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Praise for The Human Factor

“This book should be required reading for anyone who serves in our
government or is served by it. But beware: Reading The Human Factor will
make you very, very angry. For Ishmael Jones, better than any previous
spook, peels back layer upon layer of deception to show how dysfunctional
the CIA is. Even in the wake of 9/11, when the CIA was inundated with
fresh funding, it failed to cure its cultural ills or to dispatch large numbers
of clandestine operatives abroad without State Department cover. Ishmael
Jones has served his nation honorably and bravely as a member of the CIA’s
Clandestine Service, but he has provided no greater service than to risk his
former employer’s wrath to alert us to the CIA’s continuing, crippling
woes.”

Max Boot, senior fellow in national security studies, The Council on
Foreign Relations; author of The Savage Wars of Peace and War Made New

“Jones (the cover name the Agency gave him during his first training course), a Marine who
joined the Agency’s clandestine service and became a case officer in the late 80s, paints a
devastating and alarming picture of a vast bureaucracy he calls ‘a corrupt, Soviet-style

 y»

organization’.

Michael Ledeen, National Review Online

“Mr. Jones obviously believes that the United States deserves the best
intelligence organization in the world. He believes passionately that every
American taxpayer is being cheated because we are paying scores of
billions of dollars for a bloated, ineffective, risk-averse organization that
cannot perform the mission for which it was created.”



John Weisman, The Washington Times

Praise for The Human Factor

“Ishmael Jones represents an altogether uncommon breed of CIA officer,
one willing to risk life and career in the pursuit of gathering better
intelligence. If the CIA as a whole shared this one officer’s relentless
pursuit of WMD sources, terrorists, and the rogue nations that support
them, then we might find ourselves in a much safer world today. With his
book The Human Factor, Jones relates the details of his extraordinary
career with a notable lack of bravado and a tremendous amount of dry wit.”

Lindsay Moran,
Author of Blowing My Cover: My Life as a CIA Spy

"[The Human Factor] is an extremely engaging and readable memoir of one
man’s quest to protect his nation from attack and his frustration at not being
allowed to, while money allocated for the purpose is being wasted. In fact,
if the book were not so deadly serious, it would be one of the funniest
books of the year. . . . The Human Factor is an enormously important book
and a surprisingly accessible read. Hopefully, it will propel the reform
debate beyond the usual tinkering. . . . Call him Ishmael, or not, but I call
him a patriot.”

David Forsmark, Frontpage Magazine

“Scathing - and unauthorized.”



Congressional Quarterly
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“One good spy is worth 10,000 soldiers.”
Sun Tzu

“I would trade every satellite in the sky for one reliable informant.”
Army Lieutenant Colonel Ross Brown,
Cavalry Squadron Commander,
3rd Armored Cavalry Regiment,
South of Baghdad



Preface to the Paperback Edition

Human source espionage in its most basic form is just a one-on-one
meeting in which a CIA officer gathers secret information from a human
source—a person who has access to secrets, for example, on terrorist
organizations or nuclear proliferators. These meetings tend to occur in
dingy hotel rooms in dysfunctional countries. It’s hard, lonely work, far
away from friends and family, and there’s always the chance that the local
police will break down the door and rearrange your schedule. But it’s the
fundamental work of espionage, and an intelligence service must be
designed to motivate its officers so that they are eager to get out each day
and gather the intelligence that the president needs.

The CIA drives its officers to do other things instead, and this is why the
CIA must be fixed.

Many CIA officers spend their careers within headquarters rather than
out in the field, because that’s what the system requires them to do. CIA
officers naturally want to advance their careers, to gain power and praise,
and to be promoted. The CIA system plays into these natural desires and
perverts them. For example, any CIA officer who had gone out to hunt
Osama Bin Laden would have had to live and work for years in remote
countries, alone, outside of American embassies. Such a person would have
been unable to network and build connections and friendships with CIA
managers at headquarters, unable to manage the budgets or to rise through
the management layers—processes that are vital to a CIA career. Anyone
who had gone out into the field to find Bin Laden would have returned
years later, unknown to anyone at headquarters and unpromotable.

Spying is important. It’s the second-oldest profession. The president, as
commander in chief, needs good intelligence to defend Americans. Whole
cities could be lost to nuclear attack, and a small ally like Israel could be



completely destroyed. Nuclear weapons are based on 1930s technology and
are increasingly available. Some nations are proud of having joined the elite
club of nuclear powers—Ilike the unpopular schoolboy who brings a
semiautomatic rifle to school one day to show everyone that he is a person
of consequence.

The CIA has few of the human sources of intelligence that the president
needs in order to deal with threats such as nuclear proliferation. I remember
looking over one list of sources that was to be shown to the president and
members of Congress. At first glance this list looked impressive, each
source with his official cryptonym. Then I realized, hey, the number-one
source is a guy I’ve met only a couple of times, and he hasn’t been
recruited. And I know this guy on the list, and I know that guy, and they
don’t have any real access to secrets. And I know these other guys on the
list, and they’re American citizens who live in the United States, and they
shouldn’t be sources at all.

Since the hardcover edition of this book was published, I’ve continued to
work for reforms to improve the quality of intelligence provided to the
president. I’ve taken aim at the CIA's lack of operational and financial
accountability. I’ve proposed solutions to the two groups that can make a
difference: politicians and journalists. I’ve explained that the CIA is
systemically flawed but the quality of its employees is high.

Working to fix the CIA resembles the often lonely and boring work of
espionage: finding the right people to talk with and going to meet them.
I’ve spent a lot of time traveling, staying in hotel rooms, walking the halls
of Congress, meeting people, visiting scholars at institutes, and writing
articles. Just as during my spy career, [ work in alias.

There have been some minor, incremental improvements in CIA
intelligence collection since The Human Factor first came out. The U.S.
military has sought to fill gaps in CIA intelligence by collecting some
human source intelligence on its own. The FBI has taken over elements of



terrorist interrogations. But ultimately, as I stated in the hardcover edition,
we will need the window of opportunity opened by the next major
intelligence failure to enact real reform. The CIA bureaucracy is simply too
powerful to be shaken up otherwise. My work is designed to build
credibility and contacts, and to convince Americans on what needs to be
done, so that when a dirty bomb detonates over New York or Washington,
D.C., we’ll be positioned to enact intelligence reform.

A step toward operational accountability by President Obama upon
winning the election was the appointment of Leon Panetta as CIA chief.
Panetta was significant for what he was not: a career CIA bureaucrat. The
CIA and its allies had championed one of the Agency’s own, who happened
to be the man I nicknamed “Suspenders” in The Human Factor. Suspenders
had a charismatic ability to rise within the CIA, but no record of producing
intelligence. Panetta’s appointment caused some dismay among
conservatives because he was a political operative with no intelligence
experience. But the important thing was that the new CIA chief be someone
the president trusted. I wrote articles in support of the nomination in the
Washington Times and National Review.

It turned out that Senate Democrats had cut a deal with the president in
which Obama could have Panetta as CIA chief, but Suspenders would be
appointed as a powerful deputy. Panetta dutifully praised Suspenders at his
confirmation.

Surrounded by people who wanted his job, Panetta was quickly co-opted
by the bureaucracy, and he showed resistance to reform. But had
Suspenders been selected instead, any improvements would have been more
unlikely. As it is, the key indicator of the CIA's lack of operational
accountability remains in place: no top manager has ever been disciplined
or demoted or even reassigned for failure to provide the intelligence that the
president needs.



