
THE WHITE HOUSE 
DEATH SQUAD 
BY JONATHAN MARSHALL 

UGGING SQUADS, KID- 
napping, sabotage, the use of 
prostitutes for political black- 
mail, break-ins to obtain and M photograph documents, and 

various forms of electronic surveillance 
and wiretapping.” These were some of 
the elements of G. Gordon Liddy’s 
million-dollar plan-descri bed by Jeb 
Magruder- to win the 1972 presiden- 
tial election for Richard Nixon, as he 
presented it to John Mitchell. “It’s not 
quite what I had in mind,” said the 
attorney general, as he sent Liddy back 
to the drawing board to come up with 
something less ambitious and costly. 

What Mitchell may not have realized 
-and what Nixon may have meant 
when he said, “did Mitchell know 
about this?”-was that Liddy and his 
coconspirator E. Howard Hunt had 
already begun to implement an even 
more sensitive and dangerous opera- 
tion: the recruitment of a secret army 
of Cuban exiles, answerable only to the 
White House, and equipped to assas- 
sinate foreign leaders. 

On August 15,1973, President Nixon 
told a press conference that upon learn- 
ing of a Justice Department investiga- 
tion of the “plumbers’ squad” burglary 
of the office of Daniel Ellsberg’s psy- 
chiatrist, he became “gravely con- 
cerned that other activities of the Spe- 
cial Investigative Unit might be dis- 
closed, because I knew this could 
seriously injure the national security.’’ 
Nixon never identified these “other 
activities,” and at the time his words 
seemed to be no more than a lame 

~ ~~ 

JONATHAN MARSHALL is an associate 
editor of INQUIRT. He grateful& acknowledges 
the assistance of Hcber Jcntzsch of American 
Citizens f o r  Honesty in Government, Andrew 
St. George, Mike Ewing, Jim Hougan, 
and Peter Dale Scott. 

“ O f  c o u r s e  t h i s  Hunt,  
t h a t  w i l l  uncover  a l o t  
o f  t h i n g s .  You open t h a t  
s c a b  t h e r e ’ s  a h e l l  of 
a l o t  of t h i n g s  and w e  
j u s t  feel t h a t  i t  would 
b e  v e r y  d e t r i m e n t a l  t o  
have t h i s  t h i n g  go any 
f u r t h e r .  T h i s  i n v o l v e s  
t h e s e  Cubans, Hunt, and 
a l o t  of hanky-panky 
t h a t  w e  have no th ing  
t o  do w i t h  o u r s e l v e s .  
W e l l  what t h e  h e l l ,  d i d  
M i t c h e l l  know a b o u t  
t h  i s ? I’ - -Pres  i den t Nix- 
on ,  White House conver-  
s a t i o n ,  June  2 3 ,  1 9 7 2 .  

justification for his cover-up of Water- 
gate. But a new investigation of this 
clandestine White House unit reveals 
that Nixon may have had a much big- 
ger cover-up in mind: Specifically, had 
the arrests at Watergate not disrupted 
their plans, Hunt and Liddy were pre- 
pared to carry out at least one assassi- 
nation plot - against Panamanian 
leader Omar Torrijos. 

The plot against Torrijos was a prod- 
uct of the twin preoccupations with 
political enemies and drugs that were 
the hallmark of Nixon’s Special Inves- 
tigations Unit. Formed in mid-1971, 
when John Ehrlichman ordered his 
aide Egil Krogh to probe the leaking 
of the Pentagon papers, the unit oper- 
ated out of Room 16 of the Executive 
Office Building. There Gordon Liddy 
and Walter Minnick helped Krogh co- 
ordinate the administration’s “war on 
drugs,”a struggle that Nixon described 
in his message to Congress of June 17, 
1971, as nothing less than “a national 
emergency.” It  was this “war on 
drugs” that provided the Plumbers 

with their ostensible rationale for the 
conspiracy against Torrijos: The White 
House suspected the Panamian leader 
of aiding and abetting known narcotics 
traffickers. But the plot against Torri- 
jos was more than just law enforcement 
gone wild. Like so many of the other 
secret operations of the Nixon White 
House, it was an effort to destroy a po- 
litical enemy who dared to challenge 
the White House’s definition of the na- 
tional interest. 

Nixons Drug War 
HE NIXON ADMINISTRA- 
tion’s suspicion that leading 
Panamanian officials were in- 
volved in the drug traffic was by T no means unjustified. By 1970- 

1971, the Customs Bureau and the Bu- 
reau of Narcotics andDangerousDrugs 
(BNDD) were busy smashing the enor- 
mously successful Corsican-Latin 
American drug networks of Auguste 
Ricord. With Ricord and many of his 
associates arrested or on the run, BNDD 
and Customs began focusing on Pana- 
ma as a key transshipment point for 
Latin American narcotics destined for 
the U.S. market. 

On February 6,1971, American po- 
lice arrested Joaquin Him Gonzales, 
chief of air traffic control at Panama’s 
international airport, in the Canal 
Zone. They had lured him onto Amer- 
ican-controlled territory to watch a 
softball game; after the arrest he was 
flown in a military plane to Texas, 
where a sealed indictment awaited 
him. The Panamanian government ex- 
pressed outrage at the kidnapping of 
an important government official; the 
Department of State deplored the 
straining of relations with Panama. 
Joaquin Him got five years for the I5 
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narcotics charge. 
Six months later, Rafael Richard, 

Jr., son of Panama’s ambassador to 
Taiwan, was arrested in New York 
with 154 pounds of heroin. Richard 
carried a diplomatic passport and tried 
unsuccessfully to claim immunity. US. 
officials noted with interest that Pana- 
ma’s Foreign Minister Juan Tack had 
signed the passport and that Moises 
Torrijos, brother of the Panamanian 
strongman, had helped obtain it for 
young Rafael. 

