








Several years after his resignation from the

Agency, Mr. Bissell offered some additional significant

thoughts concerning the cancellation episode. During

an Oral History interview for the John F. Kennedy

Presidential Library, Bissell surfaced the following

information which for the first time openly revealed

that the JCS may have had serious reservations about

the essentiality of the air strikes.

In a meeting that General Cabell and
I had with Dean Rusk early Sunday even­
ing, which has been described in various
books, he offered us the chance to speak
to the President on the telephone in his
presence and seek a reversal of that de­
cision. We did not take that opportunity,
feeling, frankly, that the cause was hope­
less. Rusk had called the President; Rusk
had laid this matter before the President;
Rusk had told the President that we felt
very strong that this strike was a mili­
tary necessity. Rusk had then stated his
own reasons why, given developments in the
U.N., another air strike would be politi­
cally disastrous and the President, to
Rusk, had reaffirmed his decision. Cabell
and I felt that there really was a negli­
gIble chance that we could induce the
President to change his mind.

Moreover, I think it has to be repeated
that in some quarters, at least, there was
a doubt as to whether the air attack was
such an absolute necessity. Dean Rusk
himself had been a participant in World

" War II"operations in Burma of an irregular
warfare type, and he had said on a number
of occasions that operations of this sort
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did not depend nearly so heavily on air
cover as did conventional amphibious op­
erations by organized troops.

More than that, a fact that is very
little known is that the Joint Chiefs,
more than once in their discussions of
the operation, had expressed some doubt
about the absolute essentiality of these
air strikes. I don't want this remark
to be subject in any way to the interpre­
tation that the Joint Chiefs did not favor
these air strikes, or did not believe that
they improved the military chances. But
they attached less critical importance to
them than did, for instance, the Marine
colonel, who was really in direct charge
of the planning of the operation. I
think that knowledge of this attitude on
the part of the Joint Chiefs may have
had a little influence on General Cabell's
and my decision that we won't pursue the
matter further with the President that
Sunday night. I think knowledge of this
attitude by the Joint Chiefs may well have
been reported to the President, although
it never was in my hearing. And if so,
I'm sure it would have influenced him very
significantly.

Later that night General Cabell went
and made another appeal, first to Rusk and
then, from Rusk's apartment, on the tele­
phone to the President. This was an appeal
for the authority to use U.S. Naval air -­
I think it was in as far as the three mile
limit. This was a much milder request
than the request for another strategic
strike by the Cuban aircraft. And yet it
was turned down by the President. I must
admit I have always taken that as an in­
dication, as has Cabell, that our original
judgment was correct, that the President
would not have been moved by our appeal
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to him. I still think it was a mistake on
our part not to make the appeal. 115/

As told to the Taylor Committee, Rusk's version

of the meeting with Cabell and Bissell showed signifi-

cant differences from that just quoted. After stating

that neither he nor the President realized that there

was going to be anything other than the D-Day air

strike, Rusk said the President:

Didn't think there should be second
strikes in the area unless there were
overriding considerations ... [Bissell
and General Cabell] indicated that the
air strikes would be important~ but not
critical. I offered to let them call
the President, but they indicated they
didn't think the matter was that impor­
tant. They said that they preferred not
to call the President •.. Since Mr. Bissell
and General Cabell didn't want to talk
to the President on the matter, I felt
there was no overriding consideration to
advise him of. I didn't think they be­
lieved the dawn air strikes were too
important. 116/*

If, indeed, the Cabell-Bissell memorandum of the

cancellation is accurate in its statement of the e£-

fects of the cancellation, it is difficult to under-

stand how Secretary Rusk concluded that the CIA duo

* Emphasis by author.
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regarded the second strike as of marginal importance.*

Without it, they had indicated probable loss of vessels

and defeat of the invasion force -- hardly minor con-

siderations.

McGeorge Bundy, President Kennedy's National

Security Adviser, too, submitted some interesting com-

ments to the Taylor Committee concerning the cancella-

tion of the D-Day strike.** After initially emphasizing

that "it was clearly understood that the air battle

should be won," Bundy subsequently commented that:

* Apparently Rusk was out of communication with
Thomas Mann, one of State's principals throughout the
Bay of Pigs planning. While often at odds with Agency
personnel on details of the operation, Mann has claimed
to have been a strong proponent of control of the air
over Cuba:

[The Zapata plan] was based on the
assumption that we would be able to con­
trol the air. We would have complete
control of the air .•. It was clear that
control of the air was of the essence.
In fact, the plan called for a standby of
our own [US] planes in case anything went
wrong ... 116a/