In working toward financial accountability, I focused on a single issue. In
the wake of the 9/11 terrorist attacks, Congress gave the CIA more than $3
billion to increase its deep cover capabilities overseas. During the years
after 9/11, the CIA was not able to field a single additional effective deep
cover case officer overseas. The money was swallowed up into higher pay
packages, expensive boondoggles, the enrichment of contracting companies
run by former CIA employees, and the expansion of CIA offices within the
United States. More than 90 percent of CIA employees now live and work
stateside.

When I met with members of congressional intelligence committees to
discuss financial accountability, I was in for a surprise. I had expected a
variety of reactions, but not the one I got. They politely interrupted me.
They already knew about the missing $3 billion. They already knew about
this accountability failure, the waste and theft. They agreed with me. But
they couldn’t do anything about it.

There is simply no financial accountability mechanism to deal with waste
and fraud at the CIA. This point was highlighted by a 2001 report from the
Government Accountability Office, which audits government spending. The
GAO said: “We have not actively audited the CIA since the early 1960s,
when we discontinued such work because the CIA was not providing us
with sufficient access to information to perform our mission. . . . [W]e have
made a conscious decision not to further pursue the issue.”

When the waste and stealing begin, effective clandestine operations end.
The contracting game at the CIA has continued at full force and has even
mutated into a faux industry that uses the jargon of real business. M&A,
profit margins, and synergy are discussed as if this were a real American
industry instead of a bunch of government contracting scams.

Working with human sources doesn’t take much money—just enough for
agents’ pay, hotel rooms, airplane tickets. All the money forced into the



system after the 9/11 terrorist attacks seemed to make it burst. Intelligence
operations ran better before 9/11 simply because there was less money.

Citizens Against Government Waste published one of my articles, in
which T suggested that CIA employees be given a whistleblower
mechanism, the ability to contact cleared law enforcement officials when
they see fraud and waste. The CIA currently has no whistleblower system.

Still, I've walked away after meetings with politicians in an optimistic
mood. I’m using an alias and criticizing an intelligence service, yet I can
meet some of the most influential people in America and discuss
intelligence reform. In a country like ours, the lack of operational and
financial accountability in the CIA cannot continue forever.

There’s a perception in Washington that the staffers on the Senate and
House Intelligence Committees are former CIA employees who are
beholden to the Agency. In fact, a minority of staffers are former CIA
employees, and these people, having experienced the bureaucracy up close,
are the ones most open to reform. The staffers on the Senate Intelligence
Committee are more attuned to the democratic process because they work
directly for individual senators. The staffers on the House Intelligence
Committee, by contrast, are permanent employees of the committee and do
not work directly for individual members of Congress. The reasoning seems
to be that because a House member’s term is shorter, members’ personal
staffs will have a harder time grasping complex intelligence issues and
obtaining security clearances. The use of permanent employees without
direct connection to elected politicians makes House staffers disconnected
from the accountability that elections provide. They form a much more
closed society, more closely linked to the CIA bureaucracy and resistant to
intelligence reform.

Politicians can make a difference, although CIA dysfunction now thrives
in the political conflict between left and right. Traditionally the CIA has
been perceived as a gang of right-wingers seeking to topple leftist



governments. Some regard it as the hand behind worldwide conspiracies
and dirty tricks. The CIA actually encourages this viewpoint because
underlying it is the assumption that the Agency is ruthlessly efficient. I wish
it were efficient enough to aggressively confront leftist governments, but
it’s not.

Many conservatives think the CIA just needs to be released from the
confines of Democrat-imposed rules. In the last ten years, though, with its
attacks on President Bush via the Plame incident, the Iragi WMD, and leaks
on interrogations/torture, the CIA seems to have become more a gang of
left-wingers seeking to topple American conservatives. The torture issue is
a good example of a left-versus-right conflict that prevents reform. When
members of Congress attack each other over interrogation methods, they are
unable to focus on reform of the main mission, which is to find spies who
cooperate voluntarily. Politicians should come together and realize that CIA
dysfunction means a failure to support presidents of either party.

Democrats tend to be less responsive to the need for intelligence reform
because they have greater faith in the efficiency of government and are
reluctant to believe that a top-down centralized bureaucracy can be
dysfunctional. And for Democrats, the CIA has come to be a political ally
and a lobbying group. Despite my efforts to make intelligence reform a
bipartisan issue, nearly all of the articles I’ve written have been published in
conservative media, and I have met mostly with conservatives politicians.
Conservatives are quick to acknowledge dysfunction in government
bureaucracy.

The difficulty in convincing people on the left of the importance of
intelligence reform has been my biggest disappointment. It’s a shame
because for President Obama, the uncertainties lie ahead. His success as a
president, and whether he wins a second term or not, will depend, I believe,
not on the economy or health care, but on the quality of human source
intelligence he receives concerning threats to national security.



The second important group that can make a difference are journalists.
Despite the growth of internet news and talk radio, the New York Times and
the Washington Post retain enormous power. Their reporters have
developed excellent sources among top CIA managers. These sources
illegally provide classified information on such things as
torture/interrogations and Iraq WMD intelligence failures, and the
journalists in exchange will not attack the CIA bureaucracy because to do
so would be to attack their sources. A member of the Senate Intelligence
Committee told me that he met with CIA officials to propose improvements
in clandestine operations, and the CIA fought back through a Washington
Post column the very next day. By ignoring the issue of intelligence reform,
journalists who cover the CIA build careers and win prizes, but the
newspapers are failing their readers. The New York Times and the
Washington Post are located in America’s two primary target cities for
terrorism; they should help protect their readers by paying more attention to
CIA dysfunction. The journalists who do write about the issue are nearly all
political conservatives.

I’ve worked to bring recognition to the fact that the CIA's employees are
good people, just poorly led. They are well-meaning, but they operate
within a system that’s broken. A problem the CIA does not have is
attracting talented, intelligent people; yet that is a problem the Agency
claims to have. In response to criticism or to the latest intelligence failure,
CIA management always says it just doesn’t have the talent it needs. DCI
George Tenet said so repeatedly after 9/11. Leon Panetta said it shortly after
his appointment as director, and then announced plans to recruit Arab
Americans in Michigan.

But the CIA has always hired good people who want to do the best job
they can. If the system were changed, they would get out and gather the
intelligence we need, and they would start doing it overnight. Although few
CIA officers actually speak foreign languages, most have a latent ability—
some training, or a childhood language that hasn’t developed. It’s just that
foreign languages aren’t necessary for advancement. Only English is
needed at Headquarters and within American embassies.



With little operational or financial accountability, and little oversight
from politicians or journalists, the CIA bureaucracy has evolved over the
decades into a creature with its own priorities. Like any other life form, the
CIA bureaucracy seeks first its own survival and growth. It’s a big, lazy
creature, but it has the ability to leap up from its couch and viciously defend
itself when it feels threatened. It doesn’t like to work hard, but knows that
its survival and growth depend on creating the appearance of being busy.
Any CIA operation that is revealed to the public shows the telltale signs: the
Agency looks very active, a lot of people are involved, and large amounts
of money are spent.

Often you’ll hear the CIA accused of being risk averse. I agree. Risk
aversion is a complex concept, however. The Agency will sometimes
conduct risky operations in order to achieve a more important goal: looking
busy. An example of this type of operation is the Abu Omar operation, in
which twenty-one CIA employees flew into Italy to abduct a single terrorist
suspect who was already under surveillance by the Italian police. As an
eminent scholar commented, it was “twenty-one people to get one fat
Egyptian!” Those twenty-one people stayed in five-star hotels and chatted
with Headquarters on open-line cell phones, all at great expense and with
awful tradecraft. But it was a successful operation in that it spent a lot of
money, made a lot of people look active, and suggested the CIA's
willingness to take risk.