On the basis of this arrest and other 
intelligence r e p o r t s , ~ ~ ~ ~  and Customs 
officials now suspected that the Pana- 
manian government had been cor- 
rupted at its highest levels. As Jack An- 
derson confirmed on March 14,1972, 

and Drug Abuse, “the entire heroin 
refining operation can be thrown into 
chaos.” Krogh himself admitted that 
assassinations took place in Southeast 
Asia, and John Dean, in a recent inter- 
view, revealed that Krogh once asked 
him to help resolve a dispute between 
the BNDD, the Pentagon, and the State 
Department over the legality of kid- 
napping drug traffickers in Latin 
America. 

On January 10, 1972, undoubtedly 
in response to White House pressure 
for more action on the narcotics front, 
Ingersoll asked his staff to consider the 
possible “immobilization and/or neu- 
tralization” of Colonel Manuel Nori- 
ega, chief of intelligence for Panama’s 
Guardia Nacional, whom the BNDD 

Nixon urged that $100 million be 
spent on a secretprogram to kidnap 

and wipe out narcotics traffickers. uv 

“American narcotics agents have im- 
plicated the foreign minister of Pana- 
ma and the brother of Panamanian 
dictator Omar Torrijos in a scheme to 
smuggle hundreds of pounds of heroin 
into the United States.” Sometime in 
the spring of 1972, according to recent- 
ly obtained Justice Department docu- 
ments, a federal grand jury handed 
down a sealed indictment against 
Moises Torrijos. As long as Panamani- 
an officials stayed off US. soil, how- 
ever, there was little the administra- 
tion could do through normal legal 
channels. 

But then, the administration had 
never committed itself to working 
solely through normal legal channels. 
In May 1971, the White House asked 
John Ingersoll, director of the BNDD, 
to draft a plan for “clandestine law en- 
forcement” in the drug field-includ- 
ing assassination. By May 27, 1971, 
Nixon, John Ehrlichman, and Egil 
Krogh had agreed to secretly budget. 
$100 million for a covert BNDD kidnap 
and assassination program. “This de- 
cisive action,” read the minutes of the 
meeting, “is our only hope for destroy- 
ing or immobilizing the highest level 
of drug traffickers.” BNDD officials be- 
gan talking openly of the need to estab- 
lish “hit squads”: With only “150 key 
assassinations,” several BNDD officials 
told Dr. J. Thomas Ungerleider of the 

16 National Commission on Marijuana 

suspected of involvement in the heroin 
trade. According to a still-secret report 
of the Senate Select Committee on In- 
telligence, the options outlined in the 
five-page report included : 

Linking the official moriega] to a fictitious 
plot against General Torrijos . . . , leaking 
information on drug trafficking to the press; 
linking his removal to the Panama Canal 
negotiations; secretly encouraging power- 
ful groups within Panama to raise the issue; 
and ‘total and complete immobilization.’ 

I t  has also been alleged that two 
leading BNDD officials, Phillip Smith 
and William Durkin, took part in dis- 
cussionsofwhether to assassinate Omar 
Torrijos. These allegations are con- 
tained in a secret 1975 Justice Depart- 
ment report-known as the DeFeo re- 
port, after one of its coauthors-that 
outlined to the attorney general “alle- 
gations of fraud, irregularity, and mis- 
conduct in the Drug Enforcement Ad- 
ministration,” the agency that suc- 
ceeded the BNDD. (The Justice Depart- 
ment, by the order of Attorney General 
Edward Levi, closely guarded the con- 
tents of this report. Even the Senate 
Intelligence Committee, although 
granted access to the report, was not 
given a copy.) According to the DeFeo 
report, Smith denied any such plot- 
ting, but claimed instead that he passed 
on to the CIA information he had re- 
ceived about a conspiracy to kill the 
Panamanian general. However, the 

DeFeo report also mentions charges- 
corroborated by the existence of the 
Ingersoll option paper-that “a dis- 
cussion concerning assassinations in- 
volved the possibility of killing Mr. 
Noryago [sic],  the principal assistant to 
the President of Panama, and that 
Smith and William Durkin actually 
proposed that he be killed.” (Durkin, 
then chief of criminal enforcement, re- 
tired from the DEA in December 1978. 
Smith, now head of security for the Re- 
sorts International casino in Atlantic 
City, was chief of special projects.) 

A follow-up Justice Department re- 
port found “no evidence that any overt 
acts occurred which could be charac- 
terized as criminal violations of law.” 
In other words, Noriega is still alive. 
However, as the Senate report states 
without further elaboration, “some” 
of the options presented to Ingersoll 
G C  were put into action.” Thus, the 
BNDD waged a successful campaign of 
press leaks, through Jack Anderson 
and the anti-Torrijos press in Latin 
America, to encourage Torrijos’s op- 
ponents and to shame the regime into 
cracking down on official corruption. 
The BNDD was probably behind the de- 
tailed and informed charges printed in 
La Hora in Panama on January 29, 
1972, accusing Omar Torrijos of pro- 
tecting the drug “mafia.” Before Torri- 
jos could shut down the presses, several 
thousand copies of the newspaper had 
been circulated. And four days after 
the arrests at Watergate, Ingersoll vis- 
ited Panama to warn Torrijos, accord- 
ing to transcripts of their meeting, that 
< r  narcotics enforcement is in your gov- 
ernment’s best interest. Failure to do so 
effectively could result in further em- 
barrassment to your government.” 
The chastened general in turn “prom- 
ised full cooperation with BNDD” in 
“stopping the traffic.” 

The Torrijos Plot 
H I L E  T H E  W H I T E  
House pressured the BNDD 

to use any means to elimi- 
nate Panama’s drug traf- W fickers, i t  was secretly 

mounting its own deadly campaign 
against General Torrijos. The top op- 
erators in this theater of the “war on 
drugs” were Gordon Liddy and E. 
Howard Hunt. 

