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Transcript of Oral Interview

of Mr. Richard M. iissell, Jr.

by Jack B. Pfeiffer

Farmington, Connecticut

17 October 1975

on the Bay of Pigs Operation

Tape Ko. 1 of 4

I will start asking and we will see where we go from
tiiere.

All right, I think that is probably the best thing
to ao, at least until you get to that one area of
cinanging concepts.

The first question that I would like to ask is when
in terms of your recollection did you become involved
in the Bay of Pigs? Was it before the Eisenhower
decision in March of 1960 that there should be an
anti-Castro program with the United States Government

or was it after that time or approximately when?

r Jack, that it was about that time. I

a clear recollection of when I first became
presidentially authorized oparation, which

of course, when it was authorized, was on a nmuch smaller
scale tuan it was finally ... eventually. sSut, if I

am not mistaken, that was in #arch of 1960; and I
believe that I had assumed the DDP position only in
15539, My guess is that I did receive some kind of a
briefing on this early in 1960, and I am sure that I

iy guess is
don't have
aware of a
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aust nave known at the tiwe abowt tne prasidential
suthorization and the typue of operation. Indeed, I
seam to remember a conversation with J.C. King, or
scmeone, very soon after that darch authorization.

ancther of the questions that I would like to trxy to
clarify at this point is the relationship between
vourself and J.C. King -- and if you can, any comments
about J.C. King's relationship to the Bay of Pigs
project. I have had it on both sides -- that he was
involved [and] that he was deliberately end-run and,

on the other hand, that he was right up to his navel

in the whole operation. The papers that I have reaa
indicate that J.C. was fully aware, completely informed,

and thoroughly involved.

There is no doubt in my mind that that is the case.

I was going to say that both of the things.that.you

have heard have an element of truth in them. There

was a deliberate decision fairly early in the game --

I doubt if it was early as #arch, [in fact] I am pretty
sure that it wasn't, (but] I am reasonably sure that the
decision I speak of was made by some such date as June
[1960] -~ [that] Esterline would take charge of this
project and Lsterline would have direct access Lo me.

e would not be under the usual requirement of all the
cases going through J.C. King. WdWow, as the scope and
the scale of this operation increased, and with the
prassage of time, Esterline's direct channel to me came
to be more exercised; and there was frequent interchange
between Dsterline and myself that didn't go through
J.C. King in the sense of a command channel. On

the other hand, J.C. was brought into all the consul-
tations and was fully informed from the very beginning
apcut this operation. dis advice was sought and given,
and I usually found it very good and followed it.” I
remember ne specific case where either J.C. King's
specific advice or general attitude toward the operation
was inconsistent with, or in conflict with, my own.

iWhy did you make this decision with regard to Jake
coming directly to you and not going through King, was
it just a matter of greater efficiency or what precip-
itated that?




-

JBP

R

i
5
)

B3

RS

I othins 1u was in part oo the molel of the Guatemala

speration, and in part 1 tlLink & {euling, provavly on

py own parb == li SOMC Ge jree peliaps on ?hu part of
1ion Dulles -- that J.C. was not effective enough  to

fpandle thin  Kina of voery fast moving, qguite large
cale, quioe complex, pavarnilitary oporﬂtlnh.

Do you recall any instances where there was a seriocus

conflict between what Jake wanted to do and what J.C.

ning thought should be done?

T doen't remember many, if any, and I believe that the
relationships between Jake and J.C, were pretty good
throughout.

This seems to be what I have found, that as I say ...

It was my recollection.

Was there any political problem that J.C., King had,
that is, the affiliation with either onec of the major
political parties that had ...

Ho. MNo, nothing of that sort that I can ... oh, no,
that rever entered my mind.

was there any relationship between Jake and Vice
President Nixon.

Notaing that T was aware of. I think I can really say
that with guite [?] confidence. I had no ... I don't
thiink that ever entered my mind.

Quite a personal question at this stage of the game,
what effect did the Bay of Pigs activity have on your
career?