CIA officials are quick to deny that the organization is risk averse by
pointing to risky operations that went wrong. This darker, passive-
aggressive aspect of risk aversion seems to say: We can certainly do risky
operations, but here’s what happens when you make us get off our couch
and do them.

Take a look at any CIA activity that is revealed in the future and ask
yourself: Was this a traditional, inexpensive operation involving a meeting
between a CIA officer and a human source to gather intelligence? Or was
this an operation designed to spend a lot of money, to make a lot of people
look busy, and to give the appearance that the Agency is willing to take



risks? Whenever we see CIA employees released from bureaucracy, we see
success. The tactical intelligence production within Iraq is excellent. The
early Afghan campaign—featuring no offices and a flat chain of command,
just a few guys and some bags of money—was extraordinary.

Readers interested in improving the security of Americans and our allies
through intelligence reform can write or call their congressional
representatives, or set up appointments to meet them at their offices either
in their home district or in Washington. Every member has a website
posting contact information. They’re usually very accessible to constituents.
If you have any connections to politicians or journalists, talk to them. If you
think they’d be open to talking to me, send me an email via my website:
www.ishmaeljones.com.

In this great country of ours, we solve our problems and look
optimistically toward the future. We will solve the problem of CIA
dysfunction, and in so doing will bring success to our presidents and safety
and security to Americans and our allies, so we can go about our lives in
peace.


http://www.ishmaeljones.com/

Author’s Note to the Hardbound Edition

All individuals, unless they are public figures, are obscured in order to
make it impossible to identify any CIA employee or agent. Dates and places
of non-public events have been obscured or changed. No classified
information, sources, or methods are revealed. As a former CIA employee, I
was required to submit the book to CIA censors for their approval. I
initially sent a copy of the manuscript to the CIA's Publications Review
Board, asking them to identify any classified information, which I would
then take out. I am an expert on what portions of intelligence operations
constitute classified information and already knew there were none.
Without reviewing the book, the CIA disapproved the publication of every
word. During the course of a year, I repeated my request to the CIA that it
identify any classified information in the book. The CIA eventually
returned it to me with all but a few paragraphs wiped out. Words deemed
appropriate for public viewing by the CIA were reduced to less than one
percent throughout the book.

Before writing this book, I exhausted all avenues open to me to improve
human intelligence programs. I repeatedly confronted all levels of my chain
of command without result. I met with the Inspector General’s office, but
found it a broken system—the IG was not up to the task and was under
investigation by the FBI for leaks. The Director at the time was sympathetic
and cleared the way for my final foreign assignment, but he was soon
removed and replaced by managers who represent the status quo. No anti-
corruption or whistleblower systems exist in the organization, possibly
because the CIA's official secrecy makes such checks and balances dead-
ends. Only open, public debate will lead to reform.



I worked with the CIA's censors in good faith. During telephone
conversations, CIA censors seemed to recognize the manuscript contained
no classified information and at one point suggested it might be approved
with minor revisions. During each of my many communications with the
censors, I repeated: Show me the classified information in this book and I
will take it out. In each case they replied, after months of delay, with
evasive letters, from anonymous P.O. boxes, signed by people using
fictitious names.

I believe the CIA sought to block publication of this book solely because
it is critical of the organization. All of the dozens of books written by ex-
CIA officers and approved by the CIA demonstrate that censorship
standards are lax and inconsistent. Some of the books, especially the recent
Tenet and Drumheller books, reveal what I consider to be a startling amount
of classified information. These books criticize the President, however, and
not the organization.

Funds allocated to protect Americans are being stolen or wasted on
phony or nonexistent intelligence programs. By attempting to censor this
manuscript, the CIA puts Americans at risk. The purpose of the book is to
add to the criticism and debate about reform of the organization. Criticism
and debate is how we solve things in America and I consider it my duty to
publish this manuscript.



Introduction

Human sources are those individuals who provide information about
terrorist organizations and hostile governments. Gathering intelligence from
human sources is the fundamental purpose of the Central Intelligence
Agency’s clandestine service. Some of the most important foreign policy
decisions made by United States Presidents require this intelligence.

Lack of good human sources can be a President’s downfall.

George W. Bush’s presidency was poisoned by a lack of human source
intelligence on the 9/11 terrorist attacks, the Iraq war, and the issue of Iraqi
weapons of mass destruction (WMD). President Clinton’s legacy was
tarnished by the 9/11 attacks, and he was taken by surprise by the arms race
on the Asian subcontinent. Presidents Reagan and Carter were humiliated
by hostage crises. Lack of reliable information about the Soviet Union
nearly led to war on several occasions. The 1973 Arab/Israeli war took
President Nixon by surprise. The war in Vietnam ended the Johnson
presidency. The Korean War ended the Truman presidency. The handling of
the U-2 incident was President Eisenhower’s greatest regret. The Bay of
Pigs was President Kennedy’s greatest failure. In each of these cases a lack
of good human sources was largely to blame.

CIA officers are, of course, skilled and well-trained, but the structure of
the organization discourages human source operations. In the darkness of
secrecy, with unlimited billions of tax dollars, and with little or no
accountability, the CIA bureaucracy has mutated into a living, breathing
leviathan that serves its own aims. It has grown some very unruly tentacles:
layers of unnecessary managers, lucrative pay and benefits packages for
current and former employees, obscene contracts for companies run by
former employees, and massive expansion of the CIA's operations within



the continental United States. Very few of the CIA's top managers have
ever recruited a good human source.

I joined the CIA in the late 1980’s with one purpose in mind: to serve my
country. My service, except for initial training, was in continuous field
assignments overseas, in the Middle East, Eastern Europe, and Western
Europe while working on WMD targets, and in Irag while working on
terrorist targets during the war. Few have equaled my record of consecutive,
successful foreign assignments. My service was unblemished.

I resigned when I decided further service was pointless and that my best
contribution to our nation’s defense would be to enter the debate on the
reform of the CIA. This book is the story of a deep cover case officer, the
day-to-day obstacles to survival during dangerous operations—and without
the benefit of diplomatic immunity—and the challenges of pushing
intelligence operations through an unwilling and dysfunctional bureaucracy.

The CIA, a corrupt, Soviet-style organization, is not serving the purpose
for which it was created, and the result is that our lives and the lives of our
allies are in jeopardy. The Agency must either be restructured as an
American organization—which encourages achievement, creativity, and
accountability—or it must be dismantled. I have offered suggestions and
solutions informed by the wisdom of experience.

My profits from the sale of this book will go to the children of American
soldiers killed in action.



Prologue

The CIA bureaucracy was doing everything in its power to stop me, but I
had vowed that morning to find myself at least one good human source of
intelligence on enemy nuclear weapons.

During the winter of 2005, I boarded the No. 1 Metro line at the Louvre
and traveled west, getting off at Porte Maillot and walking through
underground passages to a scientific conference at the Hotel Concorde
Lafayette. I’d seen it advertised on the Internet that morning, and it looked
promising. Scientists network with their peers at such conferences, to
exchange ideas, learn about the latest developments, and advance their
careers.

In other words, it would be a perfect watering hole for visiting rogue
state weapons scientists, who might make for good human intelligence
targets.

Most of the attendees were middle-aged professionals, some dressed in
inexpensive suits, others in collared shirts, with a smattering of neckties
here and there: Scientists focus on their specialties and ideas, not on
dressing up. I paid an entrance fee, pinned on a nametag, and entered the
part of the room where people were conversing in scattered small groups.

