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Introduction: Case Open


Forty-five years since the assassination of President John F. Kennedy on November 22, 1963, the mystery of what really happened in Dallas continues to haunt the imaginations of millions of Americans. Consider the events of the past two years alone:


	A new study by Italian weapons experts, test-firing the identical Mannlicher-Carcano rifle said to have been used by Lee Harvey Oswald, concluded that it would have been impossible even for an accomplished marksman to fire three shots quickly enough to have killed the president. Thus, Oswald could not have acted alone.1

	Another study, by researchers at Texas A&M University, conducted a chemical and forensic analysis on the type of ammunition Oswald used. It found that the bullet fragments involved in the assassination are not nearly as rare as experts had reported. Thus, evidence said to rule out a second gunman proves fundamentally flawed.2

	E. Howard Hunt, Jr., the Watergate burglar who had long denied any knowledge of the assassination, revealed in his autobiography—and, shortly before his death, in more detail to his son—that he was aware of a conspiracy involving Vice President Johnson, the CIA, Cuban exiles, and a “French gunman” on the grassy knoll.3

	The CIA continued to stonewall a court order to explain its refusal to release records on George Joannides, in 1963 the chief of psychological warfare operations at the agency’s Miami station and the case officer for a Cuban exile group (the DRE) with long-established ties to Oswald.4

	The Dallas County district attorney’s office discovered a trove of records about the assassination inside an old safe in a courthouse. The transcript of an alleged conversation between Oswald and his slayer, Jack Ruby, discussing a plot to kill the president, was apparently not a “smoking gun” 2but a “recreation” for a possible movie. However, the announcement made headlines around the world.5



At the same time, several new books have appeared. Reclaiming History, the 1,600-page tome by prosecutor Vince Bugliosi, purports to be the last word and has “established beyond all doubt that Oswald killed Kennedy.” Given the other revelations in 2007, Bugliosi seems to have ended up with considerable egg on his face.

Brothers, by David Talbot, gives a well-researched view of Robert Kennedy’s unresolved quest to learn the truth about who killed his brother, including new evidence about the probable involvement of anti-Castro Cuban exiles.

Former Secret Service agent Abraham Bolden, in The Echo from Dealey Plaza, describes his knowledge of a plot against Kennedy in Chicago several weeks before Dallas. When he learns of evidence being withheld from the Warren Commission, Bolden ends up being charged with conspiracy to sell secret government files and spending six years in prison.

In Our Man in Mexico: Winston Scott and the Hidden History of the CIA, journalist Jefferson Morley and Scott’s son, Michael, delve into Scott’s surveillance programs that monitored Oswald’s movements in Mexico City and how the CIA then kept the Station Chief out of the loop in the months leading up to the assassination.

My own book, The Man Who Knew Too Much, first published in 1992 and reissued in a revised, updated edition in 2003, was the first to examine the role of Winston Scott in the Oswald saga. I had been the first investigative journalist to devote myself full-time to the unresolved questions about the assassination. For almost two years, in 1975 and 1976, I traveled to a number of locations across America, following leads, seeking out and interviewing many individuals with professed knowledge about what happened in Dallas.

This book is, in part, a compilation of what I uncovered. It brings together, for the first time, all of my published articles on the assassination, as they appeared at the time in The Village Voice, New Times Magazine, Harper’s Weekly, and other periodicals. It is also a memoir of what life was like for a journalist following this bizarre, circuitous trail. And it includes new material developed in the course of my investigation, information that I hope will prove useful to other researchers—and leave the reader with the inescapable conclusion that the truth has yet to surface about that infamous day in American history.

How did my interest first come about? I was walking down the crowded hall between classes at my high school, junior year, in suburban Kansas City when Ralph Underwood—a casual acquaintance whom I otherwise would probably not remember by name or face—suddenly turned and said to me: “Did you hear? 3Kennedy’s been shot.” In those days, I was not all that interested in politics, but the news still cut through me like a knife. At first I didn’t believe him. My next class was American History. What was unfolding in Dallas played through a loudspeaker into ours and all the other classes, by way of the radio.

I remember a number of my fellow students that day, the intellectuals, discussing the future of the country. I was not in their league, and stood off to the side and listened. I remember a guy on the school bus saying caustically, “Well, I guess that puts Vaughn Meador out of a job.” (Meador was a comedian who specialized in imitating Kennedy on LP records). I got home and turned on the TV, which I watched for much of the weekend. I saw Ruby shoot Oswald live, sitting with my parents in our TV room den. We couldn’t believe it. It rained like hell that entire weekend in Kansas City. I still see the rain falling as vividly as if it was yesterday. More vividly, actually.

The years went by. I went off to the University of Kansas, and became a sportswriter. In the spring of 1970, after only six months at my dream job with Sports Illustrated in New York, I resigned and took off with a portable typewriter and a backpack to see the world. I was on a boat, bound for Jordan from Egypt, late in 1971 when I struck up conversation with an elderly man named James Arthur Duff. He turned out to have been an old friend of CIA Director Allen Dulles, and had himself made some forays for the Agency. Over the course of several days together, during which we visited the ancient city of Petra and other sites of antiquity, Duff told me his theory on the Kennedy assassination: that Madame Nhu had orchestrated it, in revenge for the administration’s having killed her husband, Diem, the leader of Vietnam.

Something seemed to be pulling on me, especially after I ended my wanderings deep in the Sinai Peninsula. One afternoon, a stranger approached me and asked that I follow him. He said he wanted to show me something. We walked to the edge of the Red Sea, where Moses is said to have parted the waters. The stranger pointed to a large rock. It clearly showed Kennedy’s profile.

“Who carved that?” I asked.

“No one,” the stranger said, “it has always been there.” And walked away.

A few years later, in 1975, I was freelancing in New York City for a number of publications. The Village Voice gave me the go-ahead to write about the Assassination Information Bureau (AIB), formed by a small group of young people to spread the word about revelations starting to surface about the CIA’s involvement in plots to kill Fidel Castro and other foreign leaders.

One of the AIB’s founders, Dave Williams, rang me up that June. He said that a remarkable story was breaking out west, through a well-known assassination researcher named Richard Popkin. The editor of the Voice, Judy Daniels, gave me a hundred dollars out of her own pocket and a hundred more from the accounting department—travel was still cheap in those days—to get me to San Diego.

4
Before heading for the airport, I remember engaging in a verbal jousting with Clay Felker, then-publisher of the Voice. Felker believed that all conspiratorialists were crackpots, but he was willing to let Daniels send me anyway. Bidding Felker goodbye, I said: “If I get a signed confession, I’ll call you.”

The story that follows, published that autumn of 1975 on the cover of The Village Voice, marked my initiation into this strangest of all possible quests.





	1 Italian rifle study: London Sunday Telegraph, February 2, 2007, “Oswald ‘Had No Time to Fire All Kennedy Bullets’ ” by Tim Shipman.

	2 Texas A&M bullet study: ScienceDaily, May 17, 2007.

	3 Hunt: Rolling Stone, posted March 21, 2007, “The Last Confessions of E. Howard Hunt” by Erik Hedegaard.

	4 Joannides: The Huffington Post, October 22, 2007, “‘Denied in Full’: Federal Judges Grill CIA Lawyers on JFK Secrets” by Jefferson Morley.

	5 Assassination file: Dallas Morning News, February 17, 2008, “Dallas County DA’s Office Finds Cache of JFK Memorabilia” by Jennifer Emily.
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1 The Village Voice, September 1, 1975 “Professor Popkin & the Robot Assassin: ‘Dear President Ford: I Know Who Killed JFK…’ ”


San Diego—There is no longer any doubt in my mind that the world has gone mad, and I with it. The story you are about to read is not fantasy, it is lunacy. And it is absolutely true. How to begin? Perhaps with the telegram.

