects of this are the usurpation by the military and intelligence agencies of the powers of elected officials to set US policy, particularly foreign policy, and the devotion of an ever-increasing share of resources to military spending, both directly, such as weapons systems, and indirectly, such as aspects of the space program.

As the military became more important, it encroached more and more on the authority to set national policy, an authority granted by the Constitution to the president and Congress. The military leaders seemed to believe that in so doing, it was following the path of patriotism, serving the national interest and providing for “national security.” In fact, as it quietly assumed an ever-greater role, usurping civilian authority, even that of the elected president, it subverted our most basic principles.

The “founding fathers,” the most brilliant of the world’s political thinkers in my view, regarded excessive power in the hands of the military as dangerous and contrary to the maintenance of a free and democratic society. In the Federalist Papers (No. 25), Alexander Hamilton, in arguing that the common defense would be best served by a national army rather than state armies, warned that the people have the most to fear from those they see as their trusted protectors:


For it is a truth, which the experience of the ages has attested, that the people are commonly more in danger when the means of injuring their rights are in the possession of those of whom they entertain the least suspicion.4



Of what we have been permitted to piece together of the assassination of President John F. Kennedy, despite the official secrecy in which the Warren Commission’s fraud of an investigation was conducted, Hamilton’s prescient words have become frighteningly significant.

A good example is provided in Arthur Schlesinger’s A Thousand Days. In his account of a conference Kennedy had with his military experts about the morass in which they were bogging us down in Southeast Asia, 5he notes their desire to wrest control over decision making from the president through their insistence that he agree in advance to every step they might decide is necessary, even dropping nuclear weapons on Hanoi or Peking.


The President was appalled at the sketchy nature of American military planning for Laos—the lack of detail and the unanswered questions. One day they suggested sending troops into two airstrips in Pathet Lao territory; they could land a thousand troops a day, and there were 5000 enemy guerrillas nearby. Kennedy, after interrogation, discovered that the airstrips could only be used by day and that it would take a week or so for troops to reach them overland. He then asked what would happen if the Pathet Lao allowed the troops to land for two days and then attacked. The military did not seem to have thought of that.

For all their differences, the military left a predominant impression that they did not want ground troops at all unless they could send at least 140,000 men equipped with tactical nuclear weapons. By now the Pentagon was developing what would become its standard line in Southeast Asia—unrelenting opposition to limited intervention except on the impossible condition that the President agree in advance to every further step they deemed sequential, including, on occasion, nuclear bombing of Hanoi and even Peking. At one National Security Council meeting General Lemnitzer outlined the processes by which each American action would provoke a Chinese counteraction, provoking in turn an even more drastic American response. He concluded: “If we are given the right to use nuclear weapons, we can guarantee victory.” The President sat glumly rubbing his upper molar, saying nothing. After a moment someone said, “Mr. President, perhaps you would have the General explain to us what he means by victory.” Kennedy grunted and dismissed the meeting. Later he said, “Since he couldn’t think of any further escalation, he would have to promise us victory.”

The Chiefs had their own way of reacting to the Cuban fiasco. It soon began to look to the White House as if they were taking care 6to build a record which would permit them to say that, whatever the President did, he acted against their advice. This had not yet been identified as a tactic, however, and in April 1961 their opposition to limited intervention had a powerful effect.5



The Joint Chiefs of Staff seemed to understand the Constitution as giving the military the responsibility for deciding between war and peace, not the Congress at the request of the president. They had planned to provoke China so that China would have to react. That would have led to a stronger United States reaction until we would be dropping nuclear bombs. Of course, had they dropped, the destruction would not have been limited to that distant side of the world, but would have set the entire world afire in the deadliest of fires resulting in fatalities thousands of miles from the immediate flames. The slaughter would have exceeded anything in history. While the military had ample civilian support for its policy of policing the world, our Constitution denies to the military any such authority.

If they could drop nuclear bombs wherever they chose, General Lyman Lemnitzer, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, said, they “can guarantee victory.” But what kind of “victory” can there be once all the world’s nuclear bombs are set off? “Victory” for us at home with nuclear bombs killing us by the millions and ruining the lives of even more?

