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Introduction

This is a dangerous book. If you have any investment in pursuing the truth, then what you will find within will be at times enlightening, and shocking. Mainstream, packaged history that is freshly sliced for America’s students in neatly compartmentalized boxes barely gives a whisper of the word “conspiracy,” as if it were a disease to avoid exposing to the innocent.

Yet as historians, our goal should always be to pursue the truth, no matter how uncomfortable the answers might be. Facts are stubborn things, as John Adams was fond of saying. History at its best should bend or break our preconceived notions of what a static historical record should consist of. Conspiracies are far more common than we imagine, and one should never have to apologize for proffering them as solutions to historical mysteries. Historians should not have to whisper the word for fear of academic reprisal.

For truly, what are conspiracies? Put simply, it is when a group of people plan to execute a specific task. Humans are social creatures. We work together to accomplish an endless number of ideas throughout the course of our lives. It is counterintuitive to think otherwise. It is time to move conspiracies from the realm of the paranormal to that of the normal.

Ironically though, there is nothing normal about the conspiracy to assassinate President John F. Kennedy. So much has been written about this man’s death, now over half a century since that tragic day in Dallas. The astute reader might wonder what more could be added to what has already been exhaustively written. The answer is two-fold.

Much to the credit of many hardworking historians in the past five decades, Kennedy’s assassination has been examined from the standpoint of how it happened, and who was responsible. Very little time has been spent trying to examine why he was killed, especially how a little known country in Southeast Asia named Laos hastened his demise.

I will argue in this book that the CIA’s secret drug trade in Laos, and the president’s effort to end it, provided the primary motive that the CIA needed to assassinate the president. A lot of effort has made to examine the president’s Vietnam policy, which does link to this as we will see, but precious little attention has been paid to the opium trade in Laos that was making the CIA wealthy and powerful beyond its wildest dreams. This book will chronicle the president’s secret war with the CIA over Laos, a high stakes game that cost him his life.

The second addition to the historical record that this book will contribute is an attempt to link the JFK assassination with the other three major assassinations of the 1960s: Malcolm X, Martin Luther King, and Robert F. Kennedy. Not enough attention has been paid to why these leaders were killed as well. We will see that all four of the assassinations are linked together, all funded and executed by the CIA to silence the four most vocal leaders who were opposed to the agency’s pro-war, and pro-drug policy in Laos and Vietnam.

Finally, we will examine the impact this has had on the course of history, and imagine a world where a part of the United States government never saw fit to overturn the will of the American people, and rob the nation of four of the most important leaders in U.S. history for its own power and financial gain.

John Koerner
February, 2014


Chapter One

A Hated President

President John F. Kennedy was skilled at many things throughout the course of his life. He was an award winning author, a war hero, an athlete, and a doting father, with a sense of style and grace rarely seen in the presidency. He also was adept at making a variety of powerful enemies throughout the course of his administration. By the time of his death, anti-Catholics, southern racists, the Mafia, Fidel Castro, the FBI, the CIA, and the military would all have moments of bitter clashes with the commander in chief. The assassination of JFK did not occur in a vacuum. In order to understand why the CIA wanted the president dead, and felt justified in doing so we need to examine the escalating tension within the Kennedy administration. Each section in chapter one will deal with a different source of anger directed at the president. It was within this climate of hate that made the assassination inevitable. Some of this conflict was not even his fault. We can begin with an issue that came up even before he became president: his faith.

The “Papist” Presidency

Being a Roman Catholic throughout much of American history was a dangerous proposition. Many were ostracized for simply being a member of this religion, and were denied access to power and equal rights for centuries. Many Protestants in positions of power felt that Catholics could not serve two masters, that given the chance they would be loyal to the papacy and could not possibly be patriotic Americans, much less trusted in positions of power like in the military or politics. Some even went so far as to believe that the reason all the millions of Italian, Polish, and Irish immigrants were crashing our borders was that many foreign governments wanted these “papists” to undermine our democracy.

The KKK, the YMCA, and the American Party (otherwise known as the Know Nothing Party) were all in part founded on the idea of combating the influence of Catholics in our culture. From 1887 until the 1920s, the American Protective Association promoted violent anti-Catholic rhetoric. Founder Henry F. Bowers spread misinformation that a papal decree absolved all allegiance to the United States. Bowers even went so far as to engage in outright demagoguery by claiming that Catholics were going to massacre all Protestants using a secret stash of weapons being hidden in the cellars of Catholic churches. The date of retribution was allegedly set for September 5, 1893, when the “papists” would unleash their collective fury on the terrified American people.1 When the day of reckoning arrived nothing happened, but the hatred did not stop.

