From the Bay of Pigs to Laos

Operation MILLPOND: The Beginning of a Distant Covert War

Timothy N. Castle

Operation MILLPOND
became the taproot
for what eventually

emerged...as the “larg-
est, most innovative
program of irreqular
warfare ever conducted
by CIA.”

Much has been written about the
CIA-led Bay of Pigs operation in
mid-April 1961, the failed covert
paramilitary operation intended to
overthrow Fidel Castro.! When it
became public, the botched operation
became a deep personal embarrass-
ment for President John F. Kennedy
and set off considerable domestic
and international debate regarding
the credibility and competence of the
new administration.

Responsibility for the overall Cu-
ban program, then known as JMATE,?
lay with CIA Deputy Director for
Plans Richard M. Bissell Jr. With the
failure and exposure of the Bay of
Pigs landing, Bissell, who was said
to be in line to replace long-time
Director of Central Intelligence (DCI)
Allen Dulles,” quickly found himself
a major target of Kennedy’s support-
ers who sought to shift blame from
questionable presidential decisions
on to faulty intelligence and poor mil-
itary advice.?

Scant scholarship, however, has
focused on another risky covert
operation scheduled to begin the
same week as the Cuba landing,
Operation MILLPOND, which was
a joint CIA-Pentagon plan to attack
Soviet-supplied military stores and
antigovernment forces in neutral
Laos. The plan included the use of

a. The plan’s original cryptonym was
JMARC.

Thailand-based B-26 bombers flown
by CIA contractors.* As the CIA’s top
representative to President Kennedy’s
Laos Task Force, Bissell was concur-
rently responsible for two military
operations with profound Cold War
implications.’

Ultimately, as the assault on Cuba
faltered, the Laos airstrikes were
abruptly canceled. Nonetheless, and
perhaps unintentionally, the pres-
identially-authorized preparations
for Operation MILLPOND became
the taproot for what eventually
emerged, in one veteran’s words, as
the “largest, most innovative program
of irregular warfare ever conducted
by CIA.”®

Introduction

Watching President Kennedy play
golf on Sunday afternoon with his
sister and brother-in-law, an unin-
formed observer could reasonably
conclude the new leader of the United
States harbored not a care in the
world. In fact, on 16 April 1961 Ken-
nedy had plenty on his mind. US-di-
rected forces were about to launch
nearly simultaneous covert airstrikes
on two sovereign countries.’

Inheriting from the Eisenhower
administration serious foreign policy
challenges in Laos and Cuba, Kenne-
dy had agreed in both cases to allow
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But, there was another covert action to account for, Oper-

ation MILLPOND in Laos.

Bissell and his covert action spe-
cialists to continue planning begun
during the Eisenhower administration
for significant military interventions.
While ordering movement toward
the brink of employing “deniable”
armed action, the president remained
cautious and insisted that the military
and intelligence operators be kept on
a short leash—the final OK to launch
the strikes would be his.’

Just before his departure to
Virginia, Kennedy had markedly
changed the CIA-developed and
Pentagon-reviewed plan for an air
attack on Cuba at the 15 April onset
of JMATE. Bissell and his staff had
decided to use 16 readily available
WW II B-26 bombers in a pre-in-
vasion attack on key communica-
tions facilities and airfields. The
destruction of Castro’s offensive air
capability was judged a key element
in protecting the mostly defenseless
rebel air attacks and amphibious
landings.'°

Kennedy, however, had concluded
that the CIA air plan was “too noisy”
and wanted Bissell to tone down the
strikes. There was no further discus-
sion as Bissell slashed the force in
half. With grave consequences for the
overall JIMATE operation, the eight
bombers were only partially success-
ful in destroying Castro’s air force."!
The disastrous outcome of the land-
ing on the beach in the Bay of Pigs is
well known and has been the subject
of numerous histories

In the wake of the operation that
was publicly tagged “a perfect fail-
ure,” a humiliated and angry Kenne-
dy exclaimed to Advisor Theodore
Sorensen, “How could I have been so
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stupid?”’'? The president’s poor, most-
ly CIA-influenced, decisionmaking
on Cuba had resulted in a monumen-
tal foreign policy nightmare.

Meanwhile, Across the Pacific

But, there was another covert
action to account for, Operation
MILLPOND in Laos. Kennedy had
also ordered the CIA and Pentagon to
arrange other covert airstrikes on the
other side of the globe. A full exam-
ination of Kennedy’s post-Bay of
Pigs mindset must, therefore, include
a thoughtful consideration of concur-
rent events in Southeast Asia.

Nearly 9,000 miles away at Takhli
Royal Thai Air Force Base (and 11
time zones ahead of Washington,
DC), a mix of pilots including those
flying for CIA’s proprietary Air
America and “sheep-dipped”™ US
military pilots were asleep in their
bunks. They had been recruited to
fly 16 unmarked B-26 aircraft in
a daring move to deliver decisive
bombing support for a Royal Lao
military ground offensive.® A few
hours earlier, they had received their
final instructions to make a surrepti-
tious crossing of the Thai-Lao border
to bomb an airfield and attack other
communist positions on a strategical-
ly located area in central Laos known
as the Plain of Jars.'* (See map on
facing page.)