This telegram was dispatched at approximately 1 am, Thursday, June 19, to Gerald Ford, White House:


“I have documents indicating that U.S. intelligence agencies had a laboratory producing robot murderers (Manchurian Candidates) and that at least one of them took part in the assassination of John F. Kennedy. The programmer of this robot murderer is presently at large. I will provide the information to you at your convenience.”



The sender was Richard H. Popkin, author of The Second Oswald and professor of philosophy. A reputable, scholarly gentleman who lectures at Oxford and the Sorbonne, edits the Journal of the History of Philosophy, co-directs the International Archives of the History of Ideas, and once translated Pierre Bayle’s seventeenth-century dictionary.

Unfortunately, this will not be the full tale of how the absentminded professor found unopened a five-year-old letter from an Oriental hypnotist, flew off to meet with him, and ultimately barricaded himself in a hotel room with a thousand pages of the hypnotist’s explosive research. Popkin is currently at work building his case and will then attempt to negotiate a deal with a variety of interested media—from television networks to major publishing houses—for the greatest sum possible. Therefore, I was permitted to see the documents only on the condition that I would sign a pledge not to reveal their contents.

At this point, I can tell you that I’ve spent the better part of the past six weeks investigating the veracity of Popkin’s evidence. I did this for Popkin himself. He needed someone to verify certain leads in the Midwest, and he 6paid the expenses of a young Los Angeles investigator and myself to check the leads out. I personally have met the mysterious hypnotist and have done enough legwork to be convinced—with certain reservations—of the story the documents tell. The attorney general’s office is not convinced, the Church Committee might yet be.

But all that must wait. This chronicle is necessarily but a footnote to the history of “The Popkin Papers.” If sometimes the tone seems disrespectful or even totally disconnected from such incredible subject matter, it can’t be helped.

The account that follows is a journal of five days spent in the Richard Popkin household overlooking San Diego bay. Five days of bizarre telegrams, bugged telephones, and strange conversations with Jim Garrison, Dick Gregory, and Bernard Fensterwald. Five remarkable days in which the author of The History of Skepticism first concluded he had found the solution to one of the darkest puzzles of recent times.

[image: ]
Saturday. Stepping out of the San Diego airport, I am confronted by a fervent, bearded young man thrusting a leaflet in my face: “who shot kennedy? by Moses David.” It is copyrighted by the Children of God, and a tiny circle in the upper right-hand corner says: “donation suggested.” I give the fellow a nickel and hail a cab.

Yesterday morning, the tip-off that “something huge is happening in California” had come from an acquaintance at the Assassination Information Bureau in Cambridge. He didn’t know exactly what Professor Popkin had unearthed, but along the grapevine that monitors the assassination business, the rumors had never been so electric.

After about an hour of busy signals, I had managed to reach the professor by phone. “I’m in a slight state of hysteria,” he began, and proceeded to tell of two JFK assassination plots in 1963—the first foiled by a double agent, the second including a killer programmed somewhere in the Midwest. He said he’d give the story only to those “who’ve been on our side,” that the National Tattler had already mentioned six figures and could Village Voice come close to such an offer? If not, I was still welcome to come observe history-in-the-making. They even had a spare bed.

So I had headed West. After all, what was beyond possibility anymore? The CIA had hired mob hit-men to try to bump off Fidel Castro. The army had been “turning on, tuning in, and dropping out” ten years before Timothy Leary. The navy supposedly had run an assassin training school. If Nelson Rockefeller and the Nightly News were willing to reveal this much, what other horrors might be twisting slowly, slowly in the conspiratorial wind of Watergate?

7
For some time, a growing segment of the country had been turning back the clock to November 22, 1963. Finding out who really killed JFK, RFK, and MLK had become far more than the pastime of a few “lone nuts” asserting the innocence of a few other “lone nuts.” Indeed, a considerable chorus had begun wondering if America was run by lone nuts.

Was it merely a bunch of people getting off on their own paranoia? A lot of hucksters and false prophets gleefully boarding another media bandwagon? Partly, maybe. Still, a gut feeling persisted that somewhere in the muck of the last 12 years, a truth did wait to be discovered. And if Richard Popkin had found it….

Thus do I find myself riding past the Pacific Ocean on a cool summer evening, reading a nickel message from the Children of God: “Save yourselves from this untoward generation of vipers who would destroy the Earth!”

The Popkins’ ranch-style home sits on a hillside in the plush suburban environs of La Jolla. The Del Charro, where J. Edgar Hoover used to huddle with cronies, is now a vacant lot a few hundred yards down from their picture-window. Dr. Popkin (henceforth to be called “the professor”) is sitting with a few guests at a dining room table cluttered with manila folders, disheveled typescript, and a collection of mailgrams.

The first impression he exudes is one of hair. Wildly curling black hair with specks of gray, bushy eyebrows, and gray sideburns. A prominent nose on a long thin face overlaps a bristly mustache. He has a tendency to mumble into his thin beard, causing some to refer fondly to him as “Snuffy Smith.” He wears glasses, suspenders, and baggy pants. Fifty-one years of manic energy.

His wife Julie, dark-haired, bespectacled, and pleasant, offers me the last of some steak and informs I’m the fifth visiting journalist of the week. Newsday’s Marty Schramm, who in 1973 broke the exclusive about Bebe Rebozo’s wheeling-dealings, led the way for lamb chops on Monday evening. Next came Howard Kohn of Rolling Stone, renowned for exposing Detroit police corruption. Then a CBS team of Lee Townsend and Brooke Janis, working on a two-hour assassination special for the fall. New Times’ Robert Sam Anson was due in a few days. The National Tattler had been visited personally by the professor in Chicago.

Seymour Hersh, he is saying as I sit down, will soon be sorry he hadn’t shown more tact on previous associations. In the meantime, tonight’s Western Union message is almost ready.

“Do you want to call it in?” the professor asks me. “To have the fun of listening to what happens?”

A fellow who is book review editor of the Journal of the History of Philosophy suggests it might be dangerous.

“Anybody can get away with it,” the professor replies. “They’re in the business of selling telegrams. They’ll make $20 out of this one.”

8
I consent to go as far as listening in on another extension. The professor dials, intimating that he’s sure the phone is tapped.

“I’d like to send a telegram to President Ford.”

“Go ahead, sir.”

“I have documents indicating that Fidel Castro tried to foil the plot to assassinate John F. Kennedy, but that the FBI prevented him from stopping the assassination. I will present these documents to you at your earliest convenience.”

He asks this also be mailgrammed to Henry Kissinger, Frank Church, Howard Baker, George McGovern, John McClellan, Nelson Rockefeller, Mike Mansfield, Edward Levi, Clarence Kelley, Bernard Fensterwald, Fidel Castro, Dick Gregory, Richard Dudman of the St. Louis Post-Dispatch and David Rosenthal, a former student who keeps a collection.

“Night letter or cable, sir?” asks Western Union.

This done, the professor ushers me quickly into his office, also my temporary bedroom. I’m asked to examine the other journalists’ statements of silence and write one of my own. Then, and only then, will I be able to examine the documents. Signing my pledge of allegiance, I am spirited back to the living room for a “crash course.”

The utmost caution is required, the professor says recklessly. At this moment somewhere in the Midwest, there is a stakeout on the house of a man who helped program one of the JFK assassination team. And in Los Angeles, at a secret residence, is the ex-CIA man who knows all about the earlier plot in 1963.