[ also surveyed the room for anyone who might pose a danger. Any
venue that attracts weapons specialists might also attract other intelligence
officers. Some might be keeping an eye on their own government’s
scientists or looking for intelligence sources, just as I was. If I correctly
played my cover, other intelligence services wouldn’t present any threat—at
least, not near-term.



Of even more concern to me were my colleagues from the CIA. We
tended to flood events like these with intelligence officers and access
agents, i.e., informants. This causes turf friction between different parts of
the organization, but I hadn’t had time to tell anyone I’d be there. We wrote
up voluminous reports to Headquarters (HQs) back in Langley, Virginia,
describing moods, impressions, and observations of events. If I’d crossed
one of these guys in the past, or if any of them wasn’t happy with me
invading his territory, he might note, “I saw Ishmael there and thought he
looked like a spy,” or, “Ishmael was too aggressive and he was attracting
attention to himself.” The last thing I wanted was to show up in a
colleague’s after-action report.

A warning signal ran through me like an electrical charge. Across the
room and deep in conversation were the Twins—American professors who
taught science at an American university and worked for the Agency as
access agents. A couple of months before, at a conference in Istanbul,
they’d marked my colleague Loman as a spy. “Something didn’t seem
right” about Loman, they wrote; his cover “didn’t seem believable in that
venue.” The Twins had met Loman before and knew he was an Agency
officer. HQs scolded Loman. A month later he was given a one-way ticket
home from his assignment in Eastern Europe to a cubicle at Langley. There
were other factors involved, but the Twins had undeniably played a major
role.

Keeping out of the Twins’ line of sight as best I could, I methodically
covered the room, like a farmer plowing a field, eyeballing each nametag,
on the lookout for people who might make good sources. A target from
North Korea, Iran, Libya, Russia, or China would be ideal. If I couldn’t see
a nametag clearly, I’d get as close as I had to. Finding no one of special
interest, I strolled over to the conference’s poster area, where scientists
display their latest papers. During evening sessions, the authors stand next
to their posters and discuss and defend their ideas.

I glanced over the papers until I came to one belonging to a nuclear
scientist from a rogue state—Dr. B—.



I returned to the main hall, inspecting the attendees’ nametags closely
again for Dr. B—. No Dr. B—anywhere. At the reception table they said
he’d been unable to attend. That was perfectly normal. Scientists often had
funding or scheduling problems that forced them to cancel their plans.
Scientists from rogue states had to obtain government approval for all
travel, which made their plans doubly uncertain. By signing up for the
conference, though, they could get their papers posted on the board even if
they didn’t show up.

Dr. B—’s telephone number was listed on his paper, so I pulled out my
cell phone and gave him a call.

“Hello, Dr. B—, my name is Ishmael Jones from Acme Software
Solutions. I’'m calling from the conference in Paris.”

“Yes, I had hoped to attend, but I had trouble scheduling it at the last
minute.”

“I saw your paper at the poster session. I had been hoping to meet you
here. My company has a technical problem with one of our products, and
reading your paper, I realized you may be the one to help us with a
solution.”

We exchanged email addresses and, soon thereafter, emails. I invited him
to visit me, at my expense, and we set an appointment to meet in Warsaw.
Dr. B—could be an excellent source of intelligence—information that
might prevent the advancement of his nation’s nuclear weapons programs.
If my relationship with Dr. B—went well, the effects might alter the world
for the better, perhaps even save lives.

But first I had to cover my tracks.



HQs didn’t know I’d be attending the conference. I had, however, been
cleared to be in Paris that morning. I’d tell HQs I just happened to walk by
the conference because I’d had a cover business meeting nearby. HQs
would rather hear that my attendance was serendipitous than that I’d
specifically targeted it. There should be no fallout from having dropped by.
I’d done a good job of avoiding the Twins and hadn’t recognized any other
CIA people, so I didn’t expect my name to come up in anyone’s after-action
report.

I wouldn’t tell HQs how I’d closely eyeballed everyone’s nametag. That
broke an unwritten Agency rule from back when many spies were embassy
diplomats. Diplomats don’t charge into scientific conferences and scrutinize
nametags. They’re expected to sidle up casually to people at cocktail
parties, make small talk, and set a date for tennis.

Few at HQs had ever met a rogue state weapons scientist. HQs didn’t
even realize how approachable they were. The scientists’ occupations—
creating weapons of mass destruction for use by tyrants—made them
intimidating, but I knew they sat next to a phone just like anyone else. They
liked to communicate with people, indeed had to, if they wanted to keep
informed within the scientific community. Most had relatives in the United
States, and all of them wanted to come to the States to study. Nearly all
spoke English and enjoyed speaking with Americans.

As for me, I was merely a businessman. I wasn’t at the conference for fun
—I was working, and attendees fully expected strangers to read their
nametags. No reason to be shy about it.

The biggest problem would be explaining to HQs how I’d managed to
arrange the meeting in Warsaw. By telephoning Dr. B—as he sat at his desk
in his office, I’d broken an ironclad rule. No officer may ever contact
anyone in a rogue state without prior approval.



Approvals from dozens of bureaucratic turfs and layers of Agency
managers were needed before I was allowed to make a telephone call to
anyone, let alone a rogue state scientist. Protocol required that I first write a
memorandum with the proposed content of the telephone conversation, then
get the go-ahead from several tiers of managers at my home station, several
in Paris, several in Warsaw, several at the European Division at HQs,
several at the Eastern European Division at HQs, several representing Dr. B
—’s home country, and several others for the HQs division of Dr. B—’s
home country. As a weapons scientist, Dr. B—’s activities also came under
the rubric of Counterproliferation Division, meaning several layers of
management from that division, too, would have to review and approve the
request. Within all of these layers were offshoots responsible for
counterintelligence and security. There was yet another set of layers just for
dealing with my own office. If anyone, anywhere along the way, considered
my request a bad idea, the operation wouldn’t go forward.

I solved this problem by claiming that Dr. B—called me. Dr. B—didn’t
need approval from the Agency to call me, of course, since we had no
control over him. I told HQs that I’d seen his paper and left my card with
the conference organizers, who had passed it to Dr. B—. I described all
communication with Dr. B—as having been initiated by him: He called me
and told me he planned to visit Warsaw. He emailed me his travel details.

And he invited me to visit him in his country. This was an impossibility.
HQs was afraid even of making phone calls there. A CIA officer visiting a
nasty rogue state to conduct an intelligence operation was out of the
question.

Having established contact with Dr. B—, my request to meet him in
Warsaw now had to be approved through all the above-mentioned layers. 1
wrote my request to make it seem completely devoid of risk. In truth, I
planned to start prying secrets from Dr. B—as soon as I could, in the



interests of American national security. In my request to HQs, I made it
sound as though he and I would just exchange pleasantries.

Layers of management above me weakened my proposal even more in
their edits emphasizing how incredibly light my contact with Dr. B—would
be. In the end, it sounded like we’d be two ships passing in the night. That
way, HQs would perceive the proposed meeting to be absolutely harmless.

The request to meet Dr. B—percolated through the layers at HQs. It
didn’t seem to be meeting any resistance, but the sheer number of layers
and hurdles meant the pace was slow. I had several weeks before Dr. B—’s
arrival in Warsaw, but still the approval hadn’t come in by the time he left
his home country. I decided to get on an airplane and fly to Warsaw,
approval be damned.

At the airport in Warsaw I met the portly Dr. B—.

“Hello, my friend,” he said, “it is a pleasure to meet you.”

We dropped off our suitcases at the hotel and strolled through Warsaw.
The old town center, obliterated during the war, had been completely
rebuilt. We sat at an outdoor café and ordered large glasses of beer.