When Kennedy gave Bissell the
order on the afternoon of the 16th to

a. US military personnel who assume ci-
vilian status in order to support specialized
CIA missions.

proceed with the Bay of Pigs land-
ings both men were fully aware that
the MILLPOND pilots and their load-
ed bombers were less than four hours
from a scheduled 17 April takeoff. A
few hours later, in a decision that has
remained obscured for more than 50
years, Kennedy suddenly canceled
the MILLPOND strikes. The debate
continues as to the circumstances, but
sometime around 9 p.m., Kennedy
also called off the next day’s IMATE
airstrikes.” To date, very little atten-
tion has been focused on the nexus
of these simultaneous events in Cuba
and Southeast Asia.

Piecing together declassified DoD
and Department of State records and
the recollections of MILLPOND
participants, however, this article
details this key chapter of US Cold
War involvement in Laos. Moreover,
an examination of the Thailand-based
B-26 scheme provides a fuller under-
standing of America’s artfully hidden
foreign policy goals in Laos. Flagrant
communist breaches of Laotian terri-
tory brought about equally prohibited
US contraventions of the 1954—and
later the 1962—Geneva agreements.
Searching for a politically tenable
strategy to oppose further commu-
nist expansion in Southeast Asia, the
Kennedy administration ultimately
chose to secretly employ CIA and
DoD resources. These US policies
continued until 1973, when the White
House ended CIA paramilitary pro-
grams in Laos.'¢

The president’s cancellation of the
MILLPOND airstrikes, however, left
in force plans to greatly expanded
the covert action he had approved in
Laos. The authorization paved the
way for CIA’s decade-long para-
military programs in Thailand and
Laos. Most importantly, MILLPOND
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generated a surge in the growth of the
Taipei-headquartered Civil Air Trans-
port (CAT)/Air America (AAM) air
support complex known within CIA
by the cryptonym HBILKA."

Additionally, I will address the
important support links between the
JMATE and MILLPOND operations.
Veteran CAT and AAM employees
were deeply involved in training the
Cuban exile transport pilots and two
of these HBILKA fliers ultimately
joined their trainees and flew combat
missions over Cuba. So, too, volun-
teers from the Alabama Air National
Guard (AANG) secretly provided
maintenance and flight training for
the attacking Cuban force. As the
rebel air missions were battered over
well defended Cuban positions, the
guardsmen bravely entered the fray
and American blood was spilled.'®

Handed a Mess

Looking over histories of the cost-
ly and lengthy Vietnam War, more
descriptively and properly called the
Second Indochina War, it is easy to
forget the small country that initially
captured the attention of the Kenne-
dy administration. In his first State
of the Union address on 31 January
1961, the president mentioned South
Vietnam just once:

In Asia, the relentless pressures
of the Chinese Communists
menace the security of the
entire area—from the borders
of India and South Viet Nam to
the jungles of Laos, struggling
to protect its newly won inde-
pendence. We seek in Laos what

“An American invasion, a Communist victory or what-
ever, | wish it would happen before we take over and get

blamed for it.”

we seek in all Asia, and, indeed,
in all of the world—freedom for
the people and independence
for the government. And this
Nation shall persevere in our
pursuit of these objectives.

Kennedy then chose to end his
foreign policy section by placing
tiny, and virtually unknown, Laos in
particular (if hyperbolic) prominence.

The hopes of all mankind rest
upon us—not simply upon those
of us in this chamber, but upon
the peasant in Laos, the fisher-
man in Nigeria, the exile from
Cuba, the spirit that moves ev-
ery man and Nation who shares
our hopes for freedom and the
future. "

With Kennedy just into the second
week of his presidency, few could
have imagined the imminent and
stunning impact of his ongoing secret
decisions related to Laos and Cuba.

A month later President Kennedy
reassured Thai prime minister Sarit
Thanarat of Washington’s continued
commitment to the “historic friend-
ship and close partnership” between
their two countries. Alluding to the
on-going crisis in the ostensibly neu-
tral kingdom of Laos, which shared a
long and porous border with Thai-
land, Kennedy wrote in a personal
communication,

1 fully appreciate your Excel-
lency’s deep concern over the
events now taking place in
Southeast Asia and I wish to
assure you that Thailand will
have our unswerving support in
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resisting Communist aggression
and subversion.

The president went on to affirm US
responsibilities under the Southeast
Asia Treaty Organization (SEATO),
“We shall fully honor our obligation
to Thailand as an ally and friend.”*

Laos was not a new presidential
headache. By late 1960, according to
Theodore Sorensen, who has provid-
ed an early insider’s description of
the new administration, Kennedy was
well aware of the Laotian “mess” he
would inherit. “The president-elect
said to me, ‘An American invasion,
a Communist victory or whatever, [
wish it would happen before we take
over and get blamed for it.”””!

In the final months of the Eisen-
hower administration the political
and military danger to the Royal Lao
government consisted of a mix of for-
mer army paratroopers led by Cap-
tain Kong Le and communist Pathet
Lao (PL) forces under the nominal
control of Prince Souphanouvong.
Half brother of Prince Souvanna
Phouma, the on again, off again Lao
Prime Minister Souphanouvong was
widely regarded as Hanoi’s puppet.?

In August 1960 Captain Kong Le
successfully staged a coup against the
US-supported right wing Lao govern-
ment. Declaring himself a neutralist,
within weeks Kong Le turned the
government over to Souvanna. Royal
Lao Army (FAR) general Phoumi
Nosavan, staunchly anticommunist
and a US and Thai favorite, then re-
quested and received logistical assis-
tance from Bangkok and Washington
in recapturing the capital of Vien-
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Seeking to cut off Soviet military assistance to the Lao
rebels, on 3 March the president ordered the Joint Chiefs
of Staff to plan the seizure of the Plain of Jars.

tiane. According to an official US Air
Force history, “substantial deliveries
were made by [Air America] contract
C-46s and C-47s to the royalist base
at Savannakhet.” The Phoumi forces
were also augmented by the arrival
of 200 Lao paratroops that had just
completed training in Thailand.?