Liddy, a former district attorney 
from New York, had joined the Nixon 
administration in 1969 as special as- 
sistant to the secretary of the treasury, 
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with responsibility for law enforcement 
functions of the Customs Bureau, the 
Internal Revenue Service, and the Al- 
cohol, Tobacco, and Firearms Bureau. 
In that capacity, he organized in 1969 
the notorious “Operation Intercept,” 
a disruption of traffic at the southern 
border that bludgeoned the Mexican 
government into accepting U.S. de- 
mands for greater participation in the 
narcotics “war.” Liddy lost his job at 
the Treasury Department for making 
an unauthorized speech against gun 
control, but he soon went to work for 
Egil Krogh in the White House. There 
he began recommending formation of 
a White House-controlled drug en- 
forcement unit to free Nixon from the 
bureaucratic resistance of entrenched 
agencies in the Justice and Treasury 
departments. 

E. Howard Hunt, a retired career 
CIA agent then working for the Mullen 
Agency, a CIA-connected PR firm, went 
to work for the White House on July 7, 
1971, as a $lOO-a-day consultant.Hunt 
was known around the White House as 
an adviser on the Far East narcotics 
traffic, but secretly he began working 
with Liddy on clandestine political 
operations. His fees-and other ex- 
penses of the Special Investigations 
Unit (s1u)-were paid out of a secret 
$1.5 million White House Special 
Projects Fund. 

Hunt was in a particularly good 
position to recruit loyal agents to carry 
out White House orders. As the CIA’S 

political chief for the Bay of Pigs inva- 
sion, Hunt was on intimate terms with 
literally hundreds of anti-Castro Cu- 
ban exiles whose personal loyalties to 
Hunt, conservative politics, and clan- 
destine skills would make them ideal 
SIU operatives. 

Hunt visited Miami in the summer 
of 1971 to contact his old CIA friend 
Bernard Barker. Barker, who revered 
his former boss, had been the CIA’S pay- 
master to the various exile groups. He 
had also served the agency as a secret 
informant during the 1950s, while a 
member of Batista’s secret police, and 
later he helped establish the Nicara- 
guan and Guatemalan bases from 
which the exiles launched their inva- 
sion of Cuba. 

Hunt had already sought out and 
met Barker that spring at a reunion of 
Bay of Pigs veterans in Miami. Now 
he asked Barker to join a new “nation- 
al security organization . . . above both 
the CIA and FBI.” The ever-loyal Barker 
jumped at the chance. Hunt gave 
Barker the task of recruiting CIA- 

trained anti-Castro exiles to be put at 
the disposal of the White House. Bar- 
ker ultimately put together a secret 
army of 120 Cuban exiles; as he later 
described it, they were trained in ev- 
ery conceivable clandestine skill, in- 
cluding killing. One of their targets, it 
is now clear, was White House enemy 
Omar Torrijos. 

(becoming godfather to one of Hunt’s 
children) and of Barker (who smug- 
gled Artime out of Cuba after Castro’s 
takeover). Artime, in secret testimony 
before the Watergate grand jury in 
1973, revealed that Hunt had asked 
him to join in disrupting the Panama- 
nian narcotics traffic, saying “some- 
thing had to be taken care of” in the 

The White House directed its huge 
army of Cuban exiles to “hit the maja 
using the tactics of the mafia.” 

v J 

HERE HAVE BEEN SUGGES- 
tive accounts of the White House 
campaign against Torrijos, but 
the full story has never been T pulled together. On June 18, 

1973, Newsweek offered an informed 
glimpse of those plots, and predicted 
John Dean would reveal their exist- 
ence in his forthcoming Watergate 
testimony. “Dean’s story is that the 
Administration suspected high Pana- 
manian officials of being involved in 
the flow of heroin from Latin America 
into the US., and were also concerned 
about strongman Omar Torrijos’s un- 
cooperative attitude toward renego- 
tiating the Panama Canal treaty,” 
wrote Newsweek. “Thus, in Dean’s 
telling, some officials found a Torrijos 
hit doubly attractive. The contract, he 
said, went to E. Howard Hunt, later a 
ringleader in the Watergate break-in; 
Hunt, according to Dean, had his 
team in Mexico before the mission was 
aborted.” When his turn came to 
testify in public, Dean did not men- 
tion Panama, and in a recent inter- 
view he denied ever learning of Hunt’s 
plans. The Newsweek reporter respon- 
sible for the story, however, while now 
admitting that his sources erred in 
assuming Dean’s knowledge, insists 
that those sources accurately described 
the plot on the basis of first-hand 
knowledge. 

Corroboration for the story has come 
from the participants themselves. 
Sometime after July 1971, Hunt ap- 
proached Manuel Artime, who had 
headed the Bay of Pigs Cuban invasion 
force under Hunt’s direction. In 1963 
and 1964, Artime participated at a 
high level in CIA plots-said to include 
both Hunt and Barker-to kill Castro 
and invade Cuba anew. Artime re- 
mained a close friend both of Hunt 

J 

Central American country. That mis- 
sion, scheduled to take place after the 
election, was obviously aborted by 
Watergate, but not before Hunt intro- 
duced Artime to “a friend of the White 
House” named G. Gordon Liddy. 

Artime, questioned by the grand 
jury for four hours about the Panama 
assassination project, denied having 
joined Hunt or recruiting other Cu- 
bans. But on November 3, 1974, for- 
mer Cuban exile leader Carlos Rivero 
Collado, son of a former Cuban presi- 
dent, told a press conference: “Artime, 
approximately two years ago, was 
plotting to assassinate the chief of the 
Panamanian state, General Omar Tor- 
rijos. Artime had active, direct par- 
ticipation in the Watergate affair; 
however, his name has never been 
mentioned.” (Artime was publicly 
identified only as a backer of the Miami 
Watergate Defendants’ Fund.) 

Whether or not Artime did join 
Hunt, Barker had no difficulty in re- 
cruiting a large number of other Cu- 
bans. Barker admits that the White 
House envisioned using his secret army 
in an all-out drug war: in Barker’s 
words, “to hit the Mafia using the 
tactics of the Mafia.” 

Gordon Liddy must have relished 
the thought of commanding his Cuban 
troops. “He was a nut about guns and 
silencers and combat daggers and so 
on,” recalls anti-Castro activist and 
Watergate burglar Frank Sturgis,“and 
he was always talking about ‘disposal’ 
-about killing people.” 