After making polite introductory conversation, we discussed the
scientific problem I needed to solve, a commercial application in Dr. B—’s
specialty, then adjourned to my hotel room to work on the problem. This
was a key step, as it placed us in a businesslike setting. I asked questions
and took notes.

In discussing the technical problem, I learned much about Dr. B—’s
background and education. While describing his past work experience, he
unwittingly furnished interesting information of clear intelligence value.



His field was nuclear weapons. I had wanted to give him a technical
problem that would not arouse his suspicions, then allow him to steer the
conversation to the areas he best understood. Dr. B—’s ability to help with
the problem I had described was limited because it wasn’t his specific field.
But scientists like to talk about their areas of expertise, and the conversation
drifted to his work. As he went on about it, I told him I didn’t know much
about his specialty, and asked him to teach me a bit about it.

We met for several meetings of two hours each. Between meetings, I
reviewed my notes and listed questions for the next, which would later form
intelligence reports.

At the end of the meetings, I reimbursed Dr. B—for his travel expenses,
gave him some walking-around money, and supplied an advance on
expenses for his next trip out of my own pocket. I knew it was too early to
expect HQs to commit money to the operation. We drove to Warsaw’s
airport together and boarded our separate planes.

A few days after I returned home, a message from HQs arrived approving
my plans to meet Dr. B—in Warsaw. The operation was on and I was
simply a few steps ahead. I had learned after years in the organization that
this was the only way to accomplish anything, and accomplishing
something was the reason I had joined the CIA. God willing, if all went
well, Dr. B—might provide information that could prevent a nuclear war—
information that could save millions of lives.
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THE HUMAN FACTOR

PART ONE
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Daring Greatly, Perhaps

Far better it is to dare mighty things, to win glorious triumphs, even
though checkered by failure, than to take rank with those poor spirits
who neither enjoy much nor suffer much, because they live in the gray

twilight that knows not victory nor defeat.
Theodore Roosevelt

When I was a boy, my family lived in different countries in eastern Asia,
Eastern Africa and the Middle East. As I grew up in these dictatorships and
tribal kingdoms, I was acutely aware of being different, as an American,
and of the special status and privileges conferred by my nationality. My
family’s household wealth, ordinary by American standards, was enormous
by the standards of our host countries. During upheavals in these unstable
places, my family needed only to board the next plane home, while the
country’s native inhabitants had to stay and suffer. The United States was a
refuge we could always seek in times of trouble.

During our rare visits to the US, I felt a weight lift, knowing that I could
think or speak as I chose. Prosperity, openness, creativity, and freedom
surrounded me in a great roaring tumult. In Africa and eastern Asia, I’d
never seen a road larger than two lanes, usually potholed or unpaved. The
Los Angeles freeway system, with its six and sometimes eight lanes,
astonished my young eyes. Even then, I foresaw the immigration of coming
decades, when getting to the United States became the goal of people



everywhere in the world. I understood that a person could earn more in the
US in a few hours as an unskilled laborer than he could in a month in most
of the rest of the world. Everything functioned in America. The tap water
flowed, the electricity worked, and the police were honest.

Despite the disillusionment of the 1970s, I thought an American living in
America must be in heaven, going about daily life in a state of elation. I
also felt a bit out of place in the US, and as if I had something to prove, to
show that I genuinely belonged there.

The most visible Americans in our African city were the Marines who
guarded the US embassy. They lived in the Marine House, just a block
away from our own residence. Before sunrise each day, the Marines ran in
formation through the neighborhood. The tropical climate and open
drainage systems kept the city awash in powerful smells. As they ran, they
chanted in time with the pace, in restrained voices so as not to awaken the
neighborhood. At that early hour, Africans walking to work or setting up
outdoor stands selling fruit and bread softly sang out greetings in English
and Swahili upon first seeing the Marines, contributing a sort of
accompaniment to their chants.

The Marines raised the American flag in front of their house each
morning after their formation run. That’s my flag, 1 said to myself. The
Marines were my connection to my home country. I often ran the same
route they did on my way to school in the morning.

I came back to the US to go to college and the Marine Corps boot camp
for officer candidates—that head-shaving and hollering introduction to the
Marine Corps’s unique culture. It took two summers. Most of the candidates
from the first summer never returned for the second. I was proud to be one
of the few who stuck it out. It was truly difficult to go back for a second
summer and endure boot camp all over again.



It was particularly unstylish on college campuses of that era to join the
Marine Corps. Fashion dictated that long hair was chic, while shaved heads
signified some deep emotional disturbance. It was the path less traveled—
not the path of conformism. I was an infantry officer for three years and I
thoroughly enjoyed the Marines’ camaraderie and sense of mission.
Although most Marines leave the Corps after their first three- to six-year
commitment, we all behaved as if we were there for a lifetime career,
because the Marines gave us a sense of ownership. The Marine Corps was
not a faceless bureaucracy but a living institution, and it belonged to us as
our personal property.

The Marine Corps has an effective and winning culture that inspires a
powerful motivation to succeed. When the Corps fails, Marines die. When
something goes wrong, as in Vietnam, the Marine Corps studies and
improves its weaknesses. Adherence to traditional rank structure actually
helps keep management layers flat, and prevents the creation of new
management layers.

While in the Marine Corps, I spent a lot of time traveling with my
infantry company, and some time alone on special assignments. One night,
sitting on the top of a hill on an island in the Indian Ocean, I realized what I
wanted to do next: get married and start a family. I had a vision of my ideal
wife. I'd saved most of my pay during my service, so had plenty of money
to take time off. I went to graduate school, met the woman I had imagined,
and before long we were married.

After graduate school, I took a job on Wall Street. I went to work early
each day and made telephone calls to people who didn’t particularly want to
talk to me. Money drives business, and in order to make money it’s
necessary to make contact with people. I learned to “make the call,” to
make contact even though the outcome might be rejection and humiliation.
It’s tough work, and not something one puts up with unless he truly cares
about getting what he’s after.



In the competitive American economy, the rewards go to people who can
make contact. I’d learned from talking to military recruiters and to retail
stockbrokers. They had to make cold call after cold call, facing rejection
hundreds of times a day. As time went on, their personalities seemed to
harden and they became emotionally distant, but their hard work made them
successful.

Contact is what drives human progress. Bill Clinton and George Bush
have made thousands of contacts to gather money and political support. All
businesses are built and sustained by people who get out and meet others.
This, the importance of “making the call,” was the most valuable lesson I
learned on Wall Street.

Money, however, had never been much of a motivator for me, so after a
few years I found myself feeling a familiar pull to service and adventure,
the same pull that had drawn me to the Marine Corps. As Aristotle asked,
how should a human being lead his life? I did a lot of pondering about the
important things, so to speak—about deeds and destiny. I resolved to send
my résumé to the CIA. Weapons of mass destruction had always concerned
me. With the proliferation of nuclear and other gruesome weapons
technology, I knew it was only a matter of time before an American city
was targeted and possibly destroyed. Would the CIA be a path to great
things, to preventing a nuclear war or giving advance warning of the next
Pearl Harbor?

A CIA REPRESENTATIVE responded to my résumé and sent me to a local
college where Agency recruiters had scheduled a series of written tests.

I waited with the other applicants outside a lecture hall, all of us
wondering how we ought to behave. What if the “testing” had begun
already?



An elderly man called us into the room and administered a battery of
tests, some designed to judge intelligence, but many of them personality-
oriented or psychological, with questions like, “Would you rather write a
poem or watch a movie?” Some of the “yes or no” questions were phrased a
bit archaically: “Do you like to cut up at a party?” Others were downright
creepy: “Do you wake up sweating at night,” “Do other people talk about
you when you are not around,” “Are you being followed,” or, “Do you
sometimes just want to hurt others?” I never saw any of the other applicants
again.