Well, it modified it very sharply. Right after, or very
soon arter .., it was clear to me through McGeorge
3undy first -- and then directly by Presgident Kennedy
that he [JFK] felt that I could not continue as DBP
after that. Then he used a phrase that I have alwavs
remembered (and I think that I have guoted it someplace
else) when I went to se2 him myself. ie said if this
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were a parliamentary government I would have to resign |
and you, as a Civil Servant, would stay on; but being
the present government that it is, a Presidential
Government, I cannot resign and you -- or you and Allen
and Pearre -- will have to resign.

So then Kennedy did in effect tell you that you ...

Oh, ves.

out of the Clandestine Service or out of the Agency?
Well, it went through two phases. Clearly its initial
decision was that Cabell and Dulles should resign --

in effect, retire -~ and that I should leave the Agency.
However, he was in no hurry, as you know, to have these
transactions occur. In fact, I think he didn't want it
to occur too precipitously and to look as if it was a
guick reaction on his part or a seeking of scapegoats.
Then, during the succeeding and the following summer and
autumn [of 1961] ... indeed I had occasion a number of
times to work on meetings -~ small meetings personally
with the President -- but I was called up [e.g. telephoned]
and in no way during those intervening months did he
behave with me or with Allen as if there had been a

loss of confidence. In cther words, he continued to
use us and consult us exactly as he had before. Well,
as you know Allen resigned and John McCone came in; and
I talked to John. He thought we ought to make the
change pretty promptly thereafter, so I resigned as of
the end of December [1361]1; and then John McCone's first
wife died and he called me up from California and said,
"please don't make any move. I am not sure if I am
going to be able to go on with this task and stay right
where you are." ie then did come back to Washingfon

in early January [1962} as I remember it, and had hold
of himself and took hold of the reins very firmly.
Well, by that time, or at that time he went back ...

I think in the first instance to Robert Kennedy ...

in any event the. decision was made -- and it may have
been communicated to me through Robert -~ but it was
with the President's concurrence that John wanted me

to stay on and be DSET. By then both the President




and the Attorney General were very happy to have that
... with that arrangement. But on consideration, I
decided that I didn't want to do that. John MecCene

did urge me strongly, I think that he really wanted me.
So in answer to your guestion (I don't think that it

is a very significant point) is that in the first
phase, it was to be out of the Agency and in the second
phase, it was to be simply a shift in the picture.

Then I might say, if it is of any interest, that about
a year after that I was offered a job on the White House
Staff, working in the Executive Office of the President
with presidential approval.

This was the following question -- so you had anticipated
it. One other gquestion in terms of the control and
management of the Bay of Pigs operation, what about
Helms? He was Chief of Operations, and as nearly as

I can tell from the papers that I have seen, he sat

over here...

fle did. That is correct. I think he saw most all the
cable traffic and I think he was pretty well informed
as to what was going on, very well informed; but he

was really out of the line of command on this operation.
There was something of a tacit agreement between us,
that he would be devoting himself to a lot of the

other ongoing business of the DDP office, because this
was taking a great deal of my time.

This was a tacit agreement, this wasn't a session with
you and Helms ...

Let me say this was probably not that explicit, I
would make an observation here, and I don't want you
to infer anything really beyond what it says, it was
not particularly easy —-- I did not find it particularly
easgsy =-- to discuss things clearly and derive a clear
understanding with Dick about the division of labor
between us when he was my Deputy. I don't imply by
this any sense of conflict or rivalry, but he would go
ahead and handle certain kinds of matters and I would
go ahead and handle certain kinds of matters. We saw
one another, of course, all the time. Quite often I
woa¢d consult him about something that I was handllng
I think rather less often he would consult me. I
don't mean to imply however in that any kind of con-
cealment from me -~ I never had that feeling at all,

[
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but it really was our habit during the whole time
that we were in those positions that the division of
labor between us was more tacit than explicit.

Shifting to another aspect of the operation ... what
was the relationship of William Pawley and other
members of the U.S5. business community to this
activity? Specifically, how did they get involved?

I raise this question particularly in view of Tracy
Barnes' very great concern,which is apparent in one

or two of his memorandums, about being labelled
reactionaries ~- that what we're doing was supporting
a bunch of Cuban reactionaries., But here we find that
Pawley and Henry dHolland and other businessmen are
being called on and asked to finance -- and taking off
on their own to do financing -- and support the Cuban
groups and one thing or another. And Esterline is
very close to this, too, in terms of the Pawley rela-
tionship particularly.