Nor was Hunt a stranger to such tac- 
tics. In his book on the Bay of Pigs in- 
vasion, Giue Us This Day, Hunt tells of 
urging his superior in the clandestine 
division of the CIA to assassinate Castro 
“before or coincident with the inva- 
sion.” All the CIA’S Castro plots failed, I 7  
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of course, but Hunt’s fellow Plumber 
Frank Sturgis claims, “Howard was in 
charge of a couple of other CIA opera- 
tions that involved ‘disposal,’ and I 
can tell you, some of them worked.” 

Sturgis admitted, after his arrest for 
the Watergate burglary, that he had 
joined Hunt in an “investigation” of 
the drug traffic from Mexico, Para- 
guay, and Panama. Sturgis was an old 
hand at clandestine activity. He claims 
to have worked variously for Israeli 
intelligence, Castro’s air force, the 
US.  Army Security Agency, and the 
CIA, devoting himself since 1959 to the 
overthrow of Communism in Cuba. 
In 1961, he joined Operation 40, a se- 
cret political and intelligence team 
charged by the CIA with forming a 
new government in Cuba following 
Castro’s overthrow. Howard Hunt and 
Manuel Artime had used this “Cuban 
CIA” to purge the Bay of Pigs exile 
force of most of its liberal, anti-Batista 
elements. One branch of Operation 40 
consisted of an elite murder squad, 
made up primarily of experienced 
killers from Batista’s secret police. Sev- 
eral years ago Sturgis told an inter- 
viewer, “the assassination section, 
which I was a part of .  . . would, upon 
orders naturally, assassinate either 
members of the military in the foreign 
country, members of the political par- 
ties of the foreign country that you 
were going to infiltrate, and if neces- 
sary some of your own members, who 
were suspected of being foreign 
agents.” Sturgis says he took part in 
several pre-Operation 40 attempts 
against the life of Castro in 1959 and 
1960, and claims to have engaged in 
subsequent plots in Central America. 

When Frank Sturgis was caught in- 
side the Democratic National Com- 
mittee headquarters in the Watergate 
building, he was carrying a Mexican 
visa made out in the name of Edward 
J. Hamilton. That name, it soon be- 
came clear, was E. Howard Hunt’s 
old CIA alias; indeed the whole Water- 
gate team carried phony identifications 
prepared by the CIA. Hunt had ob- 
tained the Mexican tourist card on 
January 7, 1972, valid for three 
months. Rumors began to circulate in 
Washington that the visa was obtained 
in connection with a task force Hunt 
had sent into Mexico for a “national 
security” operation against Torrijos. 

Sturgis has been extremely reticent 
in recent years about his Watergate 
operations with Hunt and Liddy, tell- 
ing interviewers only, “There are some 
things that I could never discuss.” But 

* 
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shortly after the Watergate break-in he 
talked with Andrew St. George, an old 
friend of his, about the Panama plots. 
Sturgis apparently believed “the fix 
was in” on the Watergate job and that 
the Cubans would be released to con- 
tinue on some of their other sensitive 
projects. “The White House has de- 
cided that dead or alive, Torrijos must 

case did his agents not consider a less 
drastic fate for Torrijos? 

Revulsion toward narcotics traffic 
can hardly explain the enthusiasm of 
Hunt’s friends for the planned “hit,” 
since most of them tolerated or even 
worked with organized crime when 
confronted by what they saw as the 
infinitely greater evil of Castro. CIA 

Hunt sa.ys,“I think the feeling was 
that zf Zrrijos didn’t shape up and 

coosberate he wasgoing to be wasted.” 
1 

go,” St. George recalls Sturgis say- 
ing. “We must use terror.” 

Fortunately, we now have public 
confirmation of the plot from E. How- 
ard Hunt himself. Shortly after Hunt 
was released from prison in February 
1977, he was interviewed by a Boston 
television station. Asked whether he 
knew “anything about a project to 
eliminate Panama dictator Torrijos,” 
Hunt for the first-and last-time 
made a startling admission. “Pana- 
ma,” he said, citing CIA reports, “was 
a drug trafficking area where drugs 
could move easily . . . with the blessing 
of the Panamanian government.There 
was a great deal of concern on the part 
of the drug officials’and certainly on 
the part of some of the Latin American 
drug informants. I think thefeeling was 
that if Torrijos didn’t shape up and cooper- 
ate he wasgoing to be wasted. That never 
happened. I don’t know any of the 
people asked to participate other than 
the people in the Plumbers unit. They 
had that as part of their brief.” 

The Politics of Murder 
HT W A S  THE WHITE 
House so anxious to “waste” 
the Panamanian dictator? 
After all, many other U.S. 
allies, particularly in South- 

east Asia, also condoned narcotics 
trafficking, yet as far as we know, no 
one talked of bumping off French Pres- 
ident Georges Pompidou just because 
his intelligence service was implicated 
in the “French Connection.” For all 
the rhetoric about a “national emer- 
gency,” the Nixon administration’s 

war on drugs” was as much an expe- 
dient political campaign as it was a 
sincerely held conviction. Why in any 

C I  

Director Richard Helms, for example, 
told the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee in executive session that 
the CIA had released Bernard Barker 
from service in the mid-1960s because 
of his association with “gambling and 
criminal elements.” 

An FBI memo on Frank Sturgis pre- 
pared only two days after the Water- 
gate arrests cited Miami sources who 
said “he is now associated with organ- 
ized crime activities . . .” Sturgis’s In- 
ternational Anti-Communist Brigade, 
active back in the early 1960s, was de- 
scribed by the attorney for one of its 
other leaders as being “financed by 
dispossessed hotel and gambling own- 
ers who operated under Batista.” 
Many of these same interests, of course, 
had a stake in the pre-Castro Cuban 
heroin and cocaine traffic. We know 
also that Operation 40, of which Stur- 
gis was a member, remained active as 
a CIA counterintelligence operation un- 
til 1970, when federal narcotics author- 
ities arrested several of its leading 
members on charges of having master- 
minded the nation’s largest heroin and 
cocaine ring. 