So, long before the existence of such terrible weapons of unimaginable power, Hamilton was so very right in saying that the people have most to fear from those they believe they have least to fear, their defenders, the military. The US Constitution prohibits military control over matters of war and peace. Yet, for all practical purposes, the military achieved such control and used it exactly as the founders feared.

The simple dedication to Arthur Schlesinger’s book, A Thousand Days, reads, “In memory of John Fitzgerald Kennedy.” This is directly followed by a thought-provoking quotation from Hemingway:


If people bring so much courage to this world the world has to kill them to break them, so of course it kills them. The world breaks every one and afterward many are strong at the broken places. But 7those that will not break it kills. It kills the very good and the very gentle and the very brave impartially.6



How pertinent when Kennedy’s policy was the opposite of the military’s. As he made clear in his eloquent commencement address at American University in the summer of 1963, he wanted not the world afire but the world at peace, “But those that will not break it kills.” Apt as Schlesinger regarded this simple truth when he began his masterful book with it, there is now, as this book reflects, even more cause to consider it as an accurate account of what happened.

Another example of the military’s efforts to manipulate policy and undermine presidential authority is its use of body-counts in Vietnam. Some time after Schlesinger’s book appeared I was visiting my friend, the late Steve Barber, then the Washington correspondent for the conservative London Daily Telegraph. Steve had been in Vietnam and had reported on that war for some time. He was the first to confirm to me the obvious and fairly widespread belief that the body-count figures of enemy killed that the military reported were fraudulent. Steve told me that whatever they did or did not report, all reporters in Vietnam were aware of this.

In those days, government agencies regarded opposition to the government’s obviously wrong Vietnam policies, policies that followed the military’s agenda, as worse than criminal. Had it not been pursuing its own agenda, military advisors would have counseled the president to avoid involvement there. To further its own agenda, the military created situations that would and did lead to a wider war deepening our involvement. These actions were pursued despite the military’s knowledge that even if they could conquer a country, they could not conquer a people who resisted conquest. In all that followed, the deliberate dishonesty of the military is a central consideration. The war, in fact, led to tremendous loss of life, more than fifty-eight thousand Americans and more than three million Vietnamese on both sides died. Millions more were maimed. The social, economic, and environmental costs were enormous.

In addition to the military, various intelligence agencies were involved in undermining the Constitution in relation to the war. I was involved in one of the earliest protests of our actions in Vietnam. I was one of a 8group of writers and editors who added our signatures to an ad protesting our government’s actions and policies in Vietnam. The CIA added copies of our ad to its files, one for each signer. Several of these names were marked indicating the agency’s special interest in some of the participants. I remember only two, me and pediatrician Doctor Benjamin Spock. That was in 1966, after I had published Whitewash. Under our form of government, intelligence agencies have no business spying on and monitoring what Americans say and believe. Nonetheless, they did spy on us and the anti-war movement generally, compiling secret files on many who held views not approved by the government.



Complicit Media

Another casualty of the Cold War and the national security state was the media, which abdicated its critical role in a democratic society of informing the people and keeping the government honest. I recall that without exception the major media supported this wrongful policy and military activity, this undeclared war. In general, it reported the military’s lies as established truth. It criticized and defamed those citizens who spoke out against that war and those policies. It reported as fact those fraudulent body count figures of casualties on the other side and military successes on our side. In this the media deceived and misled us all, including the president who was given those very same figures. The inevitable result intended by the military and amplified by the media was that the president was led to believe that the war was going favorably for us when the exact opposite was true.

As Steve Barber and I were talking about American policy in Vietnam, I told him that it was the military’s policy to get us into a war with China, recalling the aforementioned quote from Schlesinger. He could not believe that, if true, it was public knowledge. I suggested that he look up Lemnitzer in the index of Schlesinger’s book. He did and he was stunned. “How could I have missed that?” he asked. That he could and did reflects the problem faced by even honest reporters: The volume of information available to them is overwhelming. They cannot possibly keep up with all they should know.

Whatever the reason for the media’s failure, Schlesinger’s story went unreported. This is also true of what I will quote from Schlesinger later 9regarding Kennedy’s instructions to Averell Harriman about nuclear treaty negotiations with Moscow. Yet both contain essential information that should be known to American citizens and their representatives in Congress whose authority it is to determine how much and on what the government spends.