Kong Le and his troops then
moved to the Plain of Jars in central
Laos, where they joined with Souph-
anouvong’s soldiers. For months
the Soviet Union had been airlifting
supplies to the rebels, and the weak
Lao central government had virtual-
ly collapsed under intense internal
bickering. With Kennedy determined
to save Laos from communism, and
the USSR under President Nikita
Khrushchev sensing an opportunity
spread its will in Southeast Asia, tiny
Laos gained the potential to become
a Cold War conflagration.?*

Sorensen wrote that the president
ultimately decided there were four
courses of action open to the United
States in Laos: do nothing; provide
overt military assistance; divide the
country and defend the southern half
with outside forces; seek negotiations
aimed at the establishment of a neu-
tral coalition government.”® A close
examination of previously classified
documents, however, shows that, in
fact, Kennedy actually embarked on
yet another choice.

MILLPOND

Seeking to cut off Soviet mili-
tary assistance to the Lao rebels, on
3 March the president ordered the
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Joint Chiefs of Staff (JCS) to plan the
seizure of the Plain of Jars. With a
JCS response, the MILLPOND plan,
in hand, Kennedy moved forward on
9 March and approved National Se-
curity Action Memorandum (NSAM)
No. 29, which laid out a comprehen-
sive and dramatic stand against North
Vietnamese and Soviet-backed rebel
activity in Laos.?® His rationale for
covert military action was partially
influenced by advice from State De-
partment officials who believed “that
if the PDJ plan is successful, and if
it were to trigger a peace-seeking by
the Communist side, we would then
hope to continue about where we
were in the Geneva Accord.” Al-
though Kennedy told the bureaucrats
their assessment was “nonsense,” he
had no good options.?’

NSAM 29 contained a list of 17
measures intended to promote Lao-
tian sovereignty and US-sponsored
Thai military assistance. The mea-
sures authorized CIA to increase the
recruitment of Lao irregular forces,
ordered the Pentagon to assist CIA in
the immediate expansion of the agen-
cy’s regional helicopter and fixed
wing air assets, brought together CIA
and DOD capabilities in the estab-
lishment of a covert B-26 bomber
force, set the stage for increased US
covert military logistical support into
Laos, and directed senior US military
and State Department leaders to press
for improved Thai and Lao govern-
ment cooperation.?®

The president charged CIA with
primary responsibility for a covert
war in Laos that, because of the
passivity of the conventional Lao
military, was principally fought and

supported by surrogate ground and
air forces. CIA assigned the Laos
program the cryptonym CYNOPE.?
The Pentagon would also be heavily
involved in Laos, but it would oper-
ate mostly from Thailand. American
diplomats, in Washington, Bang-
kok, and Vientiane would become
quasi-military commanders and, as
was often necessary, be tasked to
bring about the cooperation of Thai
and Laotian authorities.”? Managed
by only a few hundred paramilitary
officers, project CYNOPE “became
for nearly all its CIA participants
the adventure of their professional
lives.”¢

Thailand’s Essential Role

In order to conduct a successful
and plausibly deniable war in Laos
the United States required a reliable
regional partner. Thailand’s strong-
ly anticommunist leaders, Prime
Minister Sarit in particular, were
understandably concerned by the
expansion of Soviet and Chinese
influence.>! When the 1954 Geneva
Agreements established a neutral
government in Laos fears in Bangkok
and Washington were heightened
rather than allayed because the Lao
government could not be trusted to
not support communist activities in
the region.*

Thai officials were anxious to
halt the spread of communism on
their side of the Mekong River lest
it proliferate in the poor regions of
Thailand’s northern and northeast-
ern border provinces and eventually
threaten the kingdom.*® The US stake
was definitively declared on 5 Sep-

" Not its true cryptonym.
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tember 1956 in National Security
Council policy statement 5612/1.

The United States is likely to
remain the only major outside
source of power to counteract
the Russian-Chinese Communist
thrust into Southeast Asia. Thus,
the retention of this area in the
free world will continue to de-
pend on the extent and effective-
ness of US support as well as on
the local efforts of the countries
themselves.**

Kennedy’s approval of NSAM 29
was a bold use of his covert action
authorities and created a watershed
moment for US-Thai paramilitary
cooperation in supposedly neutral
Laos. The president directed high
priority negotiations with Prime Min-
ister Sarit “for immediate availability
of up to four 105mm batteries (Thai
soldiers, equipment, and supplies
for six cannons in each battery)” for
deployment into Laos.