Finally, we have the example of 
Manuel Artime, the “golden boy of 
the CIA,” who received millions of dol- 
lars from the CIA to mount a second in- 
vasion of Cuba from Costa Rica in 
1964-only to have a Miami  Herald 
reporter poke around and discover 
that “a government cloak of secrecy 
over Cuban exile training was being 
used as a cover for smuggling.” 

Moreover, other known targets of 
the Room 16 team had always been 
political enemies of the White House. 
The Plumbers had originally organ- 
ized under Egil Krogh to gather infor- 
mation to blackmail Daniel Ellsberg, 
whom the White House suspected of 
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knowing about its plans for escalating 
the war. When that mission failed, 
President Nixon the next spring or- 
dered Ellsberg silenced by other means. 
On May 3, shortly before the mining 
of Haiphong harbor, J. Edgar Hoo- 
ver’s body lay in state in the Rotunda of 
the Capitol, and Ellsberg was expected 
to attend an unrelated antiwar demon- 
stration outside. Once again Hunt 
called on Barker, who recruited a 
squad of 10 activists, including Frank 
Sturgis and Felipe de Diego (both for- 
merly of the CIA’S Operation 40); An- 
gel Ferrer, head of Cubanos de Fort 
Jackson (an army commando training 
center); and Humberto Lopez, a lead- 
er of the violent National Front for the 
Liberation of Cuba. Their orders were 

which anti-Castro activists joined in- 
must be understood at least in part as a 
political operation, rather than simply 
an example of drug enforcement gone 
wild. The origins of the conspiracy 
probably have more to do with Torri- 
jos’s public image as a radical nation- 
alist, friend of Cuba, and challenger 
of traditional American “rights” to the 
Canal Zone, than with his condoning 
of drug trafficking. It is significant that 
Hunt and Liddy were both extreme 
conservatives, close to right-wing in- 
terests represented in the Nixon ad- 
ministration by Hunt’s White House 
supervisor Charles Colson. Hunt’s Cu- 
ban exile friends in particular were be- 
coming alarmed by Torrijos’s friend- 
ship with Castro. 

Hunt and Liddy asked a CIA doctor 
f o r  hallucinatory drugs in order to  
disable or kill Jack Anderson. 
to pose as patriotic Americans out- 
raged at the lack of respect shown to 
Hoover by the demonstration and to 
beat up Ellsberg. Although the Cu- 
bans were unable to get to Ellsberg, 
the scheme was remarkable as possibly 
the only time that an American Presi- 
dent has ordered his goons to batter a 
U.S. citizen. 

By the spring of 1972 Jack Anderson 
had become a White House enemy on 
a par with Ellsberg, because of his 
relentless coverage of the ITT scandal. 
Nixon repeatedly asked Charles Col- 
son to discredit or quiet the columnist. 
On March 14, Colson met with Hunt, 
who recalls the White House counsel 
asking him to look into ways of drug- 
ging Anderson. Ten days later, Hunt 
and Liddy met with a former CIA 

physician in an unsuccessful attempt 
to obtain hallucinatory drugs. Hunt 
has since denied published reports that 
he sought to kill Anderson, but his ad- 
mitted plan to coat the steering wheel 
of Anderson’s car with a mind-altering 
drug “for absorption through the 
palms of the hands’’ surely amounts to 
the same thing. I t  is hardly reassuring 
that Colson has testified that Hunt also 
met with CIA doctors “in connection 
with consideration of covert action 
against Daniel Elkberg.” 

Given this pattern to the Plumbers’ 
activities, the White House plot against 
Torrijos-and the enthusiasm with 

S EARLY AS 1969, COLUMN- 
ists Drew Pearson and Jack An- 
derson charged that Omar Tor- 
rijos belonged to the Communist 
party in Panama and that his 

brother Moises “was sent to Moscow 
all expenses paid by the Commu- 
nists.” In April 1971, Panamanian 
and U.S. businessmen complained that 
Torrijos was installing radical leftists 
in key cabinet positions and at the 
University of Panama. Such charges 
unified conservative forces when, on 
June 29, 1971, negotiations to transfer 
sovereignty over the Panama Canal 
resumed between the United States 
and Panama, following Torrijos’s re- 
jection of an agreement proposed ear- 
lier. By late 1971 the Baltimore Sun 
could report, “The United States re- 
portedly is ready to accede sovereign- 
ty over the zone to the Panamanian 
government .” 

Expectations of a “sellout” mobil- 
ized opponents of the treaty. Congress- 
man Daniel Flood (D-Pa.), who has 
come under federal investigation for 
wielding influence on behalf of Haiti’s 
dictator Jean-Claude “Baby DOC” Du- 
valier-among other things-thun- 
dered, “The very moment we sur- 
render sovereignty over the Zone to 
Panama as presently planned, Soviet 
power will take over the Republic of 
Panama as it did Cuba.” 

On November 15,1971, Jack Ander- 

son first disclosed Representative John 
Murphy’s (D-N.Y.) plans to have his 
Panama Canal subcommittee of the 
Merchant Marine and Fisheries Com- 
mittee hold hearings to determine 
whether the State Department was, 
in Anderson’s words, “selling out U.S. 
interests in the Panama canal.” Less 
than two weeks later, Anderson pub- 
lished the first of many “leaks” from 
that subcommittee; he described a 
briefing by BNDD director John Inger- 
soll, who held Panama responsible for 
one-twelfth of all the cocaine and 
heroin imported into the United 
States. 

Murphy was not just another con- 
servative hoping to dump the treaty: 
He also happened to be an old friend 
of Nicaraguan President Anastasio So- 
moza. In 1977, Murphy came under 
investigation by the official corruption 
unit of the U.S. attorney for the south- 
ern district of New York, for influence 
peddling on behalf of the Nicaraguan 
dictator. 

Somoza also had the gratitude of E. 
Howard Hunt and his Cubans. As 
Central America’s leading foe of com- 
munism, Somoza has from the time 
of the Bay of Pigs invasion encouraged 
Cuban exile forces to use his country 
as a launching platform for militant 
anti-Castro operations throughout 
Central and South America. Indeed, 
in September 1976, Somoza person- 
ally attended a reunion of the original’ 
Bay of Pigs force, Brigade 2506, and 
promised his continued support. 