Shortly after the tests, my telephone rang at work. “Be at your residence
at 1900 and we’ll talk,” said the caller. I made sure to be home well before
1900 and sat next to the phone. It didn’t ring. I made sure to be at home at
1900 for the next several days.

A few months later, I finally heard from the caller again. “I see what
happened,” he fibbed. “The person who called you last time handed me
your phone number, and this 3 looked like an 8, so I wasn’t able to reach
you.” He scheduled me for the next series of tests, the Agency’s polygraph
examinations.

The polygraph device comes in a small suitcase, nicknamed the “Box.”
My “Box” exam took place in a hotel room near Washington, D.C. The
curtains were drawn. My examiner was a massive and intimidating man
with a head that must have weighed fifty pounds. He hooked me up to the
“Box” with wires to the fingertips, a belt around the chest, and a pressure
band around my upper arm. Later he switched the pressure band to my calf,
saying that it would give a better reading. The examiner went through about
ten questions, from simple ones like “Are you applying for a job with the
Agency?” and “Do you come from Casper, Wyoming?” to more significant
ones like “Do you use drugs?” and “Are you currently working for a foreign
intelligence service?” My test took most of the day. The examiner peered at
the charts. He seemed troubled by some of my reactions. He repeated
certain questions and created new ones.



Evidently I answered these to the Box’s satisfaction, because the Agency
proceeded with my security investigation. It sent an investigator to
interview several of my friends and acquaintances as to my trustworthiness
and reliability. Running into them years later, they’d give me sideways
looks and ask, “Do you remember when that guy came to interview me, the
guy with the dark suit and the white socks, who asked whether you could be
trusted with important US government secrets? What did he want? What
was that all about?”

THE NEXT PHASE of the application process was a series of interviews in
Washington, D.C. These were held in hotel rooms, always with the
television set on in the background. Our first interview was with the man in
charge of the training program. He was missing the fingers on his left hand,
but in his mind they must still have been there, because he pointed and
gestured with the phantom digits.

My wife had come to the interview with me. Roger asked my wife
whether she knew what organization was conducting my interview. He’d
recently interviewed an applicant who had not informed his wife of the
purpose of the interview, and, to his question, “What do you think about a
career in the CIA,” she’d screeched, “A career in the what?”

Roger said he’d rejected that applicant because he thought he should
have been honest with his wife. I sympathized with the applicant, who must
have only been trying to do the right thing by his wife. Nearly twenty years
later, a CIA memoir tells a similar storyl, but I suspect that the story was
apocryphal, a bit of Agency folklore. Roger had followed it with: “In any
case, don’t worry, we don’t really ‘terminate’ people!”

Prior to the interviews, I had assumed that all Agency officers were
members of the State Department under diplomatic cover in embassies, but
Roger asked if I would consider working in a non-State Department



program.? I'd lived in foreign countries and had also had a business career,
so he thought I’d be a good candidate. I agreed to it.

He explained that the purpose of the non-State Department program was
to get at potential human intelligence sources who were inaccessible to
diplomats. Terrorists and nuclear weapons scientists, naturally, do not talk
to them. Iranian diplomats were expressly forbidden by their government to
speak to American diplomats. Indeed, Agency managers during our
interviews said flat-out that the State Department’s embassy system wasn’t
effective any more. The non-State Department program would be the future
of the CIA.

After my interview with Roger, several groups of three or four heavy-set
women arrived to discuss various more mundane personnel topics, such as
salary and insurance. Typically only one woman actually spoke during a
meeting, while the others listened and nodded.

More interviews followed, and I was in full interview mode, perched on
the edge of my chair and ready to give eager and energetic answers. But the
questions never came. The interviewers just introduced themselves, sat
down, and talked about themselves. I sat upright and nodded attentively at
appropriate moments, wondering if it was all a test. Did they want me to
interrupt, to show aggressiveness? No, I decided. They just wanted to talk
about themselves. None of the interviewers had prepared any questions
because none of them had any interest in questioning me.

When the last interviewer and the last herd of administrators had gone, a
corpulent man who identified himself as a chief of the non-State
Department program blustered his way into the hotel room. Omitting the
usual chitchat, he fixed us with a steely glare and was silent for what felt
like a very long time.



At last he said, “You’re seeing me now for the first time. Tell me what
you perceive about me. Tell me what you know about me. What makes me
tick.”

My mind raced at this unexpected challenge of my spy’s perceptiveness
and intuition. I opened my senses to draw in and analyze the situation and
the man, and what it all meant. His personal appearance was awful, but I
was sure he knew it, and that was part of the test. I’d fail unless I gave him
a straightforward analysis.

“You’re morbidly obese,” I said, “and it’s a ‘hard’ sort of obesity caused
by stress and a bad diet. Bags under the eyes and yellowish skin. You have a
darker aura about you as opposed to the pink, jolly glow that some heavy
folks have. This suggests—"

“I own a stake in a business in Portland,” he snapped, gathering the
direction I was heading in and having heard quite enough, “and I’ve been
doing this job for thirty-five years. I can retire any damn time I want to. I
can take my retirement check, plus I can go to Portland to work in my
business any time I damn well choose.” He slipped into the conversational
style similar to the other interviewers and talked about himself, describing
his past CIA assignments by location and length of time spent in each.

He had been closely involved in planning the failed attempt to rescue the
American hostages held in the American embassy in Tehran. He had figured
out how the vehicles to be used in the rescue attempt, otherwise too tall to
fit in the helicopters, could be made lower to the ground by having their tire
pressure reduced. He told us this as if the hostage rescue mission had been a
success, rather than a disaster for the ages that had helped take down a
President and made America impotent in the eyes of its enemies.

While in Vietnam, he said, he had paid a gang of elephant drivers to
report intelligence to him. The men traveled with their elephants and heard



and saw things, so he devised a bamboo stick with a radio in it that they
could use to send messages. When he first gave the bamboo stick to the
elephant drivers, they looked concerned. They explained that the type of
bamboo he’d brought grew only in South Vietnam and would look
suspicious to people in North Vietnam. He’d had to scramble to get them
the right kind of bamboo. Correct bamboo notwithstanding, the Viet Cong
eventually became suspicious and killed all of the elephant drivers and all
of their elephants as well.

“The point of these stories,” he said, “is to show that case officers have to
be ready to do a lot of different things.”

After talking without pause for nearly two hours, during which my wife
and I were completely silent, he finally checked his watch, excused himself,
and left.

The interviews were over. Despite my near miss with the chief, I received
instructions several days later to report to the Washington, D.C. area for the
start of the training course.
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Training Days

Two months of training crammed into a year.
Anonymous

We were assigned fictitious names to use during training. Although they
were throwaway aliases meant only for the course, they stuck and we
tended to use them throughout our careers among our friends and
colleagues in the Agency. I was called Ishmael. My enthusiastic new class
began its great adventure by gathering in a set of offices in a low-rise office
building in the Washington, D.C. area. This was a training “safe house,”
specifically chosen not to be connected in any way with the State
Department, and thus presumably better cover for the training of non-State
Department officers.

A psychologist visited during the first few days of our training and
discussed the psychological and personality tests we’d taken before joining.
He said that we’d been selected because those tests had showed in us a
mixture of extrovert and introvert. We could work well with others but were
also capable of spending extended periods alone. I asked him about some of
the tests’ more bizarre questions, like, “Are you being followed?” and “Do
you sometimes just want to hurt others?” They’d seemed too obviously
designed to weed out crazy people; surely no one would be so foolish as to
answer “yes.” He replied that some people really do believe they’re being
followed, and some really want to hurt others. Such people don’t find



anything unusual about the questions, so they do, believe it or not, answer
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yes.