Sarit, who concurrently held the
rank of field marshal of the Thai
Army, approved the request and
thereby set in motion a more than
12-year long covert relationship of
the CIA and a joint Thai military
and police organization known as
Headquarters 333. The placement
in Laos of regular Royal Thai Army
artillery units, later substantially ex-
panded with Thai volunteers placed
into CIA-controlled Special Guerrilla
Units (SGUs), would be one of the
most important aspects of US-Thai
security cooperation. By 1971 the
movement of these soldiers and
police into Laos would represent the
greatest deployment of Thai “expedi-
tionary forces” since WW I1.3

A significant challenge to CIA’s
program was the extremely moun-

tainous Lao countryside and undevel-
oped infrastructure. A security force
capable of protecting a country with
virtually no roads would require air
mobility.*® CIA historian Thomas
Ahern’s history of the Laos war says,
“Unanticipated by any of the pro-
gram’s managers, air support almost
immediately became the single most
important ingredient in [deleted]
administration of the Hmong irregu-
lars. Panhandle operations, launched
at the end of the year, came to rely on
it t0o.”¥’

NSAM 29°s directive that the De-
fense Department provide “16 H-34
helicopters to CIA for CAT use” was,
therefore, an essential contribution
to CYNOPE. The addition of the
aircraft energized a critical flow of
military-trained pilots into the Air
America proprietary. Brig. Gen. An-
drew Boyle, chief of the US Military
Assistance Group in Laos, told an
Air Force civilian contracting officer,
“I want airplanes to fly where [ want

them, when I want them, and with no
interference. Now get me a contract
that will get what I want as soon as
possible.”

Justification for the arrange-
ments included the statement that
the services were “in the interest of
National Defense, which because of
military considerations, should not
be publicly disclosed and for which
Air America, Inc. is the only known
source.” Arrangements for H-34 per-
sonnel and maintenance, based with
Thai government approval at Udorn,
were formalized in July 1961 when
the Air Force signed an $2.5 million
per year contract with Air America.*®

Why did the historically cautious
Thais decide to involve themselves
so completely with US actions in
Laos?*’ Since the 1950s Thai leaders
had unsuccessfully sought a firm
US defense umbrella for Thailand.
The 1955 establishment of SEATO,
with headquarters in Bangkok, failed

A US H-34 helicopter in operation in Laos (Photo from Ahern, Undercover Armies.)

Studies in Intelligence Vol 59, No. 2 (Extracts, June 2015)



From the Bay of Pigs to Laos

To avoid the introduction of US military trainers and
reduce the total number of Americans working with the
Hmong, CIA increased its association with the Royal Thai
Army and the paramilitary Thai Border Patrol Police.

to assuage Thai security concerns,
however. As Sarit repeatedly re-
minded the Washington, the group’s
requirement for member unanimity
in all decisions virtually guaranteed
SEATO would take no action against
the growing communist threat in
Laos.*

Agreeing to assist the Ameri-
cans with secret operations in Laos
allowed the Thais to win a major and
public US security guarantee outside
the problematic SEATO protocols.
On 6 March 1962, the Department of
State issued a communique, known
as the Rusk-Thanat Agreement, say-
ing, “The United States regards the
preservation of the independence and
integrity of Thailand as vital to the
national interest of the United States
and to world peace.”! In return the
Thais opened their country to the
eventual basing of nearly 50,000
Americans engaged in bombing
targets in the neighboring states of
Laos, Cambodia, and in North and
South Vietnam.*

NSAM 29 also authorized CIA
to increase to 4,000 the number of
Hmong to be recruited for an ir-
regular armed force in northeastern
Laos.® Why the Hmong? Finding
the lowland-based conventional Lao
army to be unmotivated and riddled
with weak and politically driven
leadership, the CIA turned principally
to the socially well organized, histori-
cally hardy, and self-reliant Hmong
hill tribe clans. As communist forces
increased their activities in Laos,
often moving on routes near Hmong
villages, the outsiders represented a

real danger to families, livestock, and
crops. It was not difficult, there-

fore, for the clan leaders to accept
CIA-provided weapons and train-
ing.*

To avoid the introduction of US
military trainers and reduce the total
number of Americans working with
the Hmong, CIA increased its associ-
ation with the Royal Thai Army and
the paramilitary Thai Border Patrol
Police. The most elite of these police
elements were known as the Police
Aerial Reinforcement Unit (PARU).*
These specialists, working in Laos
since at least 1960, were especially
important in providing CIA field
officers with interpreters, advisers,
and trainers.*® The integration of
the Thais, with a similar language
and physical appearance to the Lao,
helped to maintain the deniability
of US intervention in Laos. Having
found surrogate trainers and war-
riors, CIA officers began building an
important fighting force.

Under CIA direction and the lead-
ership of Vang Pao, a charismatic FAR
officer, these mountain fighters would
become a major irritant to communist
troops operating in northeastern Laos.
With Thai assistance CIA officers
would also recruit and train southern
Laos hill tribes to conduct anti-in-
filtration operations in the Laotian
panhandle. In addition to advisory and
support cadre, Bangkok also provided
artillery specialists for deployment
in defense of key Lao transportation
arteries and military bases.?’

Takhli, Thailand

Located in rural central Thailand,
some 140 miles northwest of Bang-
kok, Takhli air base was a tangible
demonstration of Thai support for
American covert operations. Since
the late 1950°s HBILKA employees
and USAF personnel had used the
nominally Royal Thai Air Force
facility to launch and recover East
Asia special air missions.*® In Jan-
uary 1960, a feisty USAF major on
detail to CIA’s air branch, Harry C.
“Heinie” Aderholt, took command
of the Okinawa-based Detachment 2,
1045th Operational Evaluation Train-
ing Group. The transport unit was
established to provide CIA with mil-
itary support to a growing Southeast
Asia mission and Aderholt was soon
a constant presence at Takhli.* Ader-
holt’s talents would quickly extend
to providing advice on clandestine
air operations and the development
of hundreds of small landing strips
throughout Laos known as “Lima
Sites.”?