Somoza had his own compelling 
reasons to hope for a collapse of the 
talks with Panama, aside from his 
ideological interest in frustrating good 
relations between the populist Panama 
regime and the United States. In the 
1971 /72 period Somoza began nego- 
tiating with a consortium of billionaire 
financiers-Howard Hughes (then res- 
ident in Nicaragua), Daniel Ludwig, 
and the Rothschilds-to build a sea- 
level canal through Nicaragua to take 
traffic away from the outdated and 
politically unstable lock canal in Pan- 
ama. It  is surely significant, therefore, 
that Howard Hunt-according to Ar- 
time, who was interviewed by the FBI 

in June 1972-‘‘expressed his interest 
in a proposed canal through Nicarag- 
ua. . . .” Hunt says he discussed Nica- 
raguan business deals at an April 1971 
Bay of Pigs reunion with Barker and 
Artime (who was in the meat business 
with Somoza); FBI records indicate 
that he did so again with Artime, a 
year later, by telephone from the 19 
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White House. 
At the same time, however, plans 

were underway to build a similar, and 
cheaper, sea-level canal through Pan- 
ama itself. The Atlantic-Pacific Inter- 
oceanic Canal Study Commission, ap- 
pointed by President Johnson, report- 
ed in 1970 that such a canal was 
feasible and would probably be needed 
before the end of the century. Several 
members of the United States treaty- 
negotiating team from that era have 
admitted in recent interviews that the 
Nixon administration’s pursuit of a 
new treaty was motivated in large part 
by the hope of winning permission 
from the Panamanian government for 
future construction of such a canal. 

Congressman Murphy may have 
had Somoza’s interests in mind, there- 
fore, when, over the vigorous objec- 
tions of the State Department, he used 
the canal hearings as a platform from 
which to torpedo the treaty negotia- 
tions. As an essential part of that 
strategy, he seized upon the emotional 
issue of drugs, airing reports from Cus- 
toms and BNDD implicating the Pana- 
manian leadership in the narcotics 
traffic. 

Jack Anderson, Murphy’s favored 
media contact, once again was the first 
to leak the committee’s findings, in his 
March 14, 1972, column that fingered 
Juan Tack and Moises Torrijos. Mur- 
phy followed up the next day with a 
speech in Congress, accusing the 
“highest levels” of the Torrijos regime 
of complicity in the traffic. Murphy 
also attacked the State Department 
for turning a blind eye to the drug 
traffic in its unseemly haste to sign a 
treaty with Torrijos. (A few months 
later Jack Anderson reported yet an- 
other leak from the Murphy commit- 
tee, in a column that began: “For the 
sake of better relations with Panama, 
the United States has gone soft on 
Panamanian heroin smugglers.”) 

Murphy’s subcommittee report 
questioned whether “the United States 
is negotiating a treaty that involves a 
70-year, five-billion-dollar U.S. com- 
mitment, not to mention the security 
of the United States and this hemi- 

sphere, with a government that con- 
dones or is actually involved in a drug- 
running operation into the United 
States.” The report concluded un- 
equivocally: “Because of the known 
involvement of Panamanian govern- 
ment officials in the international nar- 
cotics traffic, the U.S. government 
should take a firm stand in the current 
negotiations of a new treaty for the 
continued use of the Panama Canal 
Zone.” 

The State Department replied lame- 
ly that the Murphy report was “in- 
appropriate.” Privately, a member of 
the treaty negotiating team told Mur- 
phy that after weeks of agonizing the 
State Department had decided that 
“if it eliminated dialogue with all 
Latin American governments that 
might have officials involved in the 
narcotics traffic, very little dialogue 
would take place at all.” But the anti- 
treaty forces rallied behind Murphy. 
Representative Flood rose to denounce 
“the collaboration of Panama with 
Cuba and the USSR” and suggested that 
in narcotics “our agents have uncov- 
ered the source of revenue for financ- 
ing Soviet espionage.” 

“Pro-Red nationalist” countries, as 
Flood called them, hardly bore a 
unique responsibility for the drug traf- 
fic. BNDD director John Ingersoll him- 
self admitted before the Murphy com- 
mittee that “Most of what can be said 
of the situation [in Panama] is ap- 
plicable to a number of other Central 
and South American urban transpor- 
tation and corpmunication centers as 
well as key cities in the Caribbean.” 
Indeed, a secret 1972 CIA report on 
Latin American narcotics cited Mur- 
phy’s beloved Nicaragua as a “transit 
point for heroin shipped north from 
South America via Panama to the 
United States.” It  identified Cuban 
exiles as the middle men for narcotics 
originating in such anticommunist 
lands as Argentina, Uruguay, Puerto 
Rico, and the Virgin Islands. In short, 
the left-wing narcotics conspiracy 
made good propaganda but was not 
the primary concern of right-wing 
critics of Panama. 

Murphy damned the administration 
for ignoring Panama’s drug traflc 

in its haste to sign a new treaty. 
20 

IGNIFICANTLY, HOWEVER, 
those propaganda charges were 
echoed by prominent Panama- 
nian exile Arnulfo Arias, whose 
own dictatorial ambitions ri- 

valed those of General Torrijos. Arias 
had served as president of Panama for 
only 11 days when Torrijos overthrew 
him in 1968. His chief spokesman (and 
a relative by marriage) was the ardent 
antitreaty lobbyist Philip Harman, 
who dedicated himself to ousting Tor- 
rijos and to returning Arias to power. 
In a letter to C. L. Sulzberger of the 
.New York Times on April 21, 1972 
(placed in the Congressional Record 
by the ever-helpful Daniel Flood), 
Harman warned of KGB infiltration in 
Panama, recited familiar charges 
against Juan Tack and the Torrijos 
brothers, and added, “I do know that 
President Arnulfo Arias, a former phy- 
sician and now in exile in Miami, is 
gravely worried over this mounting 
heroin problem in his country in which 
12% of the heroin in the United States 
stem from Panama.” [sic] 

Arias’s oft-expressed outrage at  cor- 
ruption in the Torrijos regime wears 
thin, however, when his own record is 
recalled. During an earlier stretch as 
president of Panama, from 1949 to 
1951, Arnulfo and his favorite nephew 
Antonio “The Druggist” Arias, in col- 
laboration with the secret police, mas- 
terminded a huge narcotics and gold 
smuggling ring that accounted for 
much of the $2 million that President 
Arias is said to have made during his 
20 months in office. Arias was also ac- 
cused by opposition leaders-whom he 
promptly threw in jail-of profiting 
from illegal business deals with the 
Somoza family in Nicaragua. And he 
thought nothing of spending state 
funds for his own private ventures. 