** Bundy was apparently more perceptive about the
accuracy or completeness of the official record than
other of the witnesses before the Committee because
he forwarded a memorandum with his own version of
what he had told the Committee on 1 May 1961 in lieu
of the non-verbatim record being made by the Committee
secretary.
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One startling omission, in retrospect
is the failure of any of the President's
advisers to warn of the danger of the
T-33's. I suspect that one reason for
the [President's] later decision not to
launch an air strike on the morning of
D-Day was that this capability of the
Castro Air Force was never put forward
as significant. 117/

The question seems obvious. How could the National

Security Adviser contemplate winning "the air battle"

unless theT-33's -- which were positively identified

as available and armed well prior to D minus 2

were destroyed? If Bundy expected to give the Com-

mittee a valid case for poor military judgment by

JMATE and the Joint Chiefs, Rusk's testimony on the

political nature of the cancellation left him high

and dry.

When Cabell and Bissell returned to the operations

center shortly before midnight on 16 April, they passed

the word on as to what had transpired at the White

HQuse; and despite the efforts of Col. Hawkins, Jake

Esterline, and Dick Drain, who pointed out that the

cancellation of the D-Day strike against the airfields

would probably mean the failure of the whole operation,

Gen. Cabell reportedly replied that "the Agency had

been given its marching orders" and would comply. 118/



Shortly after 0100 hours Washington time on

17 April 1961, Stan Beerli sent a cable to TIDE, which

read in part as follows:

Complete plan amended to place all
B-26 aircraft at disposal of Brigade
Commander, and Task Force protection.
Targets outlined in Ops Plan 200-1,
Attachment #1, Appendix 2 to Annex B.
are cancelled. 119/

The TIDE acknowledgment of the receipt of Beerli's

cable clearly reflected discouragement on the part of

Thorsrud, the Chief of Air Operations at the strike

base. It read in part:

1. Refs received and reluctantly com­
plied with. Complete plan amendment per
refs received 170715Z [0115 hours local
time; 0215 hours Washington, D.C. time]
with all pilots in cockpit ready for start
engines. Needless to say this less than
desirable operating procedure when 12
aircraft timed for take off between 0730Z
and 0800Z.

" 2. Realize it desired to give maximum
protection to Brigade, however, believe
per [sial change will not afford as much
protection as original strike plan. The
only real offensive danger to the Brigade
is enemy fighters and bombers which are
better hit on their home field --not
(repeat not) over the beachhead. 120/

In this same cable, Thorsrud went on to request

authorization to launch an airfield strike five minutes

before sunset on D-Day; and he also requested permission
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to launch strikes on the afternoon of D-Day on the

basis of debriefings of pilots who had been flying

operations over the beach. 121/

To suggest that Thorsrud was upset by the can-

cellation of the D-Day strike understates the case.

That it was an extremely emotional experience for

him comes through quite clearly in his description

of the events as they had occurred 16 years prior to

the time that the author talked to him:

There were only two people in that
commo shack, the sergeant who was my
commo officer and myself. This message
came in FLASH PRECEDENCEl I couldn't
believe it, neither could he ••• A lot
of things that went through my mind
right at that point were: "What do they
know that I don't?" "There must be a
reason for this." "They said to divert
a couple of aircraft to cover the ships
in the Isle of Pines area." "God, maybe
there is something happening politically
that I don't know about." "Maybe there
is some reason to this."

When I thought about it -- maybe five
minutes, because I had to stop the air­
craft -- I finally said, well, I don't
have any choice. I've got to take the
order, but I thought of 'every way that
it could have been a mistake. I thought
'of every way that there must be other
reasons behind it, because in my own
mind, I knew it was over. I knew it was
over right then -- the minute that I
read that message. I went out -- and
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you've got to picture this situation -­
the PBY had already taken off. It had
to take off at midnight to get there by
daylight. The 46's were lined up to go
-- they were the next slowest, so they
were launched next. We had firepots and
lights. We had all kinds -- three quar­
ters of them didn't speak English, so
we couldn't cancel it by an English order.
We were launching the 26's by the distance
that they had to go -- to Santiago and
to Havana and all the other places by
their elements. All the aircraft were
started. They were all taxied in posi­
tion. It was almost like a World War II
movie of a strike -- there were over 30[?]
aircraft on that one strip, getting ready
for takeoff when that message came in.
The lead aircraft -- the lead B-26's -­
were loaded with napalm for that line up
of tanks that we had; and the guys had
photos of those tanks there. Fresh, a
few hours before. They would have wiped
out that tank force. Do you know what it
means to de-arm an armed aircraft of
napalm -- the problems and all? Unbeliev­
able. When it was called off, it was bad
enough. There was enough gloom around
that place when someone came up with that
assinine defector's operation. But that
morning ~ .. In fact, we said .•. that's
in the cable traffic too ••. I forget my
exact words ... but it was either a •.. I
think ..• I sent one personally to the
Director, and I think the Cubans came in
and asked to send one personally to John F.
Kennedy ••• Villafana and his group •.• and
I said, "Of course you can. I will send it
to Headquarters, and I am sure that it will
be relayed to him."