NSAM 29 provided CIA with
a huge infusion of aircraft, and
HBILKA responded by gathering
the personnel and aircraft needed to
support the Lao operations. Thomas
Jenny, a former US Marine Corps
fighter and ground attack pilot, had
served as a Japan-based Air America
DC-6 copilot for just over a year. In
January 1961, while in Taipei for
company training, Jenny was asked
by Air America Chief Pilot Robert
Rousselot if he would consider flying
the B-26 for a special project.’! With-
in the AAM community such direct
and confidential arrangements were
standard practice and Jenny quickly
agreed. Three other Air America pi-
lots, Ronald Sutphin, William Beale,
and Truman Barnes, joined Jenny.*
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Beale had just returned from assisting
with the JMATE training program in
Guatemala, but he never mentioned
this to any of his fellow pilots.>

The four HBILKA fliers, using
unmarked B-26s already at Takhli,
were designated to take charge of the
planned 16-ship attack on the Plain
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flying assignments. Along with other
HBILKA crews, the four began flying
C-46 transports on twice-a-day arms
and ammunition drops into Laos.**

One ammunition resupply mission
was particularly eventful and nearly
caused the cancellation of MILL-
POND. Bill Beale and copilot Tom
Jenny, accompanied by a mixed
American-Thai parachute delivery
crew, had trouble locating the drop
zone. Flying in Laos, with changing
weather conditions and ever-present
mountains and enemy gunfire, was
always a challenge. Despite good
visibility, Beale suddenly realized he
was flying the airplane directly at a
limestone ridge line. With no room
to maneuver, the C-46 barely passed
over the formation. Luck quickly
gave out as the plane then struck the
top of a second karst and hit a tree.
With the airplane now in an engine
stall and essentially falling along the
side of the mountain, Beale used the
steep drop to regain engine power
and control. The pilots managed to
save the aircraft and the badly dam-
aged C-46 made an emergency land-
ing in Thailand at Udorn airfield.>
According to an eyewitness, “On the
left side, a branch a foot in diameter
had passed between the fuselage and
the propeller arc, missing the prop
but driving a hole two feet deep in
the wing root. Everywhere there was
damage that just barely missed being
fatal.”®

DoD recruited about 15 air force
pilots for MILLPOND and, for
those not already out of the military,
provided discharges of convenience.
According to Ronald Allaire, the mil-
itary people began arriving at Takhli
in early February 1961. The group
then shuttled to Kadena Air Base
in Okinawa, where Allaire and the
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What can be confirmed is a sudden end to the Laos air-

strikes mission.

others took custody of 12 B-26s and
two RB-26Cs (photo reconnaissance
models) and returned to Takhli.>’

Under the command of Major
Aderholt the men immediately began
a much-needed training program.
Aderholt later explained, “Only
two of the men had been in combat
and none had flown the B-26. Most
had never dropped a bomb, so the
first thing I had to do was build a
bombing range in the Gulf of Siam,
go down there, and teach them how
to bomb.”*® Jenny’s recollections
confirm that the military pilots were
poor choices for the tricky bombing
mission ahead.

Only about three seemed up

to the task. They were the

only ones who were confident
enough to do the dive-bombing
we [HBILKA pilots] believed
was necessary. This was the
only way to hit the target. The
others—some of whom were
very emotional about this pos-

sibility—wanted no part of the
tactic.”®

On the evening of 16 April Major
Aderholt gathered together the
MILLPOND pilots and passed out
final targeting instructions. The men
were given commissions in the Royal
Lao Air Force, blood chits with some
gold coins, and sent to bed. There
was no doubt that the mission to
attack the Laotian Plain of Jars was
going forward.®

The No-go Decision

Where historians of the Bay of
Pigs fiasco now have much in the
way of declassified materials and par-
ticipant recollections to root through
and ponder,®' details on the final
hours of MILLPOND have remained
largely unavailable and incomplete.
Based on the notification to the pilots
in Thailand, 3 a.m. local time on
Monday 17 April, the president must

The remains of a HBILKA aircraft that crashed into a Laotian karst formation. (Undated
photo from Ahern, Undercover Armies.)
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have canceled the Laos airstrikes
a few hours after he authorized the
continuation of the IMATE opera-
tion.

What can be confirmed is a sudden
end to the Laos airstrikes mission.
Thomas Jenney recalled in an inter-
view that he was awakened with the
other pilots and told by Aderholt the
mission “was dead.” Although the
fiercely proud Alabama native was
aware that his hometown guard unit
was heavily involved, Aderholt told
the stunned pilots only that “events in
Cuba had forced cancellation” of their
mission. The “events in Cuba,” later
known to be the failed JMATE plan,
had reverberated from Bahia de Los
Cochinos to Washington and sudden-
ly upended events in distant Takhli.
There was nothing else to do, Jenny
recalls, but “go back to sleep.”®*

The president’s Laos Task Force
met on the afternoon of 17 April (by
then the early morning of 18 April in
Thailand) and mostly considered a
looming communist threat aimed at
Thakhek, a key town on the Me-
kong River. In a memorandum to the
president, Rostow wrote, “The B-26s,
while capable of shooting up supplies
in the Plaine des Jarres, are unlike-
ly to be able to stop the investiture
of Takhek [sic] if the Pathet Lao
proceed to that point.” Signaling the
very sensitive nature of the decision
to halt the Plain of Jars strikes, there
is no mention of the aborted MILL-
POND plans.®