In recent years, the media has on many matters, especially foreign policy, been virtually an arm of government in supporting policies that depart from the American tradition and violate our laws, international agreements, and treaties. Vietnam was one example. Before that it was Korea. Very few Americans, including a new generation of reporters, are aware that the direct causes of each of those costly wars was our refusal to permit the elections that had been agreed upon in international settlements after World War II. We fought those wars because the sides that obviously would have won those elections were not the side we favored. We talked about free elections, but that was Cold War talk. We believed in free elections where “our” side would win.

In each case the presidents involved were persuaded by the military to enact these policies. And in each case and all similar cases, politicians and the media promoted these policies that violated international law, our treaty commitments, and our own Constitution. This included most significantly fighting wars that under our Constitution can only be authorized by Congressional declarations of war. The consequence is that since World War II, we have been in varying degrees and in innumerable places engaged in de facto war almost continuously, without any declaration of war by Congress.



Revising History

Like all presidents, John Kennedy inherited the policies of his predecessor, particularly with respect to Cuba, Vietnam, and relations with the Soviet Union. And like most, he depended upon his military advisors, particularly in war situations. In the early days of his presidency, his policies reflect this.

In recent years, a minor industry has sprung up dedicated to rewriting the history of the thousand days of Kennedy’s presidency. It has served to undermine the public’s affection for him and his policies. In 10these revisionist accounts, he is portrayed as an entirely different man and an entirely different president than he was and than he wanted to be. Some of this results from a failure to understand that there were really two quite different President Kennedys. The presidency changed Kennedy in extraordinary ways. Those two weeks in October 1962, when his decisions might determine whether the world would be incinerated or not, convinced him that we needed to find ways to step back from the brink.

In the Cuba Missile Crisis,7 Khrushchev had given Kennedy that decision to make.8 Despite the urgings of most of his civilian advisors and all of his military advisors, Kennedy made the right decision. As a consequence, the world did not go up in a nuclear holocaust and, haltingly, detente began.

When he realized how close the world had come to an unprecedented disaster he became what was generally referred to as a “dove.” Despite fearing defeat in the Congress, he began nuclear detente by initiating the limited test-ban agreement with the Soviet Union. He realized that the first step in preventing a nuclear disaster was to stop expanding the nuclear arsenal.



Twisted Priorities

Thirty years later, we are pressing the rest of the world to forego the acquisition of nuclear weapons. As I write this, the newspapers are holding forth the possibility of war with North Korea over the nuclear issue. While we lead the world in the push to prevent the proliferation of nuclear weapons, we spend a fortune designing and manufacturing new nuclear weapons of our own, which given the disintegration of the Soviet Union, there seems to be no rational need for, if ever there was. The military insists that we need them and the military gets what it wants, whether or not it is genuinely needed and whether or not it good for us or the world. For Senators and Representatives, failure to support these programs is political suicide; what the military wants, the military gets.

Spending vast sums on nuclear weapons and other unnecessary military programs means a lack of funding to address our most pressing needs. We cannot afford to adequately address such problems as crime, unemployment, homelessness, failing schools, and unsafe roads and bridges. 11The consequences for the political and economic health of our country are enormous. Those countries that do not waste their wealth on unneeded military supplies, equipment, and bases, improve their schools and prepare their young people to be more productive and competitive.

The distribution of military spending has much to do with ongoing political and popular support for wasteful military production. Military installations and production facilities are crucial to the economies of most states. Members of Congress, therefore, vote against such unneeded and wasteful military appropriations at their political peril. Of course, unless and until that production can be replaced by production that meets our real needs, ending it would create massive unemployment. There is now no substitute for those military related jobs, because since World War II there has been no planning for peacetime, non-military production.

Under the most military-minded of recent administrations, those of Ronald Reagan and George H. W. Bush, the national debt climbed to four times what was accumulated under all previous administrations. While condemning mythical “welfare queens” who allegedly drove Cadillacs to pick up their welfare checks, Reagan lavished the national treasure on what the military did not need, want, and, in some cases, did not even work. He did this with such extravagance that a common hammer was billed to the government for as much as many earn in a week, all the while cutting to the bone funding for those most in need.