New evidence has come to light that 
Arias, possibly as just a figurehead, 
was involved with the White House in 
efforts to oust Torrijos in 1972. Accord- 
ing to a source close to Frank Sturgis, 
the Room 16 group coordinated its 
assassination plot with a group of 
Panamanian exile leaders, including 
Arnulfo Arias and Colonel Amado 
Sanjur, who fled Panama in 1970 fol- 
lowing an unsuccessful (and, many 
say, CIA-backed) coup attempt against 
Torrijos. 

A confidential FBI report on “Pana- 
manian Revolutionary Activities,” 
dated September 18, 1972, throws 
light on this subject. I t  consists of a 
lengthy interview with Arias, who 
made no secret of his hope that Torri- 
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jos would be “overthrown . . . by a 
force supported by the United States 
Government.” Arias, the report con- 
tinued, could not understand “why 
Torrijos, a dedicated leftist, is allowed 
to remain in power. If he is allowed to 
remain, he will be another Fidel Cas- 
tro, whom he has visited in Cuba 
already.” 

Arias denied being “currently” en- 
gaged in organizing a force to over- 
throw Torrijos, but admitted-prob- 
ably in reference to Barker’s “secret 
army”-that he had “had help offered 
him from a group of Cubans in Mi- 
ami.” In the meantime, Arias said, he 
was “encouraging his associates in 
Panama to do all they can to work 
against .. . the Torrijos regime.” 

But the Panamanian exiles persisted, 
even after Watergate. Representative 
Murphy early in 1974 disclosed the 
existence of “not one but two plots cur- 
rently underway to overthrow the cur- 
rent military dictatorship. One plot 
involves a military overthrow of Gen- 
eral Omar Torrijos-similar to the un- 
successful one that was attempted sev- 
eral years ago [i.e. the December 1969 
Sanjur plot]-and the other involves 
a conspiracy of Panamanian business- 
men - who are wooing ex-Panama- 
nian military men in exile-because 
they are disenchanted with the current 
economic situation in Panama.” Tor- 
rijos, he said, was negotiating with 
Arias in the hope of preventing a coup, 
but, Murphy concluded, “We simply 
do not wish to give this vital world 
waterway over to an unstable govern- 
ment that, aside from dabbling in the 
narcotics traffic, might be overthrown 
tomorrow.” 

The confluence of antitreaty lobby- 
ists, Panamanian exiles, Somoza cro- 
nies, and Cuban exiles in plotting the 
ouster of Torrijos, and their common 
resort to narcotics charges to under- 
mine State Department negotiations 
with his regime, all suggest the political 
motives that lay behind the Plumbers’ 
plan to assassinate Torrijos. The same 
political instincts that led the White 
House warriors of Room 16 to suspect 
Daniel Ellsberg of ties to the Soviets 
or George McGovern of taking payoffs 
from Cuba inspired their violent am- 
bitions against General Torrijos. But 
narcotics meanwhile provided a per- 
fect excuse for the job, for had the 
Nixon administration not elevated the 
drive against narcotics to the moral 
equivalent of war? Assassinations 
might be immoral in peacetime, but 
not in war. 

I N Q U I R T  

Watergate probably saved Panama’s 
leader from death at the hands of 
the President’s hired assassins. 

UCHABOUT THE TORRI- 
jos plot remains unclear, 
however. The Watergate spe- 
cial prosecutor’s investigation M did not resolve any of the re- 

maining questions, according to the 
attorney who worked on the case, be- 
cause the conspiracy was “too far 
afield.” “It  involved something out- 
side of the United States,” he said. 
“You just don’t go after someone for 
that.” But evidence such as the Mex- 
ican visa found on Sturgis at the time 
of the Watergate break-in tends to con- 
firm Newsweek’s claim that Hunt ac- 
tually sent a team into Mexico in con- 
nection with the intended assassination. 
How far the plot had progressed by the 
time of Watergate, however, remains 
uncertain. 

A wall of silence surrounds the oper- 
ation at its higher levels. Egil Krogh, 
Gordon Liddy, and E. Howard Hunt 
will not talk, and the locus of responsi- 
bility within the White House cannot, 
therefore, be pinned down. It  is hard 
to believe that Hunt would have gone 
ahead with a plot to kill a foreign 
leader without higher authorization, 
although in light of Liddy’s propensity 
to take off-the-cuff remarks as orders, 
authorization might not have been 
explicit. If Nixon did approve the 
operation-and evidence from other 
Watergate operations suggests that he 
must have known of it-the question 
of his motives remains. 

Nixon might have sanctioned the 
elimination of Torrijos simply as part 
of his “war on drugs.” But why Tor- 
rijos and not any number of other 
leaders in Latin America or Southeast 
Asia? Le Monde charged that the de- 
struction of Ricord’s Corsican drug 
network in Latin America-of which 
the BNDD’S Panama campaign was a 
part-was a result of “close Mafia- 
police-Narcotics Bureau collabora- 
tion,” with “proofs furnished oblig- 
ingly by La Cosa Nostra.” According 
to this bizarre but not impossible 
theory, it was no mistake that Cuban- 
Italian organizations, often with ties 
to the CIA, replaced the old Corsican 
syndicates. 