You remember that Pawley had been involved originally

in an earlier phase in an attempt to persuade Batista
voluntarily to leave office. I have a dim recollection
of the involvement of Holland and Pawley, or of consul-
tations with them, but I am afraid that I don't remember
enough to answer your question. I don't really know
quite why they were brought in, I think having looked
over the memoranda and the like, I am sure you are

- more clear than I am.

Was Pawley involved in Guatemala? Heavily in the Guatemala
area?

Ne I don't believe he was, he was later involved in the
Dominican Republic if I am not mistaken.

-

Well, the reason I ask that is one or two references
hat he made to participation in ...

Holland you remember was Assistant Secretary.

Well, at one point Pawley told Livingston Merchant (in
November 19260) that he could run the whole covert opera-
tion and he c¢ited the role that he played in Guatemala
so again this ...
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He obviously did something, but I really don't Kknow
what he did in Guatemala.

How about E. Howard Hunt ... were you familiar with his
role and can you give me any kind of an evaluation of

Hunt's role.

I don't think ... I remember him perfectly well, I
remember he had a role., I think he was brought in ...
his previous assignment -~ I think it was a brief
assignment as Chief of Station of Montevideo. Anyway,
he was brought in, and my recollection which is quite
dim -- by the way I haven't read his book, [but] I

will come back to that in a moment -~ but my dim re-
collection was that he was working on the political’
side of the operation. By that I mean that he was

one of the men who was involved -- how shall I put

this -- who was planning and directing the effort to
form a reasonably ... a responsible coalition of Cuban
exile leaders and to get them to adopt a liberal political
platform and that whole set of activities. Now, my
recollection is that Howard did not have very many
direct contacts with the Cubans, but I could be entirely
wrong in that recollection; but it is in that set of
activities that I seem to remember him. Now, if vou
ask me, I can react a 1little bit, I think, as to what

I thought of him at the time. I thought he was reason-
ably competent in that field. He had a lot of Latin
American experience, and was very articulate and a
reasonably thoughtful person, and my recollection was
that he did what he was asked to do in the operation
perfectly competently. It is also my recollection,
which I think may be a little bit contrary to some of
what he has published, that his was a fairly minor role.
Tnat he had a great deal ... I do not remember his
presence in the increasingly freguent meetings in my
office ... in my office when Esterline would be there.
J.C. was almost always there, Tracy Barnes, always
there, and perhaps a couple of others were there when
we would perhaps be looking over the morning cable
traffic, or something of this kind. It seems to me
that Howard was rarely at those meetings, which leads
ma to say that he had a less prominent position in
decision making -~ far less than Jake, less than Col.
Hawkins and Col. Beerli on the military side -~ of
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course, he wasn't involved with that -- obviously less -
than Tracy whom I wanted to treat as more or less my
deputy in the operations, and less than J.C.

I certainly think that Hunt has very much overstressed
his role. In "Give Us This Day" for example, he acts
as though he were in the policy business, but my ‘
research indicates what you have said about his compe-
tence in the area of working with the Cubans at the
political level; and the guy seems to have done one
hell of a good job with them.

I think he did.

He was muy sympatico,knew the language fluently and so,
for that, I think he did well. Another question that
I would like to put to you, since you have mentioned
the military end, the air end in particular, is why
didyou retain DPD in the position that it was retained
in during the course of this operation? DPD was over
here on the side, it was betwixt and between; and then,
eventually, it came to the point where, well, alright,
they are going to sit with us for the Cuban part of
the operation but the rest of the DPD is still sitting
over here.