Our national policy was largely one of cutting as much as possible from basic needs while wasting billions on those who finance political campaigns through their ownership of the means of military production and those who profit from it, all the while neglecting the education of our young and so many other societal needs.

Countries that did not manufacture all these missiles and warheads and all the planes that could not perform as intended, that did not deny real and existing needs in favor of adventures in space, prospered. Their young received better educations than ours, preparing them to do what economic growth and efficient production requires. Their infant mortality rate declined while ours climbed. They were able to provide excellent medical care for all while many of our people have none at all. The effort 12at health-care reform during the Clinton administration in 1994 was defeated. What the rest of the developed world had, we could not afford.

Yet, in that same year, we sent our 64th shuttle into space. The September 1994 mission was to study “the sun’s corona, or outer atmosphere, to gather information about solar wind,” which “can disrupt radio communications.” According to the report in the Washington Post, a special “$7 million clip-on jet pack” was developed for that project so that repairs could be made in space without the astronauts being tethered to the space station.9

That money was not available for doing something about the air we breathe that makes so many ill, killing some. The fortune required to send that shuttle into space to test that clip-on jet pack could not be spent on bridges on earth that are in danger of crumbling or have been closed as unsafe, nor could it be spent on the repairs so many essential highways need; those funds having been devoted to the military and to exciting, but hardly essential, adventures in space.

There are published reports that the military is developing aircraft capable of flying at Mach 7—seven times the speed of sound—and an SR-75 “Penetrator” plane, a replacement for the S-71 Blackbird spy plane, that can fly at three and a half times the speed of sound.

After the collapse of the Soviet Union and the end of the Cold War, the need for such disproportionate spending on the military is, at least, highly questionable.10

The Cold War may be over in some respects, but the structures and principles it built and maintained are alive and well, and may be so in part as a result of the assassination of a president who attempted to change course.

It is time to rethink the course our country has taken. Our priorities as a nation have been distorted. We need to restore our sense of values, of what is important, and focus on the genuine needs of the nation. And we must reconnect with the principles on which the nation was founded.

In the chapters that follow, these themes will be explored in their relation to the Kennedy presidency and the assassination. Had the assassination of President Kennedy been the act of a “lone nut,” its historical context 13would be of no great significance. Because it was a conspiracy, as demonstrated by the government’s own evidence, the distortion of our basic institutions and fundamental principles by the Cold War ideology must be explored in trying to understand why the president was overthrown and why no serious effort was made to identify the conspirators. The official secrecy, the interference of the military and intelligence agencies in policy setting, the militarization of our institutions, and the complicity of the media all need to be considered.
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Chapter 2 Vietnam: “Deception, Intrigue, and the Struggle For Power”


Following the Cuba Missile Crisis, John Kennedy set about trying to change these self-destructive national policies. He made this clear in his June 1963 American University commencement address, the so-called “Peace Speech,” in sending Averill Harriman to negotiate the limited nuclear test-ban agreement with the Soviet Union, and in his attempts to cancel wasteful and destructive military production. And, despite what the revisionists tell us, Kennedy had decided to withdraw US forces from Vietnam, but only after the 1964 election, realizing that doing so before would cost him the election and any hope of ending our involvement. His actions and intentions regarding Vietnam are a matter of record as is his insistence that he would never send combat troops there. This is the real meaning of his changed policy.

The military and its political allies, however, made every effort to frustrate his plans.

During the first week of June 1968, I conducted the interviews for a then popular radio program, “Authors’ Roundtable,” at the annual convention of the American Booksellers Association at the Shoreham Hotel, in Washington. One of those I interviewed was retired Army General 15James Gavin, widely known as Kennedy’s intellectual general, who had just published a book. I asked him about Kennedy’s reported intention of getting us out of Vietnam. What Gavin told me has since become public knowledge and is recorded in the then secret National Security Action Memorandum (NSAM) 263. Gavin said that Kennedy had ordered the withdrawal of one thousand of our “advisers” in Vietnam by the end of 1963 and had decided to get the US out entirely after the election. Gavin also told me, and I am confident these are close to his exact words, that Kennedy was calling some of the generals in and telling them, “Vietnam is a political problem,” and asking, “What can I do to convince you that political problems are not susceptible of military solutions?”