Two hours later, nearly staggering into bookcase in which is prominently displayed a volume titled The Historian as Detective, I take a set of the documents to my room. Begin to read about a spy who came in from the cold. A young Latin ready to kill at the utterance of key words. There is a tape transcript from a deep-trance deprogramming session carried out by a hypnotist employed by the intelligence service of U.S. ally. The wildest imaginings of John le Carré, Len Deighton, and Richard Condon—can it be?

Confused, but feeling the thread of a certain diabolic logic, finally I fall asleep. My last conscious thought takes in my sleeping quarters. A wall-to-wall sprawl of papers whose catacombs might conceivably alter the face of recent history. In the living room, the professor is playing pinochle.

[image: ]
Sunday. The clacking of typing keys had come pulsing through my bedroom door at approximately 4:15 am. At breakfast, sitting with his wife Julie and thirteen-year-old daughter Sue, I am told the professor had felt a sudden need to finish a letter about Napoleon’s emancipation of the French Jews in 1806. Julie had curtailed the brainstorm, and he was now sleeping in.

9
The new theory about Napoleon’s Messianic complex was another of his current interests. Julie says it’s always been his passion “to uncover material never before seen.” It started in Bibliothèque nationale de France in 1952 with some forgotten documents that led him to a whole unsuspected strain of philosophical skepticism beginning with Descartes, the fuel for a book that “didn’t make him a popular figure, but a respected one.”

The Second Oswald was similarly skeptical and scholarly. It appeared in 1966 as one of the early alternatives to the Warren Commission inspired by reading Bertrand Russell on a midnight train and dedicated “To my mother who has always encouraged my interest in the unknown and unexplained.”

(Mother Zelda, I later learned, is a renowned writer of Jewish mystery novels. The professor’s father was, incidentally, one of America’s pioneer public relations men, having arranged Einstein’s tour of the U.S. and managed Alf Landon’s New York campaign and promoted Harry Houdini. Today the professor’s brother performs similar services for the Red Cross disaster service and writes books about earthquakes.)

The Second Oswald also certified the professor as a big-league assassination buff, and over the years he had become a kind of data bank of the dark side, annually hibernating at universities until about the Ides of March.

Springtime was when something always seemed to build. Two years ago, the professor had learned of a Secret Army Organization of San Diego right-wingers with mislaid plans to terrorize the 1972 Republican Convention (published in Ramparts). Last year, it was a possible government plot on Nixon’s life.

This particular spring had seen a succession of disappointments. First he’d put together a story for Universal Press Syndicate identifying Robert Bennett, a former E. Howard Hunt associate, as Woodward and Bernstein’s “Deep Throat,” but few papers seemed interested. Next he zoomed off to Toronto to check out a man claiming new film evidence about the JFK assassination, but then everybody involved clammed up. So it was back to Washington University in St. Louis and the humidly humdrum life of a Professor of Philosophy and Jewish Studies, until…

“If I hadn’t been nagging him about cleaning his study,” Julie is saying—it is almost noon, audible stirrings in the bedroom—“none of this would have happened. Dick never sorts his papers. His mind is very orderly, but the flesh is different. Well, finally he agreed to try and suddenly he was in the kitchen shouting ‘Look at this letter! It will boggle your mind!’ ”

The elusive letter, from a long-ago admirer of his Oswald book who’d been secreting his own sensational documents in sealed plastic under a washer-dryer in Canada for the last five years, was a scenario from the professor’s fondest nightmares. Shakily, he had dialed the old phone number. The chain reaction that followed, he was currently living through. We all were.

10
Before flying off to make history, the professor had packed up in St. Louis and prepared to move the family back to summer in San Diego, where he chaired the university philosophy department through the 1960s. Then they all headed up to New York for a quick visit to his mother before she left for Israel. There, the night they put Zelda on her plane, a young colleague was called in for the first of numerous special missions.

“In addition to philosophy, this young man is a great bugger,” Julie recalls. “My husband has coteries of faithful helpers everywhere. So, on our wedding anniversary, we spent the evening tapping in on Dick’s conversation with Dick Gregory. That was also the night of the first telegram.” For a time, Popkin had taken to bugging his own phone, taping his conversations for history.

“He’s been pretty caught up in telling people he’s making history,” Sue adds. “The first couple times he sent telegrams, he told the operator she was making history.”

About this time, the professor is emerging, wandering into the kitchen in pajamas to the tune of a jangling phone. It’s Jim Garrison.

“Your reputation will be vindicated in a few days,” the professor is saying. “Unfortunately you can’t produce Ferrie or Shaw except in the graveyard…. I’ll be called as a witness, that’s for sure…. I sent another telegram last night. I didn’t put you on the list because it costs a dollar for every one, but I’ll read it to you…”

Jim Garrison feels like he’s being vindicated at last, he says, hanging up. He ponders momentarily about getting a set of all the telegrams to Frank Church immediately, then remembers: “Washington doesn’t work on weekends. That’s why Pearl Harbor worked so well.”

Within a half hour, we are driving to his office at U.C. San Diego to Xerox documents and dictate letters. Also he has a long-postponed paper to work on about the philosophical basis of racism. Everyone here is working on papers. Julie is doing one on Drugs and Keats. The professor has begun calling me his Boswell.

Evening floats in on the vapors of a spent copying machine. All the visiting media have been given copies of the documents, even though they’re forbidden to use them. Tonight, some people called the Dykstras are having a dinner party and Herbert is coming. Herbert Marcuse, philosopher-hero of the New Left and instructor of Angela Davis in the late 1960s, brought from Brandeis to San Diego by none other than the professor.

Waiting for a chili relleno soufflé in a living room on La Jolla’s outskirts, as seventy-seven-year-old Herbert Marcuse walks in with his mid-thirties girlfriend Ricki. An aristocratic white-haired gentleman with a paunch and a cane, full of vinegar. He and the professor face each other across the chip-and-dip. Marcuse slams a palm down and cries, “What is most important is to get it out!”
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The professor talks at dinner about the Secret Service. He became familiar with their ilk during his investigation of the Secret Army Organization. Suddenly he gets up and beckons his hostess and the wife of his book review editor into a bedroom. Picking up the phone, he gets the number of the local Secret Service and dials.

“Hello, I have knowledge of a plot to assassinate President Ford.” Brief silence. “Well, is Mr. Perez in? I’ll talk to him about it. He’s not? Well, I’ll call back then.”

A wide grin crosses the professor’s face as he hangs up. It seems to say: See? I told you so. They could care less. “If Perez heard my name, he’d have to leave the country,” he adds. “He knows I connected him with the Secret Army.”

Dinner is over and Herbert Marcuse is lying on a heat pad on the couch. His back is bothering him, Ricki is making him comfortable. The professor starts preparing his nightly telegram, one pointing up newfound Warren Commission fallacies. He asks Marcuse if he’d like to receive a copy. However, Marcuse, who is hard of hearing, thinks it’s a telegram about assassinating Ford and is concerned about getting involved. Things are getting confusing.

“Why does he do it?” Marcuse demands. “Those people get telegrams like this every day!”

The professor explains that the Sacramento Bee is publishing the full texts of his telegrams. The professor also wants a dollar from Marcuse to add his name to the list of recipients.

“Did anyone watch CBS News to see if there was anything?” the professor asks everyone.

Our hostess is selected to read the telegram to the operator. Julie is trying to get her husband to stop talking. He says he wishes she’d quit arguing with him. Marcuse is making a joke about Oswald’s wife sleeping with Earl Warren.

Soon it is time to depart. The professor meets Marcuse at mid-room, beside the couch.

“Got the dollar?” he asks.

“Keep up the good fight, old man,” Marcuse says, and obliges.