The psychologist also explained that the Agency sought to weed out
anyone who had a strong belief in unquestioning obedience, because our
work would require us to break many foreign laws. We’d have to guide
ourselves by our mission and our judgment, not a foreign country’s rules.
“We want people who question,” he said, “people who would have made
poor concentration camp guards.”

Roger welcomed us on this, our first official day, by saying, “This is the
best class we’ve ever had.” I assumed there must have been an assassin’s
bomb, or a knife fight with a terrorist, behind those missing fingers of his.
“Nah,” said Max, one of my new classmates. “He lost those to a
lawnmower.”

Our chief instructor, Harry, welcomed us to the course, also saying, “This
class is vastly superior to previous classes, much more highly qualified.”
Most of the speakers who followed him also congratulated us on how much
more qualified we were than previous training groups. All the speakers
emphasized the Agency’s push to move away from embassies, and how we
represented the future of the Agency.

The first week was a “Hell Week” of cruelty far worse than the mere
push-ups and abuse of a Marine boot camp. For ten straight hours each day,
with rare breaks, we sat in an airless conference room—shades drawn, of
course—as a procession of Agency employees talked about themselves,
their day to day lives, their opinions and feelings, and their past
assignments. Each speaker arrived late, which was of no consequence, since
the previous speaker usually hadn’t finished talking yet. None of the
speakers used notes or had organized their talks in any way. They arrived,
got a cup of coffee, sat down, and spoke in a monotone. I penciled a note to
my classmate Max, asking for an explanation. He replied, “Welcome to the
Agency speaking style. The highest-ranking guy in the room gets to talk for



as long as he wants. The lower-ranking guys sit and listen.” It was
excruciating.

Getting to know my new classmates, I learned that my hiring path into
the Agency was unusual. Most of the new hires had come in through
personal connections—or through “blind ads,” newspaper ads for
employment at unnamed companies geared to people with experience with
international business, foreign languages, and foreign travel. I’d sought out
the Agency as a patriotic duty, so I was wary of that hiring method. Blind
ads respondents hadn’t come to the CIA out of a feeling of obligation; they
were mostly unemployed people looking for jobs. My classmate Jonah, a
tall, red-haired man, had answered a blind ad and described the process.
“Just imagine how I felt when I found out who it was behind that blind ad!”
he said. After being hired, Jonah had first worked as a desk officer at HQs.

Max, however, had been recruited from the paramilitary branch of the
Agency and called himself a “knuckle dragger.” He had a hard, military
look, complete with a flattop haircut. He didn’t fit the typical profile of
someone who traveled a lot and spoke foreign languages, but he was
confident and had a lot of Agency experience. We had similar military
backgrounds and soon became friends.

Given their prior employment within the Agency, Max and Jonah knew
their way around. I asked them for an insider’s view of the polygraph. My
own exam had taken almost a whole day. Max said, “That’s nothing.” He
explained that when he’d first joined, they used the Box to filter out
homosexuals. His Box operator didn’t like his reactions to that set of
questions and thought he was concealing something. The operator put him
through a new test based only on questions about homosexuality, among
which was the question, “Have you ever held another man’s penis in your
hand?” After the test, the operator still didn’t believe him, but let him into
the Agency anyway provided that he sign a special form confirming that he
was not a homosexual and promising not to engage in homosexual
behavior. “I think you got off easy,” Max said.



For me, the Box had been a grueling all-day affair. It had taken Max two
days to complete. Jonah’s experience was different. He boasted, “From the
moment I saw the operator until the time I left, I took twenty-five minutes.”

Our instructors were retired case officers, mostly with careers in Western
Europe. Harry had spent time in East Asia and the Middle East, and had
been the chief of station in a country during its revolution. I’d been there as
a child at the same time. We even realized that we had a few acquaintances
in common.

The night of the revolution, my family could hear the small arms fire.
The shooting went on all night, rifles and pistols being shot into the air. For
all the noise, it was considered a bloodless coup, and few people were hurt.
Because my family had just arrived, we lived in a temporary apartment in
the city center. My father snuck out the next day to find the family some
food. He returned in one piece, and when it felt safe to go outside, we went
tentatively into the streets. They were covered with spent shells and, here
and there, a ricocheted bullet. In an odd twist on boyhood beachcombing, I
filled a box with these mementos. I still have it in my basement somewhere.

THE AGENCY TRADITIONALLY had deployed spies through the State
Department, so our training course was still designed to teach us how to
work as diplomats. The course, which set our spy activities in the fictitious
country of Slobovia, is still the basic foundation of Agency training.

The instructors took delight in inventing and discussing obscure facts
about Slobovia: the personality traits of Slobovian leaders, Slobovian
historical anecdotes, and so on. The Slobovia scenario had been designed in
the 1950s and edited only lightly since then. We paged through a thick
binder of information about this fanciful nation. “The best trainees are
method actors, people who convince themselves that they really are in
Slobovia,” one instructor told us. My classmate Jonah made an intensive



study of his Slobovia book, and, later, an ostentatious show of his
Slobovian mastery.

The fundamental work of the clandestine service was to find people with
access to secret information of interest to the US government and to recruit
them to provide human intelligence, or “humint.” The traditional means of
meeting new contacts overseas was on the diplomatic cocktail party circuit.
Our exercises began by attending a faux embassy cocktail party to meet
instructors who role-played as potential human sources.

Moe, a hulking youth, was in charge of our safe-house apartments. The
afternoon of our first faux cocktail party, he arrived at our safe house to
stock the refrigerator and cabinets with a collection of alcoholic beverages,
which Max dubbed “Moe’s Private Reserve.” Moe lined up sample
beverage selections on a conference room table and set himself up as
bartender.

Max and I arrived at the party, asked Moe for two bottles of beer, and
went to work, mingling with our Slobovian “guests.” We’d been assigned
specific people with whom to try to build a personal connection, in hopes of
making a more private future appointment. I made my way around the
gathering, met my target, and got his phone number for a lunch meeting.
Max did the same thing with his target. It seemed like a fairly simple
introduction to spycraft.

At the safe-house office the next day, Max and I sensed that something
was amiss. When Harry spotted us, he barked, “You two, Max and Ishmael,
get into the conference room.” There, we found a panel of instructors.

“What the hell were you guys thinking at the party last night?” Harry
demanded. The others scowled and grumbled. They were genuinely upset.



“Well, I thought the exercise went well,” I said. “We found our targets,
struck up good conversations, and then prepared to set follow-up meetings.
I thought everything went fine.”

The instructors’ grumbling increased. When Harry saw that Max and 1
had no idea what we’d done wrong, he patiently explained that diplomats
never drink directly from beer bottles at diplomatic cocktail parties. “I tried
to help you out,” said Harry. “Don’t you remember me asking if you’d like
a glass?” I did remember: I’d thought Harry was just trying to be nice. Max
and I acknowledged our mistake, but the instructors never let us live down
our faux pas.

THE INSTRUCTORS LED US in classroom work and exercises on
tradecraft and agent recruitment. The classroom portion was most difficult
for me, because it meant long hours sitting in a closed, curtained, airless
room, listening to Agency veterans drone on. At least they were paid a
reasonable hourly rate, nothing like the free-for-all that erupted years later,
after 9/11. They were restricted to a thirty-nine-hour work week, without
overtime. This meant our training day was usually held between 8 and 5,
and night work was rare. Of course, if an instructor hadn’t booked his 39
hours in a given week, he could extend Friday evening by speaking on any
topic that tickled his fancy until he hit the mark. As is true of many older
men, the instructors loved to talk and to be listened to. It was a blowhard’s
dream.