Gavin’s account is confirmed by Kenneth P. O’Donnell and David F. Powers, the two men who, outside his family, were closest to Kennedy from the time he first ran for the House of Representatives. O’Donnell was the president’s appointments secretary, the one who controls access to the president, and also the staff administrator. Like Powers, he was Kennedy’s confidant and frequent companion. They had a closer personal relationship with the president than anyone other than his brother Robert. Powers served many roles but in fact he was “a guy that President Kennedy liked to have around him as much as possible.” Press Secretary Pierre Salinger described O’Donnell as the most powerful and influential man Kennedy had in the White House. O’Donnell and Powers’s 1972 book, “Johnny, We Hardly Knew Ye,” is a first-person account of their time in the White House. Toward the end of the book, in discussing Kennedy and Vietnam, they explain his view.


The president had viewed Vietnam as a political problem, rather than a military crisis, and he had hoped that the fighting between Diem’s Saigon government and the Communist Viet Cong could be stopped by political compromising on both sides to work out a truce and a settlement such as he and Averell Harriman had effected in Laos in 1961 with Khrushchev’s help. Such a solution became impossible because Diem’s fanatical brother and sister-in-law, the Nhus, persecuting and terrorizing non-Communist political enemies and carrying on religious warfare against nonpolitical 16Buddhists, had turned the Saigon regime into a police state with no popular support.1



While it may be suspected that because of their closeness to Kennedy, O’Donnell and Powers might be biased, there is virtually nothing that I quote here or later that does not have confirmation in other sources. That they loved the man does not in itself make their book dishonest or inaccurate.

One of the best books on Kennedy and Vietnam, in my view, is John Newman’s 1992 book, JFK and Vietnam. When Newman wrote it, he was a major in Army intelligence and for twenty-five years was an academic who studied and taught Asian history. He had access to official records, particularly those of the Army, and to innumerable people who had first-hand knowledge. The book’s subtitle, “Deception, Intrigue, and the Struggle for Power,” is descriptive of its contents.

Newman’s book is an excellent record of one of the most significant and tragic episodes in our history. Impressively researched, with excellent sources, and well organized, it is an exceptional achievement that makes a complicated history accessible. More than that, it presents a solid and irrefutable case of the military’s most deliberate dishonesty, deception, manipulation, contrivance, and overt mendacity for the sole purpose of undoing the president’s explicit national policy on Vietnam. The military did the exact opposite of what he wanted and ordered. It provoked situations and manufactured statistics that limited his options to only those favored by the military. Almost within minutes of his assassination, the policy statement he had drafted in his NSAM 263 was transformed into precisely the opposite of what he intended. Instead of the beginning of the US pullout from Vietnam, it became in LBJ’s NSAM 273, a significant escalation of the war.2

The efforts by military officials to undermine the president’s policy had begun just a few days before the assassination at a conference in Hawaii organized in part to work out the implementation of NSAM 263. As Newman indicates in quoting from The Pentagon Papers, Kennedy’s order to withdraw troops was turned into “essentially an accounting exercise” consisting mostly “of the normal turnover cycle.” Newman details what 17was to have happened, the units from which those thousand men were to have come and how it was to be negated, the details being handled by a couple of clerks.3

In his chapter, “The Drums after Dallas,” Newman details the changes made in NSAM 273 after Kennedy was assassinated, changes that made it the exact opposite of what he wanted.4 In particular, the original restricted actions against North Vietnam to South Vietnamese forces in keeping with Kennedy’s insistence against introducing US combat forces to Vietnam. The revision strikes that section. As Newman points out, NSAM 273 was a significant escalation of the war.5 The changes made possible by what became known as “The Gulf of Tonkin incident,” an incident created by the military for the purpose of expanding the war. “The dam broke when NSAM 273 was rewritten four days after Kennedy’s assassination.”6

The final sentences of the chapter sum up the radical turnaround in American policy on Vietnam following the murder of President Kennedy.