A week later, concerned that com-
munist forces were being positioned
to attack a number of important Lao
cities and towns, US ambassador
to Laos Winthrop Brown requested
presidential authority to draw upon
the firepower of the Takhli-based
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B-26s. By now, of course, there was
no White House support for co-

vert airstrikes in Laos.** Instead, in
accordance with SEATO Plan 5, on
26 April Kennedy authorized the de-
ployment of US carrier forces to the
area. Before US conventional military
forces could be employed, however, a
ceasefire was declared in Laos and the
United States agreed to participate as
a full member in a new Geneva peace
conference.® In technical violation

of the ceasefire, Kennedy allowed

the continuation of limited assistance
to the Hmong,* and after the 1962
agreements were trampled by com-
munist violations, CIA would ratchet
up CYNOPE operations.®’

Soon after the decision to cancel
the Laos airstrikes, the MILLPOND
pilots left for other assignments.®® For
some months, because of continued
Lao government military setbacks,
the B-26s and some of the military
men remained at Takhli as a con-
tingency force. During this period
Ronald Allaire and Claude Gilliam
were sent on a reconnaissance
mission over the northeastern Laos
town of Nape. Flying an RB-26 the
men made a successful initial film
pass over the town. On a second, and
unwisely chosen similar flight path, a
37mm antiaircraft gun raked the air-
plane’s left horizontal stabilizer and
elevator. Uninjured, but surely more
schooled on enemy tactics, Allaire
and Gilliam managed to safely return
to Takhli. By August all the B-26s
had been flown to storage on Okina-
wa, and the military men returned to
their more mundane lives.*

The US-Thai alliance contin-
ued, however. In a matter of a few
years, more than 300 Air America
pilots, copilots, flight mechanics, and
airfreight specialists were operating

JMATE, HBILKA, AND THE AANG

HBILKA'’s role in the Bay of Pigs operation began in the fall of 1960, when half-
a-dozen CIA proprietary pilots delivered C-46 and C-54 transport planes to a CIA
training base (JMMADD) in Retalhuleu, Guatemala. CIA deemed airpower es-
sential for the operation. The transports would provide platforms for much need-
ed resupply drops and the insertion of the paratroops of rebel Brigade 2506 onto
the island. Two of the American ferry pilots, Connie Seigrist and William Beale,*
went to work training the Cuban aircrews in combat airdrop procedures.”

Pentagon air experts also recognized the invasion would require an aerial
punch to destroy Castro’s offensive and defensive air capabilities and protect
the amphibious landings. Just as the CIA had turned to the B-26 for MILLPOND,
JMATE planners selected the durable and readily available bomber. Planners
also believed that choosing an aircraft that was also flown by the Cuban military
would provide a measure of deniability.”> Maintenance and training for the Bri-
gade 2506 B-26 unit was tasked to the Alabama Air National Guard (AANG).

» Based in Birmingham, Alabama, the hometown of MILLPOND air command-
er Henie Aderholt, the 117th Tactical Reconnaissance Wing was the last US
Air Force unit to fly the B-26. Sending the bombers to the mothball fleet in
1957 the 117th then transitioned to flying RF-84F jets. Despite being asked
to accept a foreign training mission and a return to flying a propeller plane,
CIA officers found an eager reception when they briefed the wing’s com-
mander, Brig.Gen. George Doster and his boss, Alabama Governor John
Patterson. Sworn to secrecy and dressed in civilian clothing, beginning in
December 1960, a group of some 80 AANG aircrew members, armament
specialists, and maintenance men began flowing to the JMMADD base.”

In March the rebel air force and their American trainers moved from Retalhuleu
to a CIA facility (JMTIDE) at Puerto Cabeza, Nicaragua. CIA staff officer Garfield
“Gar” Thorsrud arrived from air branch to become the base chief and quickly be-
came an essential link between the field and headquarters. An HBILKA veteran
who had served with Seigrist and Beale in Indonesia during the anti-Sukarno
government “Operation HAIK” campaign, Thorsrud was no stranger to air pro-
prietary covert operations. Seigrist was designated head of transport operations
and General Doster remained in charge of the B-26 training unit. Douglas Price,
another CAT veteran, assisted with transport pilot training.”

a. Beale would leave the Cuban program by year’s end and, as detailed above, become a

MILLPOND pilot..

over Cuba was relayed to the CIA
Deputy Director, Air Force General
Charles Cabell, by national security
advisor McGeorge Bundy. Cabell and
Bissell quickly appealed this most
unwelcome order in person to Sec-
retary of State Dean Rusk, presum-
ably repeating the point consistently
briefed to White House officials that
air dominance over Castro’s military
was critical.” In the presence of

the CIA officers, Rusk telephoned

some 50 fixed wing and 30 helicop-
ters, in support of Laos operations.
Most of these personnel, their fam-
ilies, and the essential maintenance
facilities, were located in Thailand.”

“Totally unbelievable!”

Kennedy’s late Sunday order to
cancel the imminent D-Day airstrikes
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“By about November 1960, the impossibility of running
Zapata as a covert operation under CIA should have been
recognized and the situation reviewed.”

the president, who held fast to his
decision. Offered the opportunity to
speak directly to Kennedy, Cabell
and Bissell declined. Both agreed, ac-
cording to Bissell, further discussion
was pointless and they returned to the
CIA command center at Quarters Eye
about 10: 30 p.m.”