Everyone knew that the operation didn't
have a prayer. So, we launched those six
guys in the morning, and I think four of
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them were shot down -- or three of them
were shot down. They were just sending
guys as fodder into the cannon. It was
just unbelievable! And how that decision
was made, I don't know ••• I remember
going over to the operations room, and I
remember going back over to the commo
shack ••• at the teletype ••• at the hard
copy that matched mine, and ••• Well, I'll
never forget that few hours; and then it
got worse ••• each day •.. and that was
the end. Each day it got worse -- you
could end your story right there. In
fact, you could almost end your story
with the defection part, because" air was
the key to that operation. 122/

Being on the scene with the pilots who were going

to conduct the air strike, Thorsrud was most directly

affected. However, other of the principals in Project

JMATE obviously reflected at some length about the

cancellation of the second strike. Mr. Bissell, one

of the principal actors in the scene in Dean Rusk's

office the night of 16 April 1961, offered the follow-

ing comments which, if correct, help to explain Rusk's

position:

[Adolf Berle] was quite an activist.
Now Rusk himself was not. Rusk was always
afraid of this operation ... Rusk was all
for a powerful guerrilla effort -- anything
that could be done along that line. But,
he consistently argued for reducing the
sound level, and, as you know, had every­
thing to do with abandoning the TRINIDAD
site ... Rusk's influence always was to
avoid the noisy actions. Do everything
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you can not to make this look like an
invasion. Make it look like a guerrilla
landing. Make it look more like Castro's
original operation in Oriente. And I
think it is a matter of record that his
opposition or his recommendation was what
led to the cancellation of the secohd air
strike. I am sure that his opposition
contributed to the cancellation of the
original plan's second of three air strikes.
I want to say also, though, that Rusk,
after the fact, was always generous. He
never said, "I told you so," at least to
my knowledge or in any report that has
ever reached me. 123/

Recognizing that it was in hindsight, Mr. Bissell

has expressed regret that he did not take the opportun-

ity to speak to President Kennedy at the time that

Rusk offered him the chance on 16 April. 124/ While

Bissell wondered whether he acted properly at the time

that the second strike was being called off( both Jake

Esterline, Chief, JMATE and George Gaines, who ran the

JMATE operation for DPD, had different retrospective

views concerning not only Bissell, but particularly

General Cabell.

Jake Esterline, in fact, holds Cabell principally

responsible for the failure of the Bay of Pigs opera-

tion, and he has stated as follows:

[Cabell] was the guy ... he was the
Air Force General. He was the fellow
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that the people would have listened to,
and ••• he was the equivocator that let
the thing get away from him that night.
He came in ••• I'll never forget him
coming in with a cigar, and he said
"Well, we are going to have to ration­
alize a little bit here." ••• Hawkins
and I looked at each other, and I said,
"General are you saying that weare not
going to get that airstrike," and he said
"Yes." Hawkins said, "Well, we've lost.
We are going to lose every ship." Cabell
said, "Colonel," he said, "I don't know
that that's right, I don't think I agree
with that." ••• That's when I wrote out
a resignation to the Agency. That was
before the first shot had ever been
fired •••

Cabell said •.. there was not going
to be an airstrike. Well, he equivocated,
he didn't speak in forthright terms to
whomever of Kennedy's group he was talk­
ing to. He didn't tell them that "it is
going to be a disaster if this doesn't
happen." If he'd said that, and they had
said, "well, you are not going to get the
airstrike. Call it off," at least we might
have still had a few hours to try and call
it off. Now, whether they would have come
back or not, is something else ••.