. . . While Kennedy had told O’Donnell in the spring of 1963 that he could not pull out of Vietnam until he was reelected, “So we had better make damned sure I am reelected.” At a White House reception on Christmas eve, a month after he succeeded to the presidency, Lyndon Johnson told the Joint Chiefs: “Just let me get elected, and then you can have your war.”7



It would undoubtedly be a mistake—and a very big mistake—to believe that all of the many in the military who were involved in this deliberate subversion of our system of government understood it that way at all. They likely believed they were acting in the interest of the country’s “national security.” I do not doubt that in their minds they were patriots, carrying out what they understood as their responsibilities. But they were wrong in what they did, wrong in how they did it, and wrong in why they did it.

The military usurped presidential authority, and the consequences were disastrous for the United States, its allies, and Vietnam. This happened because the military violated the Constitution that clearly gives 18to the president and Congress the right and responsibility to determine national policy, not the military. That the policy was changed around entirely from withdrawal to escalation as soon as Kennedy was assassinated—completed, wrapped up—signed and sealed within four days—inevitably points fingers of suspicion at the military.

To the nation’s great cost and everlasting shame, by Kennedy’s assassination, the military got what he was denying it.

It also got us a major defeat in a war, the war the military wanted and got.

This account of the early history of the war in Vietnam, particularly with respect of Kennedy’s responsibility, is disputed by those generously referred to as “revisionists.” They do not merely “revise” our history to correct error or misunderstanding; they rewrite it to give it an entirely different meaning. They rewrite it to hold President Kennedy responsible for our initial involvement in Vietnam and for the catastrophic consequences of the military’s policies that began with Eisenhower and were implemented by the Johnson and Nixon administrations.

The distortions of this history began with the efforts to give an entirely different meaning to the disaster of the Bay of Pigs invasion of Cuba and to shift responsibility for it. Cubans who had fled when Castro’s revolution succeeded in throwing out the Batista dictatorship invaded the island in an effort to overthrow the Castro regime. Batista’s was the last in a long line of dictatorships that country suffered beginning when the United States went to war with Spain at the turn of the century. Whether or not, as many Cubans believed, they were about to free themselves from the Spanish yoke, the fact is that those military dictatorships were all with United States support and resulted in United States interests taking control of that poor country’s economy. The country was still so poor after more than a half century of United States domination that when Castro defeated the Batista dictatorship, with Batista and his gang finding refuge in the United States, most Cubans had no shoes and could not read and write. The unsuccessful invasion at the Bay of Pigs was in fact what Kennedy inherited from the Eisenhower administration. What Kennedy also inherited from the Eisenhower administration, and what also constrained his ability to set 19United States policy, was the unusual act of the outgoing Eisenhower administration in breaking relations with Cuba just before Kennedy’s inauguration. That decision, by tradition, would be the decision of the incoming administration, not the outgoing one.

A little-known part of the history was reported by Watergater E. Howard Hunt in his 1974 book, Undercover: Memoirs of An American Secret Agent. In it he says of Richard Nixon, Eisenhower’s vice president and the man Kennedy defeated to become president, “Secretly, . . . he was the White House action officer for our [CIA] covert project.” If that invasion had succeeded, Hunt writes, “I was to fly there with the provisional government” he and the CIA had handpicked to take over.8 Hunt, of the extreme political right, was also to write the constitution for the government of which he was to be the political guide.

Referring to a meeting Kennedy later had with General Douglas MacArthur, O’Donnell and Powers say:


The president later gave us a rundown of MacArthur’s remarks. He was extremely critical of the military advice that the president was getting from the Pentagon, blaming it on the military leadership of the previous ten years which, he said, had advanced the wrong officers. “You were lucky to have the mistake happen in a place like Cuba, where the strategic cost was not too great,” he said about the Bay of Pigs, and urged the president not to listen too carefully to advisers who favored a military buildup in Vietnam.9



Later in their book, where they deal with Vietnam, the advice of both of these authorities is repeated in slightly different words:


Charles de Gaulle sent word that we could expect no military help from France under any circumstances. He explained to Kennedy later in Paris that he would support the United States in a total war against Russia, but after his own bitter experience of fighting in Southeast Asia during the early 1950s, he wanted no part of warfare
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