[image: ]
Monday. Another long day of Xeroxing at the office. On the way home, the professor takes me downtown to see his bank, where a set of documents is kept in his safe-deposit box. The Southern California First National Bank, La Jolla branch. The bank is apparently a prime local attraction. The bench outside faces the bank, not the street. Inside are artificial olive trees, gold and lavender swivel chairs, ostrich plumes in the corners, a Mexican tapestry on the wall behind the tellers, little picnic-type waiting tables with multicolored director’s chairs, and a free coffee dispenser. The professor is seeing an official about setting up the Richard H. Popkin Foundation with the money he’ll soon be getting.
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“Give me something my wife can sign right away,” he instructs. “In case I get bumped off, like Sam Giancana.” He winks at me.

Back in the car, he realizes his address book is missing. “I remember getting some cigarettes out of my pocket. Well, if it’s not at home, we’ll just commit suicide. I’ve got more spies in there than a CIA man.” (The address book was later discovered in his bedroom.)

He remembers he should try to reach Peter Dale Scott in Berkeley. Scott is one of the more meticulous buffs, his latest manuscript running somewhere in the neighborhood of 3,000 pages.

“A very good researcher, but he can’t tone it down,” says the professor. “He’s a medievalist by trade—Beowulf—a timeless view. We’ll call him tonight and see what he thinks of the telegrams. He knows I’m not crazy, that I wouldn’t say anything unless I had the evidence, though I am a trifle less cautious than he.”

It’s 6 pm when we arrive home, and Dick Gregory has just phoned. Gregory, who lectures all over the country, had kindly footed a portion of the professor’s traveling bill in the interest of truth. Gregory also has a demonstration planned for the White House lawn, and the plan is for the professor to present his documents in Washington concurrently.

The professor reaches Gregory at home in Rhode Island. He’s just received letters from John C. Keeney (acting assistant attorney general, Criminal Division) and Philip Buchen (counsel to the president). Why they are addressed to Gregory, I’m not sure. Anyhow, they acknowledge the first telegrams and inform tactfully that the White House has passed the buck to the attorney general’s office, which Mr. Keeney writes would be pleased to review the material.

The professor seems to take the replies a bit further. “I’m going to ask a bodyguard to accompany me to Washington,” he says.

“That’s beautiful,” says Gregory.

I am being allowed to monitor the conversation.








	The professor:
	“I’m afraid to go myself. I want a bodyguard and I’m at their disposal if they send one, and with you present.”



	Gregory:
	“Let’s be careful with that. They might say they’ll send someone to pick it all up.”



	The professor:
	“I’ll say I’ll show it only to the President and attorney general.”



	Gregory:
	“Let’s play with it. Don’t concentrate on it. They made their move, now ours is the next move. Okay, if we decide to go the bodyguard route, that’s my suggestion, not yours, you follow me?”



	13The professor:
	“Let me tell you something completely different. I’m sending you off a paper, ‘The Philosophical Basis of Racism,’ I think you’ll enjoy it.”



	Gregory:
	“We’re in good shape, doctor. You know what’s gonna wipe you out, don’t you? When you see White House stationery with words like Martin Luther King, John F. Kennedy, assassinations. CIA. It’s amazing what a telegram can do, isn’t it?”



	The professor:
	“Would you have believed back at Christmas we’d be at this stage?



	Gregory:
	“Okay. I gotta get outta here, hit the highway. Peace and love.”



	The professor:
	“I’m not gonna send off more telegrams after this.”



	Gregory:
	“Keep ’em hoppin’.”



	The professor:
	“I’m going to demand to see only the President or Levi.”



	Gregory:
	“But that’s not protocol. The minute you force the President’s hand … We can do it, but it’ll have to be worked a different way. Cleverly worded. Only ‘Someone that would speak for the President.’



	The professor:
	“And also someone who’s not implicated. We don’t want to give this to co-conspirators, don’t want to go the way Sam Giancana went.”



	Gregory:
	“Have you heard the latest news on that? The cops have admitted they heard the shots outside, but they thought it was beer cans popping.”



	The professor:
	“Beautiful. Lone nut beer cans now.” (A pause) “They can send Air Force One out here for me if they want.



	Gregory:
	“Probably the only safe way you can travel.”





End of conversation. In the kitchen professor looks at his Boswell—me— apologetically. “I’m sorry,” he says, “somehow we lost the bug that goes on the phone. Then you wouldn’t have to take notes. I’ll get over here tonight to replace it.”

He picks up again to call his literary agent in New York. “Hello, Cyrilly? The White House has invited Dick Gregory and myself to come present our evidence.”

Cyrilly Abels, who among others handles Katharine Anne Porter, Eldridge Cleaver, and the professor’s mother, reports that Rolling Stone’s owner hasn’t shown much interest. The Newsday man sent a memo to his boss, who wasn’t in today.

“I warned you not to count on more than you should,” says Julie. “What about the Tattler?”

“Cyrilly called, but they closed at five o’clock.”
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Another call, this time to Howard Kohn of Rolling Stone, who refers to negotiations there as “an Armenian rug deal.” The professor takes a tranquilizer. We sit down for dinner.

A former student drops by. She has brought along her mother Ethel, who begins talking about her husband, who was in military intelligence in Mexico City but killed in a plane crash in Panama in 1953. Aroused, the professor goes into his office and comes back with copies of E. Howard Hunt’s Undercover and a Hunt biography Compulsive Spy. He begins looking up where Hunt might’ve been at the time, but this project keeps getting curtailed by the ringing phone.

Searching vainly in a closet for more papers, he mumbles: “I wish you’d stop cleaning house every day. It’s not helping.”

At last, the professor and I settle down to our second taping session, a complete chronology of his life since spring.

“Starting tomorrow, every expense is coming out of the institute,” he says at midnight. “Friday we’ll draw up corporation papers. Saturday my accountant will be down. The addition to The History of Skepticism may have to wait until fall. I intend to offer the library here my archives in exchange for a wing. It’s a monstrosity, totally underused. We may go back and forth between St. Louis and San Diego. Well, I’ll take my ginger ale and sleeping pills now.”
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Tuesday. First thing in the morning, CBS News calls about a possible interview with Daniel Schorr. The professor is inspired to the phone once more. Bill Turner, onetime FBI man turned assassination scholar in San Francisco, apparently agrees to serve as bodyguard for the Washington excursion. The bad news is that the stakeout in the Midwest has been lifted for lack of action. There’s also some advice from Bernard Fensterwald, the Washington lawyer with such diverse clients as James McCord and James Earl Ray.

“Fensterwald says I’m crazy to go into the President’s office with Gregory,” the professor is telling me in the car. “He thinks Gregory might tell the President about flying saucers or something. But I’m too committed to Greg. Fensterwald is my lawyer, I want his advice, but there are times I must make up my own mind.”

More bad news. The National Tattler has apparently gotten a call from a Russian-sounding name with a bad conscience and sent its reporter “off to God-knows-where to meet him. There’s every reason in the world now for the real assassins to send these guys on a wild goose chase.”

We are driving to the office of his local lawyer. Roger Ruffin, the man who put financier C. Arnholt Smith behind bars. A quick trip to talk about the foundation. One of Ruffin’s secretaries has found a key to the professor’s safe deposit box in the parking lot, where he had lost it earlier. The professor is grateful.
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Back at the house, a call to Donald Freed in L.A. to compare notes about hypnotized assassins. Freed, co-author of Executive Action with Mark Lane, has a new book coming out about the programming of Sirhan Sirhan.

“I stayed up until 4:30 last night marking passages in the documents for you,” the professor tells him. “Just don’t get your movie out before I get my story out!” (Freed is seeing Orson Welles these days about movie rights.)