What I am really saying by this is if
we were running this operation at this
point -- Hawkins and t -- Cabell, who was
not very deeply informed on it, shouldn't
have been the one that was up there giv­
ing the facts in cold terms of what would
happen if any further diminishment of the
capability took place. Now, I would like
to think that the reason that he failed
so miserably was that he wasn't adequately
informed and didn't know ... As I had
said at that time, he had clay feet .•.
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He never spent enough time around, in
my judgment, to be informed to the point
that he should have been. I don't think
the right person was going up to talk is
what I am saying. We [Hawkins and Ester­
line} were the only ones that really knew,
at that point, the total details of the
operation and knew what the risks were in
detail and what further diminishment of
capability would be. When the equity be­
came so great, I don't think just because
a person was a GS-18, or because he had
four stars on his shoulder that he should
have gone himself ••• He should have at
least had one of the principal lieutenants
charged with the operation -- and that
would have been Hawkins or myself. I
have never understood why they would pre­
sume to go up when things were so critical
and not have one or the other -- it didn't
have to be me if I was too thorny for them.
It could have been Hawkins, but somebody
who knew intimately what, how soon, or
how easily disaster could come should
have been there. 125/*

* Esterline and Hawkins apparently tried -- unsuccess­
fully to resign from Project JMATE when the switch was
made from TRINIDAD. The above referenced attempt is
supported by Esterline's testimony on 22-23 May 1961
to the Taylor Committee when in discussing cancellation
of the D-Day strike he said: "I decided the operation
was lost at midnight on the 16th [of April 1961]. The
next day I told Mr. [J.C.] King [Chief, WH/D] that I
couldn't continue because we were lost." 126/

In a very emotiona,l phone conversation wi th
William D. Pawley on 21 April 1961, Jake stated that
he had resigned "last Sunday [16 April]" and that "I
have quit the Agency." Esterline also indicated that
the resignation hadn't been accepted because he was
being sent to Florida for R&R. 127/ Dave Phillips has
a more colorful description of the scene with Jake sit­
ting "at a typewriter, a bottle of ~skey at his elbow,
and wrote out his resignation several times. Bill
tore them up as soon as they were typed." 128/
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In addition to Cabell, Esterline also faults

Bissell, having pointed out:

It was a continual plea to Bissell
that we had to destroy all of those
planes on the ground. Those air strikes
had to go, and it might even have to be
ones beyond the programmed points if we
didn't get all the aircraft .•.• I really
feel from my own recollection that if we
[Hawkins and Esterline] had known that

we were going to be cancelled out on that
very critical air strike, we would have
tried to stop the operation, because we
knew ••• we expected to lose every ship
••• not just two. 129/

In his recollections of the situation at the time

of the cancellation of the D-Day air strike, George

Gaines reported that he had just returned from the

Puerto Cabezas briefings, and walked into the office

in time to be told that the President had cancelled·

the D-Day strike. Gaines stated:

At that time I told Stan Beerli, and
later on, Bissell, that "this thing is
doomed. It cannot go if we don't get
those airplanes." 130/

When asked if he himself had recommended that the

whole operation be called off at that stage, Gaines

said:

No, ... the President -- when he can­
celled it -- did not arbitrarily override
everybody. He said unless there are "op­
erational reasons" dictating otherwise,
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we'll cancel tomorrow morning's strike.
Well nobody had told him that there were
"operational reasons."

At the moment he made that decision,
he thought that there was a chance -- a
good chance -- of success without that
air strike. He should have been informed,
right at that moment, that operational
reasons do dictate that we continue ••.
that we go ahead ••. because if we don't,
we can't land those troops, Mr. President. 131/

Concerning Cabell's responsibility and degree

of familiarity with the operational implications of

the cancellation, Gaines pointed out that Cabell was

not too well aware of the air plan:

He had been briefed. We had our
regular briefings to keep him up to
date, but he had been apart from the
military community for such a period
of time that his operational expertise
had been eroded by time. This was my
whole argument .•. that the President
deserves some operational information
because he has killed the entire project
if we cannot make that strike. 132/

Making this point to both Beerli and later to

Bissell, Gaines stated further:

r got the impression that there were
so many political considerations involved
that they did not want to go back and
beard the President in his office, or
ask for a special audience, when it would
have been much better had we done so ...
r really believe that Beerli should have
been more forceful in this -- and r don't
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mean to be critical of Stan, because Stan
was trying to do the right thing. But,
Stan was military, and I was telling Stan
-- military to military -- this cannot
succeed; and I believe if he had been
forceful in his presentation to Bissell,
Bissell might have done it. Bissell was
the type who would do something if he
believed in it. But, Cabell is the one
on whom the ultimate responsibility must
lie, he was the man that Bissell -- and
Dulles and the President -- was looking
to for professional operational advice;
and he didn't get it. That's my personal
opinion. "133/ '