To go backwards, it was entirely logical to keep the
rest of the DPD operation off, elsewhere, that wasn't
related to the Cubans. I tinink you may be agking two

. . X arv .
questions. Question #1. Given the need forjair arm
for the Cuban operation,which meant recruiting and
providing for the training of Cuban air crews, obtain-
ing the 8-26's and all the other equipment, establish-
ing chains of command and control, assigning operations
officers, and the whole business of creating an akr
capability why use DPD for that? Wow I think the
answer is that DPD had, over the yefas, a great deal
of experience and I think had developed a very major
capability to perform just that kind of task -- that
is to create an operational capability including train-
ing, acguisition through dewiable channels of eguipment,
fand] relations with the Air Force involved in this
kind of task. So I think in thet sense it was natural
to turn to the top echelons of DPD to ask the operational
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air arm. Now, second question ... Why was not Col,.
Beerli made-subvrdinate. to Col. Hawkins_for ihe Cuabar
Operation? I am sure you have come across a recommenda-
tion from Hawkins and a memo of mine which I don't
remember all that well, and my reasons for not doing
so. I think my memorandum probably states them more
persuasively and with more detail -- a great deal more;
than T could from memory today. But having said that’
I want to make two other remarks in hindsight. Well,
I am going to make three remarks, but I think the
third of these I regard as highly sensitive; and I
wouldn't want this to get circulated, The first
remark is, that I think that my judgment in responsa
to what I've distinguished as two different questiocns
... Why use DDP as the organization to build an air
capability and, secondly, in that capacity why not
subordinate it to Hawkins. I think my decision on
both of those matters was almpst certainly influenced
by my long association witW/46valty to,DPD and very
high regard for the people that operated it. 1In

other words I think I was prejudiced, if vou will,

in favor of DPD.

Did you know Beerli and Gaines before tais.

No. But Beerli, remember, had been in DPD by that time,
for I think at least 5 years so I had known him in a
number of different capacities ... I had known him out
in the KNevada test sitfe ; I visited him when he was
base commander in Ankara, Turkey; he had then been back
as operations officer, if I am not mistaken; and then
he became the Chief of DPD. I had always regarded him
as, perhaps, the best single 4ir Force officer that
moved through that operation in all of its years. wow
I had a darn high regard for Beerli. So that's answer
No. 1 -- I would admit to probably an element of
prejudice on my part., Observation #2 is that with
hindsight, I think my first decision still was the
right one. Remember that DPD had only absorbed what
had been the air operations unit of the old PM staff.
And, here, you Gid have a ready made and a really highly
competent organization for the purpose of developing
the capability, and I think that to have tried in the
short time span of the Cuban operation to have built
another organization for that purpose would have been
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wasteful and duplicative and delaying itself. I

‘think that was a correct decision on my part. The
decision that with hindsight I think is questionable
was the failure to subordinate Beerli to Hawkins for
alr arm. I'm inclined to think that was a mistaken
decision as it turned out. Now if you want to know,
however, the arguments for it, I seem to remember
feeling that that memo I wrdte to Hawkins at least

set forth the arguments pretty persuasively; and the
argument, after all, by analogy was that you do have

in the military, theater commanders, but you neverthe-
less do have an independent air force. I am well aware
that this is a subject of certainly decades of debate
over this problem in the military, but I did have
precedence I think for making them co-equal arms. I
still think that hindsight is a mistake. Now the third
observation that I want to make about this which is one
of my reasons, although only one, for saying ...

This is one we don't want to tape?

Well, alright I think perhaps, ... No, I guess it better
be on tape ... I just want you to use this with great }
care. I came to feel very soon in the immediate after-
math of the operation that the most serious mistake
in military plans;—tHIT is, in the plranming of the—
strictly”ﬁii%%ary phases of the undértaking was in tHe
ning for air support; and I have always‘ﬁélﬁﬁﬂiﬁﬁif;
very responsible for that although I think I _shaxe that
responsibility to a degree -~ to a very considerable
degree -~ with Beerli and to some degree with Hawkins. _ .-
ways felt since the operation that if I. had—
done the simple business on the back of an envelope

of calculating the turn around time for a single sortie
by a B~26 from Nicaragua over the beachhead and back

to refuel, I think it gave, oh, somewhere between one

and two hours in the target area was the maximum that

the fuel supply would permit, as long as they were

based back in Central America. That meant that if vou
had 16 aircraft and 16 aircrews available for a 24 hour
period, that you could have coverage by a single B-26

for 32 hours and you could have coveage for two B-26°s
for 16 hours out of the 24 -- and that's if everything
kept going and went right and that every aircrew and
every aircraft could be turned around _the minute it
landed from a mission and refueled.. Now those were