It is perhaps therefore not surprising that in this oppressive climate, John F. Kennedy remains the only Catholic ever elected to the presidency. It was an issue he had to confront directly during his 1960 campaign for president. Norman Vincent Peale, perhaps the nation’s most prominent Protestant minister openly questioned whether Kennedy would bring his foreign policy “into line with Vatican objectives.”2 The Massachusetts senator made a speech in front of the Greater Houston Ministerial Association at the Rice Hotel in Houston, Texas, on September 12, 1960, to respond to these charges. This would be the same hotel he would stay at the night before his assassination in Dallas just over three years later.3 Earlier that day he was greeted by hostile crowds with signs reading “We Don’t Want the Kremlin or the Vatican.” JFK would speak forcefully in Houston about his political independence and the separation of church and state.


I believe in an America that is officially neither Catholic, Protestant nor Jewish; where no public official either requests or accepts instructions on public policy from the Pope … or any other ecclesiastical source … For while this year it may be a Catholic against whom the finger of suspicion is pointed, in other years it has been – and may someday be again – a Jew, or a Quaker, or a Unitarian, or a Baptist. It was Virginia’s harassment of Baptist preachers, for example, that led to Jefferson’s statute of religious freedom. Today, I may be the victim, but tomorrow it may be you …

This is the kind of America I believe in – and this is the kind of America I fought for in the South Pacific, and the kind my brother died for in Europe. No one suggested then that we might have a divided loyalty, that we did not believe in liberty, or that we belonged to a disloyal group that threatened …“the freedoms for which our forefathers died.”…

But let me stress again that these are my views. For contrary to common newspaper usage, I am not the Catholic candidate for President. I am the Democratic Party’s candidate for President who happens also to be a Catholic. I do not speak for my church on public matters; and the church does not speak for me.4



When the speech was finished the Protestant ministers engaged in a heated question and answer session with Kennedy, attempting to, at various times, trap him into going back on the independent platform he had laid out in his speech.

The most aggressive questioning came from Pastor K.O. White of Houston’s First Baptist Church who said, “Your church has stated that it has the privilege and the right and the responsibility to direct its members in various areas of life, including the political realm.” White’s next sentence summed up over 100 years of Protestant fears. “We believe that history and observation indicate that it has done so. And we raise the question because we would like to know, if you are elected President and your church elects to use that privilege and obligation, what your response will be.”5

Kennedy calmly stated, as he already had in his speech, “If my church attempted to influence me in any way … then I would reply to them that this was an improper action on their part, that it was one to which I could not subscribe, that I was opposed to it, and that it would be an unfortunate breach of – an interference, with the American political system.”6

Despite the candidate’s best efforts, many Americans still refused to vote for him simply because he was Catholic, perhaps at least in part accounting for the slim margin of victory in the 1960 popular vote total: JFK 49.7% to Richard Nixon’s 49.5%.7

After the president’s assassination, a number of Protestant ministers in Dallas expressed some remorse that this climate of hate may have contributed to the president’s death. The Rev. Charles Denman of the Wesley Methodist Church said, “In Dallas entire sermons have been devoted to damning the Kennedy administration … and they have been delivered from Methodist pulpits,” said Denman. “In the name of the church, men and women have sown seeds of discord, distrust and hate and have called it witnessing for Christ. As a church we are sick. God have mercy on us.”8

The Rev. William Holmes of the Northhaven Methodist Church said, “There is no city in the United States which in recent months and years has been more acquiescent toward its extremists than Dallas, Texas. We … have gone quietly about our work and leisure, forfeiting the city’s image to the hate mongers and reactionaries in our midst. The spirit of assassination has been with us for some time.”9

“The spirit of assassination” was indeed alive and well in Dallas, but not just because of the president’s religion. The south was also violently opposed to Kennedy’s embracement of the Civil Rights Movement.

JFK vs. the South

When the news of President Kennedy’s death was announced to the nation, the grief was too much for many of America’s school children to handle. Millions of students began to sob uncontrollably. CBS News anchor Walter Cronkite said that “the nation is in almost uncontrollable shock. Schools have to be dismissed. My own school was dismissed because the children were weeping so much they could not concentrate.”10