A more likely theory centers on the 
fact-confirmed in recent interviews 
with former senior officials of the State 
Department and treaty negotiators- 
that by the spring of 1972 the White 
House realized that its treaty de- 
mands for a 50-year military presence 
in the Canal Zone and for construction 
rights to a sea-level canal were en- 
countering serious opposition from the 
Torrijos government. Indeed, later 
that year, the general rejected the 
final, firm U.S. offer. Nixon may well 
have believed that conservative, 
Miami-based Panamanian exiles such 
as Arnulfo Arias and Amado Sanjur 
would be more sympathetic to U.S. 
interests and might accept a treaty 
where Torrijos would not. 

Finally, the old anticommunist Nix- 
on has to be considered. Nixon, after 
all, had been the White House opera- 
tions officer for Bay of Pigs planning 
during the Eisenhower administration, 
and had numerous business and politi- 
cal ties to Cuban exiles associated with 
his friend Bebe Rebozo. Over the 
years, Nixon also developed a relation- 
ship with prominent Somoza lobby- 
ists, who threw powerful political sup- 
port his way during the 1960 cam- 
paign. And one of his biggest backers, 
Howard Hughes, was negotiating bus- 
iness deals with Somoza in 1971 and 
1972. Nixon may well have shared the 
concern of such constituencies that 
Torrijos would stir up radicalism in 
Central America and the Caribbean. 

The White House war against Tor- 
rijos was curtailed only by a setback 
on another battle front: Watergate. 
The capture of Hunt and his burglars 
pushed Nixon into a hasty cover-up of 
the crimes that Hunt and Liddy had 
committed on his behalf-up to and 
including assassination plots. Torrijos, 
at last, gained a little more room to 
maneuver. His troubles were not over: 
The canal lobby remained as vigorous 
as ever (as he would see in 1977), and 
militant Panamanian and Cuban ex- 
iles continued their raids against prop- 
erty of his regime. But no longer were 
the hired guns of the President of the 
United States out for his life. 5 21 
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The glory and 
the grief 
WILLIAM STAFFORD 

H I S  B O O K  F R O M  A N -  
other nation, the women, I T started to read, holding my 

head in my hands and staring. The 
pages began to persuade me: I be- 
longed here, or at least I wanted my 
nation allied with this one. 

The Penguin Book o f  Women Poets is a 
big rich package of literature by any 
standard. In  terms of its special area 
it is a culmination, the arrival of a 
text that realizes centuries of accom- 
plishment by women around the world. 

Recent interest in foreign litera- 
tures and a surge in translation have 
helped enable a book such as this. And 
the editors, by reason of these new in- 
terests and resources, have arrived at  
the stage of putting together a resound- 
ing volume “intended to correct a long 
neglect.” 

An effort so well sustained as this 
one, and so cogent, does not deserve 
the quibbles that usually plague an 
anthologist: those inevitable flaws de- 
riving from limited space and the re- 
strictions that always abide, like the 
varying adequacies of translators. This 
book carries the signs of success, 
achieved by industry, breadth of re- 
search, and full commitment to fair- 
ness. 

Reading poems from across 3500 
years, from about forty different tradi- 
tions, and finding the power of feelings 

WILWAM SXIFFORD’S latest book is Writing 
the Australian Crawl, published by the Uni- 
VCTSiV of Michigan Press: The Penguin Book of 
Women Poets will be published on March 29. 
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in common, one does have a new sense 
of women as a nation, or a United Na- 
tions of an ideal kind. I t  is exhilarating 
to explore a heritage brought into 
greater clarity by selection. The poems 
themselves are enough to provide 
many connections across centuries and 
divergent traditions; other elements in 
the book advance this coherence. The 
organization is chronological, with five 
periods: the ancient world, starting 
before 1500 B.c.; the middle period, 
600-1500; the Renaissance and its 
contemporaries, 1 500-1 800; the nine- 
teenth century; and the twentieth 
century. Of these, the largest section- 
300 of the 400 pages-is the twentieth 
century, but substantial representa- 
tions establish the feel of each era. 

The editors have reached beyond 
the parochialism of many anthologies. 
There are poems from Egypt, India, 
China, and Greece, and poems trans- 
lated from exotic languages-the vari- 
ous Americas of, literary exploration 
today. Each poet i s  introduced by a 
paragraph that establishes her place 
in the relevant tradition, with some- 
times a note about the translation 
used, and pertinent remarks that link 
poet and literary opinion. The short 
passages are direct, and pitched for the 
convenience of the general reader: it is 
possible to follow unfolding literary 
trends and their connections with his- 
tory. 

But it is more than just connection 
with history. Because poets catch onto 
particulars, these far-off times and 
places come to life-fervor, thought, 
experience combine, sometimes in even 
a brief reference that could come home 
anywhere: 

The cherry blossoms 
have lost their fragrance. 
You should have come 
before the wind. 

(Princess Shikishi [d. 12011, 
translated by Hiroaki Sato) 

Sometimes the voice is a nearer, 
familiar voice, without the barrier of 
translation, as in Emily Bronte: 

I’ll walk, but not i n  old heroic traces, 
And not in paths o f  high morality, 

And not among the half-distinguished 

The clouded forms o f  long-past 
faces, 

history. 

I’ll walk where my own nature would 

I t  vexes me to choose another guide: 
Where the grey j o c k s  in ferny glens are 

Where the wild wind blows on the 

be leading: 

feeding; 

mountain-side. 

Wha t  have those lonely mountains worth 

More glory and more grief than I 

The earth that wakes one human heart 

revealing? 

can tell: 

to feeling 

Heaven and Hell. 
Can centre both the worlds o f  

But it is not always the poems origi- 
nally in English that flourish best; 
there are brave translators, ready for 
the venture into the possibility of a 
new poem that a good translation is. 
The new version has to live; it has to 
fly, or come to the surface with its 
centuries on it, and find its way to us. 
Marvelously, some of these poems do 
that. Where there are gaps and hol- 
lows in a book of translations, one must 
wonder: Do the cultures and epochs 
not present in full proportion lack 
poems, or do they lack in the efforts 
necessary to bring something over? 

Sometimes the original (one sus- 
pects) and the translator (one knows), 
luckily converging, clench together to 
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