Beerli was far less harsh on Cabell than either

Esterline or Gaines and pointed out that:

He [Cabell] made a very special effort
to see it [air operations plans] all. He
was very concerned. We made visits to his
office frequently to show him what plans
we had. He told me, being an air officer,
he said, "I feel that I should be informed
at this point just what is going on. 1t 134/

Beerli apparently was less concerned about who

did what -- or should have done what -- than he was

about the impact that cancellation of the second strike

had on operational planning; As with the other air

operations planners and JMATE principals, he, too,

believed that if the two attacks had gone forward as

planned, Castro's Air Force would have been destroyed

on the ground. But in his retrospective view of the

D-Day cancellation, Col. Beerli offered another
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consideration which the others involved in ~he opera-

tion -- particularly Thorsrud -- recognized, but failed

to articulate so clearly. Beerli's comments do much

to explain to the layman some of the critical problems

that began to surface at TIDE even before the close

of D-Day:

This is something again that probably
hasn't been emphasized. If we plan an
attack on D-2 aad another on D-Day, you
get everybody cranked up. You get the
schedule and everything else going. So
you go to D-2, when everything is going
well, and then you've got everybody ready
to go on the D-Day. They've all worked,
they've all been rested, and then you
cancel it. Then you start it again, but
you get everybody out of cycle. There­
fore, you've got yourself in a hole,
because your maintenance people and
everybody else are working up to a point,
and then you delay it. Then you want to
start again. Well, then you're wearing
your people down. In other words, by the
cancellation of that mission, you have
compounded the problem back at the base
on rest schedules, mess schedules, and
everything else. You might be able to
do it as an exception, but in the long run,
if you are going to do· it for four or five
days .•• again ... on again, off again •..
you know what that does. It is like any
schedule that you would set up -- you
start wearing people down and you get
nothing to show for it. 135/

Subsequent to Gen. Cabell's death (25 May 1971),

a 15 page hand written note surfaced among the General's
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effects. Attached to the handwritten memorandum was

a cover comment which read:

These notes very valuable, because
they were made when memory was fresh.
C.P.C.

On the foolscap itself, at the top of the first page,

appears the comment:

Written soon after my appearance.
,
The first sentence of the notes then explains:

That these notes are further to the
statement submitted by me and Mr. Richard
Bissell to the Taylor-Kennedy-Dulles-Burke
Board on [9 May 1961].

As it adds to what has already been discussed
,

about Cabell's reaction to the news that the second

strike was to be cancelled -- and because he is accused

of serious shortcomings on the cancellation of the D-Day

air strike it is believed worth repeating the

verbatim text of that note:

When Mr. McGeorge Bundy, Assistant to
the President, called me at Project Head­
quarters the night of [16] April [1961],
he made it quite clear to me that the
decision had already been made by the
President cancelling the air strike on
Cuban airfields planned for the morning of
[17 April 1961]. (This decision was made
without consulting in advance with me as
Acting D.C.I. or anyone else in CIA.)
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Mr. Bundy further made it quite clear
that the President had left for Glen Ora
and tha~ the Secretary of State would act
for him in the event that I wanted to dis­
cuss the matter, and in fact the Secretary
of State had the President's "proxy" in the
case. He, Mr. Buridy, was leaving immediately
for New York to "hold Ambassador Stevenson's
hand. "

I immediately contacted Mr. Bissell,
Project Chief (Bissell was DD/Pi Ester­
line was "Project Chief"], and made an
appointment for the two of us to calIon
the Secretary of State in his office at
the earliest feasible moment.

When we reported to the Secretary, he
gave us a long explanation of the politi­
cal impact of the now cancelled air strike.
He made it quite clear that a new criterion
or policy for the conduct of the overall
operation was now in effect. Whereas in
the preceding weeks and days I had formed
the clear impression that the policy was
that once launched, the operation must
not be allowed to fail, the new policy
was to accept the possibility of failure
of the operation, but not accept the
political implications of u.S. involvement
which flowed from the air strike. This
was so even though that strike was by
Cuban air crews in aircraft staged from
Central America.