Outside, the ocean breezes sponge the air. A few students are dropping by once again, veterans of Watergate. That means they spent hours in the professor’s garage helping clip and file the newspapers. It’s getting dark when the doorbell rings again and, casually, Julie goes to answer it. The professor turns to me confidentially, whispering: “Don’t you think she should be a little more careful?”

All perspective is fading. I remember a conversation about ex-neighbors, how Barry Goldwater used to haunt La Jolla and Earl Warren even lived next door. I remember the professor wondering aloud: “Is Care CIA?” I remember the Midwest stakeout starting up again with some students from the New German Critique, a radical journal.

The last thing I recall is sitting on my bed transcribing a taped interview with a CIA man about murder attempts on Castro. The professor is on the floor below, sifting through reams of files. A car is screeching up outside. Anxiously, I peer out the windows. I walk around in a zombie-like state checking that all the doors are locked.
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Wednesday. A girl named Jan arrives to assist with the files. I try to pack around her. Jason Epstein of Random House calls to talk about a book. Sue is helping comb her father’s hair and fix his suspenders while he talks, so he can go to the hospital and visit a friend with an amputated leg. More calls. John Molder of the Tattler. New Times can’t afford any grandiose fee, but Anson is coming down tomorrow anyway.

On the way to the airport, the professor is wondering about the ethics of letting the National Endowment for the Humanities fund his project on “Milleniarism and Messianism.” He’s read a Penthouse article that the NEH is really a CIA front.

Before I know it, I am standing before airport security. “Is that a typewriter?” A tingle of paranoia swivels up my spine.

But the guards allow me to board.
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Epilog. And this is only the beginning. First of all, the professor passed up his joint venture with Dick Gregory, a lucky thing since Gregory went and got 16himself arrested. The professor did keep eventual appointments in D.C. with aides of the attorney general and the Church Committee. He also suffered a slight breakdown of nerves, but has recovered splendidly. The attorney general’s office pretty much gave him the brush. The Church Committee showed interest and took copies of some of the documents to look into on their own.

In the meantime, nobody has yet broken the true story contained in “The Popkin Papers.” Popkin is currently holding back letting his agent handle negotiations with the media, while he and his team of investigators continue to make their case ready for public acceptance.

In fairness to the professor—a loveable gentleman whom I don’t mean to slander or malign—the days since have brought greater calm and reality to both his life and mine. If after reading this chronicle, you hold doubts about his credibility, try putting yourself in the place of an eighteenth-century scholar born under the sign of Capricorn who falls upon the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle five years late to solve a twelve-year-old murder with implications of mind-warp. Then put yourself in the place of his Boswell. Then go read William Burroughs.
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2 The Programming of Luis Castillo


My close encounter with Professor Popkin in the summer of 1975 marked the beginning of my quest to solve the Kennedy assassination. Eventually, my focus would be on the second of Popkin’s theses: “And in Los Angeles, at a secret residence, is the ex-CIA man who knows all about the earlier plot in 1963.” His name was Richard Case Nagell, and he would become the main subject of my book The Man Who Knew Too Much.

At the time, though, I was most intrigued by the “Manchurian Candidate” idea. The longer I gazed down that rabbit hole, the more plausible it became. It would have seemed too fantastic, except for this: In 1974, after revelations first surfaced in the press about the CIA’s having conducted operations against American citizens in violation of its original charter, President Ford had formed a commission to investigate further. Its report, issued in June 1975, contained a bombshell. It described how, starting in the late 1940s, the CIA “began to study the properties of certain behavior-influencing drugs (such as LSD) and how such drugs might be put to intelligence use…. The drug program was part of a much larger CIA program to study possible means for controlling human behavior.” The report went on that “all of the records concerning the program were ordered destroyed in 1973, including a total of 152 separate files.”6

In this instance, Professor Popkin not only had over 500 pages of transcripts detailing “deprogramming” sessions conducted in the Philippines, but the hypnotist himself had flown into San Diego from Canada to reminisce about what transpired there in 1967. Victor Arcega had been enlisted by Philippine intelligence to look into the case of a man being held in custody for spying. During three months that included more than 90 hours of taped sessions under hypnosis, Arcega had unlocked what he called a “zombie” state inside the mind of Luis Angel Castillo—a form of conditioning that caused Castillo to perform acts and deliver messages at the utterance of certain key words and phrases. A Puerto Rican-American born in 1945, Castillo was an apparent victim in the 1960s of individuals connected with U.S. intelligence, forging in him through drugs and hypnosis a multiple-personality who could serve as a courier and potential assassin. Arcega had also discovered a possible link to the Kennedy assassination.
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Over the course of that summer of 1975, along with another young researcher named Jeff Cohen (later to become a well-known media critic and cable news commentator), I reviewed the documents at Popkin’s home and conducted a series of taped interviews with Arcega there and in L.A. There seemed no question that the transcripts of Arcega’s ninety-some hours with Castillo were authentic. Finally, Cohen and I traveled through the Midwest seeking to verify names and places described in trance by Castillo; they were real. We also spent several days with Castillo’s family in Chicago, and later tracked down his ex-wife, all of whom added further corroboration for the existing material.

Here was what we learned initially: In February 1967, using a passport bearing the name of Antonio Eloriaga, Castillo was deported to the Philippines from New Mexico, allegedly for overstaying an American visit and stealing a car. One month later, having made suspicious contact with members of the left-wing Huk guerrilla movement, he was brought to Manila for interrogation by the Philippine National Bureau of Investigation. Administering truth serum, the authorities discovered Castillo’s real name and began to observe a peculiarity in certain of his behavioral reactions. So Arcega, a businessman whose brother was a high official in Philippine intelligence, was called in to exert his skills with hypnosis.7

On April 6, Arcega was using a calming method of induction that describes a scene of windows and trees when, inadvertently, he triggered something about “a tunnel” and “a man shot in the head.” Castillo remembered nothing of the time, place, or victim’s name—but this was the tale he related while in deep trance:

He had met four or five men at an airport and been driven to a building in a black car. Covered by a “Spanish” guy on his left and an American behind, he had walked to a room on the second story. There the American produced a rifle from a black suitcase, assembled it and set the scope at 500 yards, and handed it to Castillo. His instructions were to shoot at a man seated beside a lady in the back seat of an open car, in the middle of a “caravan.”

Someone would flash a small mirror from a building across the street to let him know when the car was approaching. Two flashes would signal that he should start firing. He was then left alone in the room until, after a time, 19the American returned and said: “They got him already. Let’s get out of here.” Castillo remembered getting into a car with two other men, sitting in the back, and someone giving him a shot. When he woke up, he was in a hotel room with a woman he knew well. Later that evening, he was taken to a “college or resort area,” where three doctors made him “feel good.” Then he was in a car again, riding past a wooded area along a highway.

Beyond this point in the trance, Castillo would begin suffering a terrible pain in his stomach, his head would spin, and he would begin muttering the word, “blue.”

At this same time in 1967, Jim Garrison’s conspiracy probe was getting underway in New Orleans. Arcega, who knew little about the Kennedy assassination but enough to realize the implication of Castillo’s words, obtained a list of Garrison’s suspects from a newspaper and fed some of them to Castillo under hypnosis. As Arcega recorded in his summary of these sessions:

“David Ferrie. Upon mention of this name, the subject suffered the usual stomach pain, the spinning of the head, and weight on the legs. While such a reaction is significant, the point was temporarily abandoned for later exploration, to avoid breaking the trance depth….

“Lee Harvey Oswald. The subject knew his name well. But when confronted with the newspaper clipping, he said the man did not look like Oswald at all. (Awake, after trance, the subject recognized Oswald from the same picture.)”