That certainly was not the case in a Columbus, Mississippi, elementary school where students responded with spontaneous applause when the news of JFK’s death was announced over the loud speakers.11 More southern hatred came from Ted Dealey, owner of the Dallas Morning News. He told Kennedy at a White House luncheon in October 1961 that what the country needed was “a man on horseback to lead this nation and many people in Texas and the Southwest think that you are riding Caroline’s tricycle.”12 Dealey also approved a hate-laced full page advertisement attacking the president that appeared in his newspaper on the morning of the assassination. The ad was paid for by the Hunt family, an oil-rich Texas clan based in Dallas.13 Ted Dealey had assumed command of the Dallas Morning News after the death of his father, George Bannerman Dealey, whom Dealey Plaza is named after, of course the site of President Kennedy’s assassination.14

As JFK began his trip to Texas he remarked to an aide that he was “heading into nut country.”15 One of the president’s most bitter enemies was in Dallas during the week of the assassination too, spewing hate. Alabama Governor George Wallace, a blatant racist and vocal defender of segregation, said “We resent Washington telling us how to run our schools. Why, they’ve had to build extra bridges across the Potomac just for the people leaving Washington since they integrated the schools there,” an obvious, blatant lie. Wallace, who arrived on a plane with Confederate flag markings, said that “we Alabama people ought to be telling (Washington) how to run their schools.”16

The intense southern hatred directed toward John F. Kennedy was largely due to his progressive record on Civil Rights. Up until the 1960s, presidents cared precious little about the African American race choosing to ignore Amendments to the Constitution that guaranteed equal rights and suffrage for all people. The southern courts were a disgrace, littered with rigged juries. The South had descended into blatant, oppressive segregation for a century; a virtual Confederate States of the Ku Klux Klan.

Kennedy’s efforts to end this began even before he became president. During the 1960 campaign, a month before the election, Senator Kennedy, and his brother Robert, arranged for the release of Martin Luther King from a Georgia prison, where many felt King’s four month sentence would lead to his lynching.17

JFK’s efforts to help African Americans continued during his presidency. In his first year as commander in chief he instructed the Interstate Commerce Commission to end discrimination in interstate public transportation.18 On November 20, 1962, the president signed Executive Order 11063 which mandated an end to discrimination in housing. The stroke of the president’s pen “prohibited federally funded housing agencies from denying housing or funding for housing to anyone based on their race, color, creed or national origin.”19

JFK also appointed over fifty African American men and women to key positions of power in his administration. These included:


• Andrew T. Hatcher, associate White House press secretary, the first black man to hold that post. 200 times he filled in for Press Secretary Pierre Salinger

• Dr. Robert Weaver, director of the Housing and Home Finance Agency, “the highest appointive federal office ever held by an American Negro,” the Chicago Defender said when Weaver received the NAACP’s Spingarn Medal on June 5, 1962

• George L. P. Weaver, assistant secretary of labor for Internal Affairs

• Carl Rowan, deputy assistant secretary of state for Public Affairs

• Dr. Grace Hewell, program coordination officer, Dept. of Health, Education and Welfare

• Lt. Commander Samuel Gravely, of the U.S.S. Falgout, the first black Navy commander to lead a combat ship

• John P. Duncan, commissioner of the District of Columbia

• Clifford Alexander, Jr., national security council member

• A. Leon Higginbotham, a member of the Federal Trade Commission, the first African American to be appointed to a federal regulatory agency

• Ambassadors: Carl Rowan, to Finland; Clifton Wharton, to Norway; and Mercer Cook, to Niger

• U.S. attorneys: Cecil Poole, Northern California; and Merle McCurdy, Northern Ohio

• Federal judges: James Benton Parsons, Northern District of Illinois, the first black federal district court judge; Wade McCree, Eastern District of Michigan; Marjorie Lawson, Juvenile Court of the District of Columbia; and, Thurgood Marshall, the Second Circuit, U.S. Court of Appeals20



Another African American “first” for the JFK administration was when President Kennedy appointed Abraham Bolden to be the first African American Secret Service agent. In 1961, Bolden began his service to the agency, but was quickly reassigned to Chicago after complaining about unfair treatment by his fellow agents. While in that city he helped uncover a plot to assassinate President Kennedy that was supposed to take place on November 2, 1963. The Secret Service arrested two suspects, but let them go. They also never forwarded this information to the Warren Commission that was appointed by President Lyndon Johnson in 1964 to investigate the JFK assassination. Bolden was not assigned to protect the president in Dallas, and later went on to criticize the drunken behavior of the agents which he felt helped contribute to the president’s death.21

This was the first time in American history that a president had appointed this many African Americans, and not just to figure-head positions, but to important positions of influence. The appointments that Kennedy made to his team were certainly historic, yet integrating the southern school systems was the most deadly of the president’s civil rights strategies. JFK used military and political pressure to end segregation at the University of Mississippi in 1962, resulting in two deaths and dozens
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