I pointed out the jeopardy to the
success of the military phase of the
operation caused by the cancellation of
the air strike. The landing itself would
be jeopardized unless: (a) it attained
complete surprisei (b) all ship and boat
movements and unloadings (including am­
munition) were completed without hitch
prior to dawni and (c) paratroop opera­
tionsall were accomplished according to
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plan. I pointed out that it was most
unlikely that all these favorable re­
sults would ensue -- in fact it would be
a miracle if they did. As to holding
the beachhead after an assumed success­
ful landing, this was dependent upon
friendly control of the air over the
beachhead. Air control was necessary
for our B-26 aircraft (slow piston-engined)
to be able to render close battlefield
support in the beachhead. This close
support was particularly necessary by
virtue of the fact that there was only a
small amount of artillery and armor in
the landing force and the B-26's had to
substitute for them. The B-26's also had
to interdict the movement of enemy rein­
forcements and weapons to the beachhead
by land. The B-26's had as well to hold
off enemy reinforcements coming by sea,
and prevent enemy sea bombardment, in
view of the fact that there was no friendly
naval combat support.

I pointed out that, in view of the
fact that we had no friendly fighter air­
craft to cover the beachhead (none could
be based within range), the only way we
could get air superiority over the beach­
head was to catch the enemy fighters on the
ground by the strike just cancelled.

All my arguments were directed at the
implications of the air strike cancella­
tion to the success of the military
phases of the operation. These arguments
were to no avail, however. because actions
required for'the success of the military
operation, that is the establishment and
holding of the beachhead, were no longer
the issue.

The only issue now was the fact that
the air strike was judged to be politically
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unacceptable and therefore it had to be
cancelled. The only person there quali­
fied to address himself to the political
implications of the air strike, was the
Secretary of State, the man holding the
President's proxy for action.

The Secretary then suddenly called the
President on the telephone, reported our
discussion, which he did with accuracy,
including the gist of my analysis of the
military implications of the cancellation.
He reiterated the political unacceptability
of the air strike and recommended that the
cancellation stand. He then turned to me
to see if I had anything else to say to
the President, I said, "No", as I believed
that all had been said. The Secretary had
given all my military arguments, but [these
were] overbalanced by the political implica­
tions. There was now a great urgency for
action if I were to be able to carry out
the orders of my Commander-in-Chief. This
was no time for repetition of arguments.
Rather it was time -- perhaps already past
time -- to transmit to the Central American
air base the command to cancel the strikes.
As it turned out, our cancellation order
caught the crews in their cockpits pre­
paring to take off in a very short while.

I knew of the difficulties facing me
of getting across the order, first to our
Staff. The order hit them like a bolt
from the blue. We had tried to think of
all the things that could go wrong with
the operation and to be prepared with
corrective actions. This development was
completely unexpected and caused great
consternation in the Staff. However there
was no time here either for argument about
the President's order. We had first to
get out the stop order in a manner that
would be understood and accepted by those
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emotional Cubans, already under the great
tension which precedes immediate entry
into battle. Then we had to do some fast
work to pick up the pieces and thus do
what we could to salvage the operation and
mitigate the terrible difficulties facing
it.

When we first got word of the cancel­
lation, Mr. Bissell and I had agreed that
the time had passed to turn back the land­
ing force and so cancel the entire opera­
tion. The landing force was already enter­
ing the area of expected enemy observation
and its U.S. Naval escort was dropping back.
An order at this time to turn back, might
not have been received, and if it had
been, there would have been questions at
least and possibly refusals to obey, in
either case, with resulting serious con­
fusion -- all in the face of the enemy.
(This too I explained to the Secretary of
State.) Whereas, had the decision to
cancel the air strike been received a few
hours before we would have had the option
of cancelling the whole operation. At this
late hour we had no such option. 136/

In contrast to the memorandum which he and Mr.

Bissell signed jointly on 9 May 1961 explaining the

cancellation of the second strike, in this undated

version Cabell emphasized that Kennedy's mind had

been made up at the time that CIA ~as informed that

the strike ~as off; and it ~as a decision ~hich had

been reached ~ithout consulting anyone in the Agency.

The handwritten notes also emphasized the obvious,

that military success was no longer the principal
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criterion for action -- the criterion now was that the

air operation be politically acceptable. Recognizing

these difficulties, however, Cabell proc~eded to play

the "good soldier tf in saying that the time for discussion

was past and that it was imperative to follow the orders

of the Commander-in-Chief. According to this version

of the cancellation of the strike, Cabell and Bissell

together agreed that it was too late to turn the fleet

about "in the face of the enemy"; but Cabell noted

that had the cancellation been ordered some hours

earlier, there would have been no problem about

scrubbing the whole operation. Considering the actual

status of the fleet at the time the decision was made

final -- little or none of the unloading had actually

started -- and considering that the first firefight

had not yet taken place and alerted Castro's troops,

it is difficult to understand why the attempt was not

made to halt the operation, -to recall everything that

was in motion and, if need be, to use the B-26's to

try to provide short-time cover for the withdrawing

ships.