There were other, less familiar names, many recalled by Castillo without any prompting, including that of the woman in the hotel room who “controlled the subject’s work and life like a nightmare.” There was also mention of meetings in Chicago, and a “strip of airfield not far away from the Bay of Pigs.”

Philippine authorities alerted the U.S. FBI in Manila. Late in April, a leak to the Manila Times brought headlines: JFK Plotter in Manila! It had a picture of Castillo and the story was picked up by American wire services, but quickly disappeared from view. Meanwhile, Arcega requested tight security and total secrecy around his continuing sessions with Castillo. These would last through June 25, almost on a daily basis, accompanied by tapes, transcriptions, and Arcega’s elaborate summaries for Filipino intelligence.

Although Arcega himself expressed early reservations about the truth of Castillo’s revelations about the Kennedy assassination—writing about the possibility of disinformation or faking by the subject—as time passed it became obvious that Castillo was indeed in the Philippines on some kind of espionage mission. He recalled in trance countless contacts and places, both in the Philippines and other countries like Cuba and South Vietnam.

This young man of average intelligence, and a long history (according to FBI files) of trouble with the law back home, could not possibly have memorized such a wealth of data—some of it highly classified—from books. The problem was the sifting of truth from false information. For Arcega managed to unlock 20as many as three separate identities at work inside Castillo’s mind, identities whose knowledge sometimes overlapped but often obscured what the other parts “knew.” Yet Castillo seemed to remember nothing before the age of 18.

During the deprogramming, Arcega made sure that Castillo always had access to notebooks and pens, as he was constantly doodling, or writing the same words or phrases over and over, including his own name. In his summaries, Arcega referred to this as “automatic writing.”

The most frightening aspect was Arcega’s gradual unraveling of a pattern of key words—seemingly innocuous words like “sand” and “flowers”—that would set Castillo walking through a “zombie” state that always ended with his firing an imaginary gun, first at someone else and then into his own head. Beneath the elaborate cover of identities, Castillo had come to the Philippines apparently to assassinate President Ferdinand Marcos at the nation’s Independence Day celebration on June 12. Hearing about this, Marcos himself once came to get a look at his potential assailant, through the barred windows of the Veterans Memorial Hospital where Arcega had Castillo transferred for tighter security.8

As Independence Day approached, Arcega wrote: “Special attention was given to the subject’s mental states and behavior in relation to June 12 at 12 o’clock noon. As this date and hour neared, he was discovered to have been marking his detention cell wall with such things as ‘44 hours to go,’ ‘43,’ ‘42,’ canceling one for the other. Counting down to ‘0,’ the zero hour was found to be 12 o'clock of Independence Day….”

Arcega went on to relate how, at precisely noon, Castillo went into a spontaneous “zombie” state lasting for two hours and culminating in a suicide attempt. At the parade grounds, there was the tightest security in Philippine history. That evening, “during the interrogation from 4 to 11 pm, the subject disclosed operational data as CIA.”

After weeks during which Castillo had referred in trance to his American programmers as Communist agents, he now began describing them as CIA operatives. Why would the CIA have wanted to eliminate Ferdinand Marcos? Arcega’s analysis was that an assassination allegedly committed by one of the Huks (with whom Castillo was openly associated) would lead to a complete crackdown on Communist insurgency by a new Philippine president, a man more inclined to be a CIA puppet than the independent-thinking Marcos.

Besides a few anonymous “doctors” whom Castillo recalled being with him, the central figures behind his mission were a man and a woman from separate areas of Wisconsin: the man gave the orders, the woman conducted the preparatory “sessions.” In FBI interviews that summer of 1967, both James M. and Jean B. admitted that Luis Castillo had worked for them as a kind of chauffeur but denied any involvement with him beyond that. The FBI had also visited 21Castillo’s mother and stepfather on two occasions, yet never told the family that their son was in the Philippines and in fact once said he was “in another part of the country, maybe in jail.”

Equally curious was the FBI’s arrest record on Castillo, which had recently been obtained by Professor Popkin. There it was noted: “On February 2, 1967, he was deported to the Philippines from New Mexico.”9 Yet Castillo, at that time, was traveling under a passport bearing the name of Eloriaga. And, having never been a Philippine resident, he could not have been “deported.” It turned out that Antonio Reyes Eloriaga was also a real person, born in Manila on August 29, 1944. According to the Manila Times, Castillo had had specific orders to contact Eloriaga in Chicago and assume his identity, then have himself arrested and deported.

Arcega maintained that the FBI in Manila had tried through several sources to disrupt or block his interrogation, once trying to have Castillo given LSD in lieu of any more hypnosis. By then, the two had established a rapport. For the initial weeks, Castillo had refused to believe he’d been hypnotized to undertake various missions—until, finally, Arcega played a tape of him walking through the “zombie” state. Horrified, Castillo had broken down and asked that the sessions continue until the whole truth could be unlocked.

Arcega’s efforts with Castillo were ultimately curtailed. He was told that Castillo had been beaten by another prisoner and now refused to submit to any more sessions. After late June 1967, Arcega heard no more about Castillo’s fate.

At the end of that year, the hypnotist left the Philippines with his family for Los Angeles, where he gained employment as a proofreader for the Herald Examiner newspaper and contemplated writing a book about the Castillo case. He brought along most of the transcripts, although the tapes themselves stayed behind with Filipino intelligence. Early in 1968, Arcega’s brother sent him a clipping from the Manila Times. It contained only one paragraph: Luis Castillo had been deported back to the United States.

On the night of June 5, 1968, Arcega was working the late shift at the paper when Robert Kennedy was assassinated. Early the next morning, Arcega received a caller at his home claiming to be a local newsman. The caller wondered whether Arcega might know if the accused killer, Sirhan Sirhan, was a Filipino.

For a time, Arcega considered offering his services for placing Sirhan under hypnosis. He was chillingly aware of the similarities between Sirhan and Castillo: the dilated eyes, the trembling, the disorientation when Sirhan was taken into custody. When later placed under hypnosis by a team of psychiatrists, he had again exhibited the same symptoms. The psychiatrists termed Sirhan highly suggestible, even having some experience “experimenting with hypnotic states of mind.”
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Sirhan remembered nothing about the assassination. The last thing he recalled was having coffee with a woman wearing a polka dot dress, whom other witnesses allegedly saw whispering into his ear shortly before he opened fire in the pantry of the Ambassador Hotel. Sirhan’s doctors would spend considerable time analyzing what they called his “automatic writing.” Like Castillo, Sirhan constantly wrote words and phrases over and over, including his own name.

It all weighed heavily on Arcega. In 1969 he packed up his family again and moved to Canada. And there he remained in obscurity, until Professor Popkin rediscovered his letter in the spring of 1975. Jeff Cohen and I, in our many hours with Arcega, found him to be sincere and scientific in his approach, with no reason we could surmise to be concocting a fictional story.

In my research, I came upon a book titled Hypnotism by an expert in the subject named G. H. Estabrooks. In a chapter on “Hypnotism in Warfare,” he speculated about a man who, in normal waking state (Personality A), has been programmed to be a rabid communist. Personality B has been hypnotized to be a violent anti-communist, yet possesses all the information known to Personality A. “The proper training of a person for this role would be long and tedious,” Estabrooks wrote, “but once he was trained, you would have a super spy compared to which any creation in a mystery story is just plain weak.”

He went on to describe how such a subject could be placed in a country like Cuba. “Convinced of their own innocence, they would play the Fifth Column role with the utmost sincerity,” and no physiological test could detect someone prepared in this way. “We might have to test, train and work with him for six months,” Estabrooks continued, describing a subject’s potential as an intelligence courier.