Saturday morning’s suprise
airstrikes had failed to destroy all of
Castro’s parked T-33 jet trainers and
B-26 and British-built Hawker Sea
Fury airplanes.”” When notified of
the president’s decision on Sunday
evening to cancel D-Day airstrikes,
Gar Thorsrud exclaimed, “totally un-
believable!” and concluded JIMATE
was lost. General Doster’s angry
response, “There goes the fucking
war,” well described the AANG’s gut
level reaction.”® Over the next days
Castro’s aircraft were spectacularly
deadly in the sinking of exposed
rebel boats and ships and the down-
ing of numerous Brigade 2506-flown
aircraft.” Especially lethal were the
T-33’s, which, unknown to CIA, had
been fitted with .50-caliber machine
guns and rockets.*

Awash with a sense of futility,
seemingly abandoned by the Unit-
ed States, the brigade air crews
were now near the breaking point.?!
Despite a standing CIA prohibition
against the direct combat involve-
ment of Americans, HBILKA pilots
Seigrist and Price sought and re-
ceived Thorsrud’s permission to fly
B-26 strike missions over the com-
munist island. Attacking in the late
afternoon of 18 April with six aircraft
(CIA headquarters insisted Cubans be
a part of the American action) the air-

10

men reportedly “destroyed 30 vehi-
cles and inflicted some 900 casualties
on the Cuban militia.” The hastily ar-
ranged strike force was lucky. Two of
Castro’s T-33 jet fighters “appeared
in the area less than a minute after
the B-26s had departed.”®> With their
slow speed and limited self-defense
capability, the B-26s would have
been easy targets for the jets.

The next day eight Alabama
guardsmen, four pilots and four
crewmen, “stepped forward” to join
the crumbling Brigade 2506 air and
ground assault. Flying the vulnera-
ble B-26’s, but with the expectation
of air cover from the nearby carrier
USS Essex, only two of the Ameri-
can-flown aircraft survived. Major
Riley Shamburger and observer Wade
Gray died when their airplane was
jumped just offshore by a T-33 and
shot-down. Attempting to attack an
inland target, Capt. Thomas Ray and
crew member Leo Baker survived a
shoot-down but were killed in a fire-
fight with Cuban militiamen.*3

With the promise of US fight-
er protection, Seigrist and Price
launched again. Unable to gain radio
contact with the Essex, the pilots
nonetheless decided to continue their
bombing runs. However, as they
began to cross the Cuban coastline
the airmen were told to abort their
mission.?* The facts remain cloudy as
to why US Navy jets failed to appear
as planned.® Seigrist later wrote,

a. In 1978, CIA honored the four airmen
posthumously with the Distinguished
Intelligence Cross, the Agency’s highest
decoration for bravery.

“There was no way to back up and
start again. We had lost. Period.”3¢

Burying the Bodies

JMATE had ended in a rout and
the recriminations and writing of
history quickly ensued.?” There were
two formal investigations. Kennedy
handpicked retired Gen. Maxwell
Taylor, a former US Army Chief of
Staff, to chair a commission called
the Cuba Study Group.*® At CIA,
Director Dulles asked the inspector
general (IG), Lyman Kirkpatrick, to
conduct an internal review officially
known as the Survey of the Cuban
Operation. Among the principal find-
ings, the Cuba Study Group reported
to the president:

By about November 1960, the
impossibility of running Zapata
as a covert operation under CIA
should have been recognized
and the situation reviewed. The
subsequent decision might then
have been made to limit the
efforts to attain covertness to
the degree and nature of U.S.
participation, and to assign re-
sponsibility for the amphibious
operation to the Department of
Defense. Failing such a reorien-
tation, the project should have
been abandoned.

The leaders of the operation did
not always present their case
with sufficient force and clarity
to the senior officials of the
Government to allow the latter
to appreciate the consequences
of some of their decisions. This
remark applies in particular to
the circumstances surrounding
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the cancellation of the D-Day
strikes.®

The CIA IG results, which were
not shared outside the Agency, set off
a firestorm within the Directorate of
Plans. According to a CIA historian
the survey placed unfair blame on
the JMATE principals, particularly
Richard Bissell. The report stated:

When the project became known
[via media leaks], the Agency
should have informed higher
authority that it was no longer
operating within its charter. A
civilian [Bissell] without mili-
tary experience, and the DDCI,
an Air Force general, did not
follow the advice of the project s
paramilitary chief, a specialist
in amphibious operations. And
the President made this vital,
last minute decision [to cancel]
without direct contact with the
military chiefs of the invasion
operation.

The Agency became so wrapped
up in the military operation that
it failed to appraise the chances
of success realistically. Further-
more, it failed to keep the na-
tional policymakers adequately
and realistically informed of the
conditions considered essential
for success.”

Kennedy did not wait for the in-
vestigations to end before taking
action. After a 22 April meeting

with President Eisenhower, during
which Kennedy reportedly received

a “tongue-lashing” for the failed op-
eration, Kennedy is quoted as saying
“I’ve got to do something about those
CIA bastards.”"

Under pressure from the White
House, Allen Dulles, who, at Bis-

Rusk would later concede “his failure to voice his skepti-
cism clearly at [planning] meetings did not serve

Kennedy well.”

sell’s urging, had been absent from
CIA headquarters and out of the
decisionmaking loop during the oper-
ation, resigned seven months later.*?
Bissell was also expected to resign
by year’s end. However, the new
CIA chief, John McCone, convinced
Kennedy that Bissell should remain
and head the newly created director-
ate of science and technology. Bissell
declined; he had always sought the
top job and he knew that position was
now a “closed option.” In February
1962 Bissell retired from CIA, writ-
ing in his memoir “with successes
and regrets and a legacy that still has
not been put to rest historically and
perhaps never will be.””