The expressions of concern that orders to turn

about might have led the Cubans to seize the vessels
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and proceed with the invasion seem high~y exaggerated

in light of the subsequent performance of the invading

Brigade. The action of the troops aboard the Houston,

the long runs made by the Atlantico and the Caribe on

D-Day also would indicate that if it had been clearly

specified that there would be absolutely no air cover

or that Castro troops were ready and waiting -- there

would have beert little, if any, resistance to a recall

order.

Following the collapse of the invasion, the

issue of the cancellation of the air strike scheduled

for D-Day became highly political, particularly follow-

ing Castro's release of the Brigade prisoners in Decem-

ber 1962. One of the most demonstrably partisan pe~-

formers was President Kennedy's brother, the Attorney

General~ Robert Kennedy. In the course of his partici-

pation as a member of the Taylor Committee to investi-

gate the Bay of Pigs, it was apparent that, whatever

else, he intended to protect the gobd name of the

President. * Concerning the cancellation of the second

* Interestingly enough, the sessions of the Taylor
Committee were not recorded verbatim; and the researcher
usually must speculate on the identity of a given ques­
tioner. On many questions which have obvious political
overtones, it is apparent that Mr. ~edy is speaking.
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strike, Robert Kennedy, in an interview session with

U.S. News and WorLd Report (28 January 1963) added

some new fillips to further confuse the story. Kennedy

charged (correctly) .that U. S. News and World Report

had claimed on various occasions that President Kennedy

had "withdrawn US air cover" and that as a result of

that withdrawal the invasion had failed. The Attorney

General stated that no US air cover had actually been

promised -- and had he stopped with this comment there

would have been no problem. In a question and answer

session with the reporters, however, he went on to

deny that any consideration had ever been given to the

possibility of providing us air cover -- but as pointed

out earlier in this volume, this subject had been

extensively debated throughout the course of Project

JMATE. More controversial and inaccurate was Kennedy's

subsequent version of the "truth" concerning the

planned air strikes.

Robert Kennedy also said that the President under­

stood that, after the D-2 air raid, there was to be \

another attack on Castro's airfields on the morning

of D-Day.* The excitement at the UN, however, caused

* The plan called for both reattack and the addition
of military and communication targets. See pp. 233-234.
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the President to have second thoughts and call off

the pl.anned air strike on Monday morning, unless

those who had the responsibility felt that it was so

important that it had to take place, in which case,

they were supposed to call him and discuss it further.

Kennedy seemed to imply that the President would have

changed his mind. However, this overlooks the call

General Cabell made early on the morning of 17 April

to request USN air cover. Moreover, Robert Kennedy

went on to say that the attack on the airfields took

place later that day -- that is, later on Monday,

17 April. No such strike was authorized, even though

Thorsrud had requested it. It was not until near

midnight Monday and before dawn on Tuesday morning

(18 April) that the abortive reattacks were launched.

More disturbing was Kennedy's response to the

question "Wasn't there to be air cover of the beaches

from Central America?" Kennedy's answer was as follows:

That is correct -- and that was not
disturbed. All of the pl~nes that were
supposed to be utilized were utilized --
all in the planning. I might say they
proved to be inadequate. The air cover
at the beaches was definitely inadequate
-- but not because of some last minute
decision by the President or anyone else. 137/
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That simplistic statement totally ignored the

basic concept of the planned D-Day air strike which

was to kill off the remainder of Castro's aircraft,

interdict a major portion of his armor, and disrupt

his communications. If the air cover for the Brigade

on the beach was inadequate -- although on D-Day it

appears to have been successful, but at heavy cost

it was because B-26's were no match for Sea Furies

and T-33's. Moreover, the cancellation of the strike

made it impossible for the Brigade B-26's to operate

off the airstrip at Playa Giron, and hence, coverage

of the beach areas -- even without the losses to FAR

would have been spotty. In response to the ques-

tion of who did the planning, Kennedy responded:

The plan that finally went into effect
was approved by our military -- the Penta­
gon, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, as well as
the Central Intelligence Agency. This wasn't
something that was planned by a few fellows
over at the White House and then put in op­
eration. However, the President had to
give approval to the plan, and he quite
properly has accepted the responsibility. 138/,
The point most conveniently ignored by the Attor-

ney General was the fact that the White House did inter-

fere with the air plan (a) by changing the initial

site for the landing from TRINIDAD to ZAPATA, and
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(b) completely revising the planned air operation

against Castro's Air Force and military targets.*

* The critical issues mentioned above were lost in
the flurry of political reaction to other statements
which Kennedy made about air cover -- principally, that
JFK had made it quite clear that there would not be any
us air support for the planned invasion nor would there
be any additional US support for the invasion effort in
the way of troop advisors or cadre leaders. When Kennedy's
remarks -- many of which first appeared- in the Miami
Heratd on 21 January 1963 -- hit the press, there was
an immediate uproar. Richard Helms, who was then Deputy
Director for Plans, prepared a memorandum for theCoor­
dinator of Cuban Affairs in the Department of State
pointing out that the comments of the Attorney General
were of great concern to the Cuban community and threat­
ened to blow Jose Miro Cardona out of the leadership
of the Cuban Revolutionary Council; and they also were
causing extensive criticism of the Brigade's military
leaders, Manuel Artime and Jose Perez San Roman. If
these Cuban leaders knew that neither US air support
nor other US assistance had been promised, then the
invasion should not have been permitted to take place.
On the other hand, Tony Varona, who had frequently ­
opposed the FRD and the CRC for their extreme depend­
ence on the US prior to the invasion, was coming more
to the fore as the leader of the exiles. 139/

The Attorney General's 28 January 1963 session
with u.s. News and WorZd Report was his second attempt
to deflect criticism from the Administration following
release of the Brigade prisoners by Castro. On 11 Jan­
uary 1963, Jose Perez ("Pepe") San Roman, when inter­
viewed while paying a "courtesy call" to Robert Kennedy's
offices, denied that he "had called unsuccessfully
during the invasion for cover by jet airplanes." San
Roman also said that he had not been told that the US
would provide air cover for the operation. 139a/ His
latter statement was true insofar as can be determined,
but he was less than candid about events on the beach.
The cable traffic between TIDE and Headquarters for

(footnote continued on following page)

- 299 -



President Kennedy himself suffered semantic

aphasia over the question of US air cover, defending

his brother's position that no us air cover had been

promised the Cubans and saying that the Attorney

General's interview by U.S. Ne~s and World Report

describing the cancellation of the strike on the

morning of 17 April 1961 was correct. The President,
\

too, claimed that the strike was postponed until

Monday afternoon; but again, this was less than the

truth. The restrike was authorized for just before

dawn on Tuesday morning when two separate flights of

three B-26's each tried unsuccessfully to find the

airfields the other military and comma targets

which had been scheduled for the D-Day air strike

weren't even considered.

17-19 April 1961 reflects the increasing calls from
the Brigade for jet support over the beach. 139b/

In the fall of 1964 iri a Reader's Digest article
Richard Nixon also attempted to make some political
points concerning the White House's action at the
time of the invasion. Nixon stated:

He [JFK in talking to Nixon on 20 April
1961, at the White House], did not mention
the fatal advice -- given him by some of
his liberal State Department and White _
House advisers -- to cancel the two air
strikes -- and, in effect, destroy the
plan. 140/



Perhaps the most serious chqrge leveled by

Robert Kennedy in the course of his 21 January 1963

interview with the Miami Herald was his reference to

Castro's T-33's. According to the President's brother,

"We underestimated what a T-33 carrying rockets could

do ..•. It wasn't given sufficient thought. They

caused us a great deal of trouble." 141/ As has al­

ready been demonstrated and'as evidenced by the cable

exchanges-between the field and Headquarters, there

was little question in the minds of the JMATE/DPD

principals (Esterline, Hawkins, Thorsrud, Gaines, among

others) that the T-33's could make or break the inva-

sion.* Similarly former JMATE personnel found little

to commend in Robert Kennedy's additional comments

when he stated:

* Hawkins did appear to waffle a bit during the Taylor
Committee hearings on the question of the T-33. During
an undated conversation with an unidentified committee
member -- or members -- Hawkins was asked if the im­
portance of getting the T-33's was appreciated. He
replied:

I think so, but I think the T-33 turned
out to be a more effective aircraft than
we had anticipated. I don't believe we
thought they would be as dangerous to us
as the B-26's. l4la/

This was an unjustified comment by a non-airman
and it was never supported by the principal air oper~­

tions officers.
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The President inherited people with
major reputations and he accepted their
advice. There was not sufficient air
cover at the beach. This was a mistake.
There were not enough men and eq~ipment.

That was a mistake. Underestimating the
T-33's -- that was a serious mistake.
The planning was inadequate, just inade­
quate.142/
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