For us, the question became: What happened to Luis Castillo? Was he still alive? And how much of what he had said to Arcega could be verified? Setting out with some financial aid from Professor Popkin, using “code names” among ourselves (Jeff was “Slim,” I was “Ryan”), on the Fourth of July, we flew to the Midwest.

Over the course of two weeks, we checked out every piece of Castillo’s trance recollections that dealt with people and places—and it all turned out to have basis in fact. The likely site of some of his “programming” was an isolated cottage near a lake outside Milwaukee, which was still owned by Mrs. Jean B. Castillo had indeed worked nearby at a “flower factory” called Halton & Hunkel, and had chauffeured Mrs. B home from work each day. Although her father had supposedly been a laborer there, and Mrs. B a “rose grader,” we discovered that the two of them owned fifteen pieces of property around the Wisconsin lake.

Castillo had been among a number of migrant workers employed by Halton & Hunkel, whose Army-like barracks that once housed about 50 Latinos and Filipinos had been destroyed in 1970. The former personnel director we tracked down seemed also to recall a worker by the name of Eloriaga. It did not seem 23inconceivable that Castillo, Eloriaga, and others were itinerant laborers used as part of an intelligence network.

In Madison, Wisconsin, the man in Castillo’s scenario—James M.—had been placed under surveillance earlier in the summer by an investigator for Washington attorney Bernard Fensterwald, Jr. In his report, Ken Smith said he’d confronted the man, who displayed “nervousness and irritability and repeated denials of any knowledge of psychology or anything related. He repeated several times that he was an editorial writer who wrote for the food trade publications.”10

Smith went on: “I called Wilbur Emery, a former police chief in Madison during the 1960s and now retired. He vaguely recalled that in the early- to mid-1960s he had reports that some local citizens were engaged in behavioral studies of dissidents and it was thought that they were moderate right-wingers. He had his deputy, Inspector Herman Thomas, look into the matter and they determined that they were not an organization but termed themselves ‘concerned citizens.’ He referred me to Mr. Thomas who is now retired and his recollections were much the same.”

It would still be more than two years before the University of Wisconsin– Madison issued a press release (October 5, 1977) that “announced the recent receipt of documents pertaining to two research projects funded by the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) and conducted at the University from 1959 to 1962. The projects were part of activities funded through various ‘cover’ agencies by the CIA as part of Project Mkultra…. Names of individuals, organizations and institutions have been obliterated by heavy black markings on the documents….

“Of the two Wisconsin projects, one—as explained by the principal investigator—had as its general aim ‘an intensive study of the process of change in personality and behavior as it occurs in schizophrenic and normal individuals during the period of psychotherapy.’ ”11 Could they, perhaps, also have been studying how to make someone’s personality schizophrenic?

In Chicago, Cohen and I found Castillo’s parents, who were still living at the address listed in a 1967 FBI report that Arcega had obtained. They were able to clarify their son’s fascination with cloak-and-dagger activities. More than once, Castillo had told his mother he was a “secret agent.” On another occasion, he’d shown his younger stepbrother a container, saying: “This I got to deliver. It’s microfilm.” (In the Philippines, Castillo’s courier mission had concerned the delivery of microfilm, according to the transcripts.)

Although they knew little about their son’s recent life, the family was sincere and had nothing to hide. For years, Castillo had been the black sheep of the family, in and out of juvenile detention centers. The last they had seen him was October 1974, less than a year earlier, when he’d dropped by asking for money.
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The chronology they offered of his life over the past dozen years went like this:

As a teenager, sometime in 1963 Castillo had been arrested for stealing a car. But the owner, a doctor Luis seemed to know in Chicago, chose not to press charges.

Sometime in 1966, during one of his periodic visits, he began talking about making a trip to Cuba.

They knew nothing of his travels to the Philippines, despite two visits paid them by the FBI in 1967, until Luis showed up unannounced at their door. “He said he was beaten in the Philippines and they tried to kill him over there,” his mother remembered. “He said the CIA helped him get back from the Philippines,” recalled his stepfather, who went on: “When he came back, he was using strange words, goofy. He’d smoke half a cigarette and then toss it away and then ask me for a cigarette. I don’t smoke.”

In June 1971, Luis was convicted in Missouri of two robbery attempts and sentenced to concurrent six-year terms.12 His only visitor during 37 months in jail was a woman whom he’d married in 1970 and then separated from a month later. On August 1, 1974, termed a model prisoner, Castillo’s sentence had been commuted by Missouri governor Christopher “Kit” Bond.

By the last time he returned home, he’d become a religious fanatic. He’d given his mother a book, The Desire of Ages, and said he was planning to write one about his own religious experiences. He had temporarily reconciled with his wife. Claiming that his drinking bouts drove him to violence, she was then granted a divorce on December 5, 1974.

We decided to wait on confronting either of Castillo’s alleged “controllers”—Jean B. and James M.—or to pursue trying to find Castillo himself. At least not until we’d pinned down a book contract. Random House agreed to fly Arcega in from Canada to a meeting in New York. In mid-September 1975, I met him at the airport and we drove to an apartment where editor Jason Epstein awaited, along with Bob Silver (editor of the New York Review of Books) and an expert in hypnosis from Columbia University, Dr. Herbert Spiegel.

Spiegel, who hoped eventually to be asked to “deprogram” Sirhan, immediately launched into a monologue about the need for corroborative evidence. He said it was possible, even probable, that Castillo was possessed of a vivid imagination and thus had fantasized all of this. Arcega and I countered him, trying to show that the bigger picture indicated just the opposite. Spiegel admitted he was playing devil’s advocate, that he had heard about the use of hypnosis by intelligence agencies, but insisted that “self-programming” was equally likely. That swayed Epstein to remain cautious about making any publishing commitment. He wanted Castillo located, but would not front any money to help find him.
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The next day, I took Arcega to a lunch with Richard E. Sprague, the leading gatherer of photographic evidence about the Kennedy assassination. Castillo’s in-trance description of the back stairway fit the Daltex Building in Dallas to a T—and it was possible to fire from the second floor, if Castillo had meant to say the distance was 500 feet instead of 500 yards.

Having been unable to convince the publishing world of the veracity of Castillo’s story, Arcega returned to Canada feeling like a failure. For our part, we briefly continued the quest. Cohen, in fact, was able to find Castillo’s ex-wife in Chicago, with whom he had two lengthy conversations.13 “We got along very well,” he wrote me in May 1976. “She is friendly and talkative, but is now a little scared.”

When they first met, around February 1968, she recalled Castillo “living with somebody called Poppa, a man who sounded very old, and talked about religion a lot.” (Arcega’s notes from a June 12, 1967 session with Castillo contained the following passage: “The subject repeatedly asserted no one would ever know who his Papa was, and his real name.”)

Castillo’s ex-wife told Cohen: “Lots of things didn’t add up about Luis. I didn’t know what to think. He always seemed to have money. He said, ‘I’m an alley cat. I don’t want you to meet my friends.’ He said that he knew cops, mob types, government people. He told me never to ask questions about his work.

“One day, I was in a hypnosis seminar. I told Luis that night that I didn’t get hypnotized. He said, ‘How do you know?’ He said people could hypnotize you so you’d be hypnotized forever and you could do things without knowing that you were doing them.

“He was left handed, but he showed me how he could write with both hands. His favorite color was blue, he said. He talked about coded writing when I first met him, and at the end, in late ’74. He said he’d teach me how to write in scramble, in code. He’d write backwards, he’d write in number codes. He said he could write a letter in code, and I wouldn’t know what it meant.

“Two guys from the FBI came to talk to me, probably in 1969. They asked questions like, ‘How long have you known him? Does he come to your home? Where is he? We have to talk to Luis. We have to know where he is.’