But, Bissell’s reputation was not
the only one left hanging in uncer-
tainty. In an unpublished paper on the
JMATE program cited in Bissell’s
memoir, a reflective Allen Dulles de-
clared at the time, “[O]ne never suc-
ceeds unless there is determination to
succeed, a willingness to risk some
unpleasant political repercussions,
and a willingness to provide the basic
military necessities. At the decisive
moment of the Bay of Pigs operation,
all three of these were lacking.””*
Dulles’s successor McCone has also
authored a pointed critique. In 1986,
McCone wrote to Bissell:

I have lodged in my mind two
and only two serious errors by
individuals. First, it seemed to
me Allen Dulles made a serious
mistake in judgment by darting

a. Bissell had suggested that Dulles go
ahead with a scheduled speaking engage-
ment in Puerto Rico during the operation
because it would be “good cover.”
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off to Puerto Rico ... on the
very eve of the most serious
undertaking of his career as
Director of CIA. The second
responsibility rests squarely
on the shoulders of President
Kennedy, who apparently was
persuaded by Adlai Stevenson
and possibly others to “stand
down” the B-26 air support
which was vital to the success of
the brigade landing.”

McCone’s assessment, of course,
does not address the passive stance
of both Secretary of State Rusk and
Secretary of Defense Robert Mc-
Namara. Ultimately, as Brigade 2506
was at greatest risk, Rusk advised the
president to cancel the critical D-Day
airstrikes. Rusk would later concede
“his failure to voice his skepticism
clearly at [planning] meetings did not
serve Kennedy well.”

According to his biographer,
“Rusk did, in fact, have misgivings
about the plan, but he had been too
silent on the issue and Kennedy
had been too determined.”® As to
McNamara, Bissell has written, “In
the Cuba operation, it was the CIA,
above all other government agen-
cies, that had the action.” In a further
attempt to describe the Washington
jungle he observed, “Reframed
within the context of bureaucratic
prerogatives, McNamara’s and [JCS
Chairman] Lemnitzer’s behavior
suggests that from their perspective a
failure at the Bay of Pigs was a loss
for CIA but not necessarily for the
Department of Defense.””

Bissell may have been correct that
DoD leaders believed they would
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Aided by the US military, aggressive US diplomats, Thai
support, and the unique capabilities of Air America, the
secret war saved Laos from dismemberment.

not be held responsible for the Bay
of Pigs muddle, but their credibili-

ty in the White House became nil.
Eminent historian William Rust has
well described the scattered pieces

of advice Kennedy received from

the JCS, including the Army chief

of staff’s declaration that the United
States could not “win a conventional
war in Southeast Asia” and should
“consider using nuclear bombs.” Rust
also noted National Security Advisor
Rostow’s tart statement, “I never saw
the American military less clear in
mind, less helpful to a President, than
in the first four months of Kennedy’s
administration.”®

The Immediate Aftermath

On 21 April 1961, the day Ken-
nedy addressed the US press and
accepted responsibility for the Bay of
Pigs operation, Walt Rostow advised
the president, in effect, to stay the
fundamental, anticommunist course
in Southeast Asia:

Right now the greatest problem
we face is not to have the whole
of our foreign policy thrown
off balance by what we feel
and what we do about Cuba.
We must bring to bear all the

12

resources—technical, econom-
ic, and intellectual—we have

to prove that Viet-Nam and
Southeast Asia can be held. The
ultimate outcome in Laos will
substantially depend, I believe,
on the Viet-Nam exercise.”®

The Kennedy administration
would thus adopt a two-pronged
approach in Laos. Publicly it turned
toward a negotiated settlement in
Laos.!” Privately, “CIA was still
racing to complete its guerrilla
organization in northern Laos when
its operation at the Bay of Pigs came
to a catastrophic end.”' Over the
next 12 years CIA officers assigned
to CYNOPE continued their effort to
build and manage a reliable and ef-
fective unconventional army in Laos
as an alternative to the deployment
of thousands of American troops into
Laos—a conventional military oper-
ation that would most certainly have
exploded the region into a far larger
and bloodier war.

That war would eventually arrive,
but in the meantime, aided by the US
military, aggressive US diplomats,
Thai support, and the unique capabil-
ities of Air America, the secret war
saved Laos from dismemberment.
Regrettably for the people of Laos
and a generation of CIA officers

who served there, the kingdom’s

fate would indeed be determined in
Vietnam. Following victories by the
People’s Army of Vietnam in South
Vietnam and the Khmer Rouge in
Cambodia, in December 1975, North
Vietnamese-backed Lao communists
established the Lao People’s Demo-
cratic Republic.'”?

The Legacy for CIA

In fact, intended or not, Kennedy’s
initial push for the Laos program
through NSAM 29 proved quite
prescient.!” The decisions that fueled
MILLPOND established a covert
intelligence and security assistance
framework involving the Depart-
ments of Defense and State and CIA
that was embraced and expanded un-
der the Lyndon Johnson and Richard
Nixon administrations in the conduct
of the war in Vietnam. During the
years up to the 1973 withdrawal of
US forces from Vietnam, “CIA had
run the only serious ground incur-
sions into Hanoi’s supply corridor in
the [south Laos] Panhandle. Its flexi-
bility—tactical, logistics, and mana-
gerial—and the economy of its effort
represent admirable features of the
Agency’s performance in Laos.”!%
Three decades later, well-read CIA
officers in Iraq and Afghanistan
would aptly have applied the hard
earned lessons of Laos.
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