“Luis told me that he’d been in jail and then later [that] someone was in jail with his name…. I asked him what he did while the ‘imposter’ served his three years for him. He said he had to do work. ‘What work?’ I asked. ‘Remember, I told you never to ask questions,’ he said.

“He threw a tantrum in August or September ’74, when he found out that I had another guy. He said he’d get me. He yelled through the door. ‘If you don’t let me in, I’ll get the CIA, I’ll get the CIA.’ He was a little drunk. He was talking like he’d been brainwashed. This was the first time he mentioned the CIA. 26Later he said the reason he allowed no questions was because he worked for the CIA. That I could never lose him, because … they could find me.

“Luis was always well-dressed and walked around with a black leather briefcase. He had an almost photographic memory. He’d read a few pages of a book, hand the book to me, and recite it.

“He had little scratches on his stomach. He said he’d been shot at the tip of his tailbone.”

What was learned in the aftermath of our investigation of Castillo only lent more credibility to the story we were piecing together. After the Rockefeller Commission’s report appeared about the agency’s having set out “to study possible means for controlling human behavior,” a former State Department officer turned freelance writer named John Marks decided to file a Freedom-of-Information-Act request for any potentially surviving documents. At first Marks was told that everything had been shredded when Richard Helms resigned as CIA Director in 1973. Then, in the spring of 1977, the CIA informed Marks that several boxes of documents filed with the agency’s financial records had been located. Some 16,000 pages on the CIA’s behavior control effort were released; their contents made front-page headlines and became the basis of Marks’ book, The Search for the ‘Manchurian Candidate.’14

It had begun in 1949 with Project Bluebird, which soon became Project Artichoke and evolved into Mkultra in 1953. The Cold War with the Soviet Union was going full-steam, and CIA memos of the period indicate fears that certain “uncommon drugs” as well as hypnosis were being utilized by the communists. During the Korean War in the early 1950s, the term “brainwashing” was coined by an American journalist—and CIA agent—named Edward Hunter. “The Reds have specialists available on their brainwashing panels, drugs and hypnotism,” Hunter warned. The fact that the Americans were delving into the same realm was a closely guarded secret.

The Navy already had a program initiated in 1947 called Project Chatter, which was looking into various truth drugs for interrogation methods. The Army was interested, too, and in 1952, drew up a “Memorandum of Understanding” with the CIA. Under Project Mknaomi, the Army Chemical Corps based at Fort Dietrich, Maryland, entered into covert research to aid CIA efforts. Between 1955 and 1958, the Army later admitted administering the powerful hallucinogenic LSD to nearly 1,500 soldiers and civilians, often without their knowledge. At least into the early 1960s, the CIA’s own LSD testing was conducted at 86 U.S. and Canadian hospitals, prisons, universities, and military installations, as well as on unwitting victims at domestic “safe houses” in Washington, New York, and San Francisco.
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The CIA was also keenly interested in the uses of hypnosis. A 1951 memo described several employees receiving “special private instruction” from experts in “H [hypnosis] techniques.” The file, in question-and-answer format, was chilling:


Q—What percent of subjects can be subjected successfully to H techniques?

A—By the forceful or stage methods—85%. By the subtle or “relaxing” method—95%.

Q—Can a person under H commit an act against his religious or moral scruples or against his training and upbringing?

A—Yes—[deleted] stated that anything could be done by a person under H including murder.

Q—Can a person under H be forced to commit suicide?

A—Yes. [deleted] only stated this could be accomplished indirectly but implied it could be done directly.

Q—How long can post H suggestions be kept effective?

A—A long time—unknown periods—particularly if reinforced from time to time.

Q—Will an individual under H give up information he would not otherwise do?

A—Yes—apparently there is no limit to the amount of information that can be obtained given sufficient time.

Q—Can a really total amnesia be obtained in H—in post-H activity?

A—Yes—this apparently can be achieved regularly.



Many years later, I obtained two documents from a researcher into the CIA’s behavior experiments. They pertained to Mkultra Subproject 47, which was listed as having existed between 1955 and May 31, 1964. One study used “quantitative electroencephalographic analysis of naturally occurring (schizophrenic) and drug-induced psychotic states in human males.” The drug was LSD.

A report published in the journal, Clinical Pharmacology and Therapeutics, stated: “Three groups of subjects were utilized in these studies. The first consisted of 21 volunteers from the New Jersey Reformatory at Bordentown. Most were first offenders…. Their age range was 21 to 30.”15

In the transcripts of Victor Arcega’s conversations with Luis Castillo, twice the hypnotist asks whether Castillo remembers being at Bordentown. Castillo says he does not.

A St. Louis police report, completed when Castillo was arrested there in the 1970s for theft, contains the information that he had been sent to a “reformatory” in New Jersey in 1964.
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This constituted the strongest evidence I had come across to indicate that Castillo had indeed been part of the Mkultra program. Had he also been a back-up rifleman in the Kennedy assassination? He would, after all, only have been eighteen at the time. But if he was not an actual participant, he seemed to have been at least programmed with such information (or disinformation) as part of some type of experiment—perhaps to determine his retentive capacities, or to obscure the mission that he was really on in the Philippines.

Victor Arcega, however, believed that Castillo really had been part of a “hit team” in Dallas that day. And this would not be the last time in my research that the CIA’s mind control efforts would raise their ugly head.

For the time being, though, The Village Voice wanted me to critique the latest media “revelations” on the assassination, and I sat in front of my TV taking copious notes on a CBS special.





	6 The Nelson Rockefeller Report to the President by the Commission on CIA Activities, June 1975, Government Printing Office.

	7 Luis Castillo background: The transcripts of Arcega’s interviews begin on March 2, 1967, and conclude September 1, 1967, and are in the author’s possession. Further background was drawn from Harper’s Weekly, Volume LXIV, No. 3150, December 8 and 15, 1975, “Hypnotist’s Notes: Was Luis Castillo a Back-Up Rifleman in the JFK Assassination?” by Jim Hougan. Articles on the Castillo case appeared on the wire services at the time: AP, Chicago American, April 22, 1967, “Ordered to Shoot JFK in 1963, Says Cuban Agent” and UPI, New York Daily News, April 22, 1967, “Dallas Cops Shrug at ‘Plot’ Tale.” Articles also appeared in the Filipino press, beginning with: Manila Times, April 22, 1967, “‘JFK Plotter’ in Manila!” by Alberto Rous, followed by Manila Times, April 23, 1967, “Marcos Bares Hunt for Spies”; Manila Times, April 26, 1967, “Eloriaga Found!”

	8 Marcos visit: Interview with Victor Arcega, June 1975.

	9 FBI arrest record: In author’s possession.

	10 Smith report: In author’s possession.

	11 Press release: “CIA Releases Research Documents to UW-Madison,” October 5, 1977.

	12 Castillo conviction: Divorce file, Castillo v. Castillo, 74D20558.

	13 Interview with wife: May 10, 1976.

	14 Cia Mkultra files: New York Times, July 21, 1977, “CIA Data Show Fourteen-Year Project on Controlling Human Behavior” by Nicholas M. Horrock.

	15 Report: Clinical Pharmacology and Therapeutics 4 (1), 1963, pp. 10–21. Also, New York Times, August 2, 1977, “Private Institutions Used in CIA Effort to Control Behavior.” “Dr. Carl Pfeiffer, a pharmacologist now associated with a private treatment center in New Jersey, conducted LSD experiments for the CIA on prisoners at the Federal penitentiary in Atlanta and the Bordentown Reformatory in New Jersey between 1955 and 1964.”
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