The classroom was a hard slog, and after many months of it I built up an
aversion to long talks. To this day, I have trouble accepting dinner
invitations for fear of being trapped with a bore.

The instructors had videotaped themselves talking during previous
training courses, so if they had an appointment and couldn’t deliver the
lecture in person, they’d pop in a video of themselves and torment us from
the VCR. We watched Roger present a three-hour lecture on “international



finance,” much of which consisted of him holding up foreign currency and
saying, “This is a German mark. This is a British pound....”

I considered the training a necessary evil, an obstacle that had to be
overcome to get out to an overseas field assignment and protect our nation
—anything to make me feel like a genuine case officer. Jonah did a better
job of handling the frustration, keeping a look of engagement on his face
and asking questions designed to show interest and enthusiasm. Yet every
day that I sat in that classroom, I felt weaker. Every day Charlie spent
conducting espionage, he got stronger. Time is all we have on this earth,
and I knew that I wanted to spend my time battling America’s enemies. I
also knew that my instructors were sensitive to “attitude,” so what I needed
to do first and foremost was wipe that bored scowl off my face.

I came up with a solution. My foreign language skills were lacking, so
each day before work, during breaks and lunchtime, and after work, I drew
up lists of foreign words and phrases to memorize. While seated in the
classroom, I kept the list in my lap so I could glance down at it
surreptitiously. While the instructors prattled on, I memorized. Listening to
the lectures and memorizing at the same time, I felt challenged and
productive. The bored scowl gradually disappeared.

I also rose early each day to exercise, running in parks near my home or
working out on a weight set I kept in the basement. I saw the poor physical
condition in the faces and bodies of colleagues, especially graduates of mid-
and late-1980s training classes, and I wanted to keep myself in top shape. I
did exercises I could measure, like distance running, pull-ups, and
resistance training, to keep track. If the numbers stayed the same or
increased, at least I knew that I wasn’t falling apart.

Training outside the classroom involved meetings with instructors role-
playing as agents or potential agents. We’d perform surveillance detection
by car, public transportation, walking, or some combination, until we
arrived at the meeting, usually held in safe houses, hotel rooms, our houses,



instructors’ houses, restaurants, or parks. Afterwards we’d write it all up in
proper Agency format. The Agency had strict writing standards. Spelling
and grammar were always to be flawless.

On exercise days, when there was less classroom work, I often wound up
with free time to study languages and to be with my family. I did my best to
complete exercises in three hours. Some of my classmates, particularly
Jonah, claimed to be putting in twenty-hour days. Concerned that I was
missing something, I studied their written after-action reports and was
relieved to see that they were the same quality and length as mine.

The instructors urged us to create highly detailed written reports about
our meetings. After a role-playing rendezvous with an instructor at the
instructor’s house, Max described the interior: The instructor was “a pack
rat”; his house was “filthy, with stacks of papers and piles of refuse all over
the place. A real pigsty. Can we rely on an agent who keeps his house in
such a mess?” The instructors read Max’s write-up, passed it around,
enjoyed it immensely, and teased the messy instructor mercilessly. They’d
all been to the house at one time or another and agreed with the “pigsty”
verdict. When the pig’s wife found out about the incident, she made him
throw out all his hoarded piles of stuff, then made him pay for expensive
remodeling.

OUR INSTRUCTORS LED US in candid discussions of the harsh realities
of human source operations. Ever since “the Lord commanded Moses to
send spies to report on the land of Canaan,”2 good leaders have recognized
the value of human intelligence. My experience in the CIA was limited to
human intelligence collection within the clandestine service, or Directorate
of Operations.

The skeleton in the clandestine service’s closet was that the CIA's
primary mission since its founding had been to recruit Soviet spies—and
that the Agency had never succeeded. The methods used during our



recruitment exercises seemed valid, the instructors dedicated and
intelligent, but Soviets were immensely difficult, even impossible, to
recruit. Our instructors admitted this. They told us that the only Soviet spies

with whom the CIA had worked were volunteers.*

Our case officers had encountered Soviets at social and diplomatic
functions and had documented those meetings in writing. “After each social
contact with a Soviet,” a veteran instructor said, “we just kept making those
files thicker and thicker.” Knowing that our instructors had never really
mastered the skills they taught added a slight but inescapable friction to the
classes in which we studied our new trade.

The act of volunteering was a challenge. “In two of the most important
Cold War cases involving Soviet volunteers, Popov and Penkovsky, these
two Russian GRU officers literally had to throw themselves at Western

officials before their offers to spy were taken up.”>

Information provided to the KGB by CIA case officers Edward Howard,
Aldrich Ames, Harold Nicholson, and by FBI agent Robert Hanssen later
led to the execution or imprisonment of most of the later volunteers. In
April and June 1985, Ames gave the KGB information on all Soviet cases
run by the Agency.® (The KGB morphed into the SVR and the FSB during
the 1990s, but for simplicity’s sake I continue to call it the KGB. The GRU
is the Soviet military intelligence service, a counterpart to the KGB.)

In the 1950s, the Agency sought intelligence about the Soviet Union by
digging a tunnel from Berlin into East Germany, and by tapping into Soviet
communications cables. Harry was proud of the work he had done on the
Berlin Tunnel.

“I cut my teeth—" He paused, relishing his audience’s rapt attention, “—
on the Berlin Tunnel.”



Max asked, “Wasn’t the Berlin Tunnel a failure?”

Harry explained that although the Soviets had learned of the tunnel from
George Blake, their own human source within the British SIS, well before
the tunnel was even built, the Soviets chose to let us continue the project in
order to protect Blake’s identity. Some information gained from the tunnel
operation had been useful, but it had also been given up willingly. (Several
CIA memoirs, including those by Hitz and Helms, rate the operation as a
strong success. I would rate it more soberly as an expensive, low-risk, and
people-intensive operation.)

The Soviets eventually staged an accidental discovery of the tunnel, at a
point when they felt that they could shut it down without blowing Blake’s
cover.

Our instructors’ experiences varied by the locations of their assignments.
An old hand with a lifetime of service in Third World countries had made
countless recruitments, or “scalps”—a sign of achievement and prowess, or
so we thought. He didn’t agree that they were good measure of anything.
“Shake a tree and the President’s cabinet would fall out,” he told us. “Get
all the scalps you want. Or go find the President of the country and pay him
and he’ll tell you everything he knows.”

WE LEARNED TO CREATE disguises suitable to our various features.
Max’s appearance changed dramatically when his flattop haircut was
hidden with a wig and his clean-shaven appearance masked with mustache
and glasses. Jonah was harder to disguise because he already had bushy red
hair, large glasses, and a mustache: He employed hair colorings and gels.

We practiced impersonal communications, such as dead drops, brush
passes, and secret writing. I constructed concealment devices from small
branches found in the park, which, when hollowed out with a knife, could



hold tiny rolled-up messages. Max and Jonah scoffed at my little branches
and built huge, sloppy devices, complete with glued-on pine needles and
leaves. They mocked the “laziness and ineptitude” of my humble devices; I
rejoined that their elaborate messes revealed simple minds.

Our secret writing materials didn’t work. The instructor figured they
must have been “on the shelf” too long. In any case, I never ended up
conducting much “impersonal communication.” Those techniques always
seemed to be geared to agents operating in Soviet states, rather than in the
conditions that prevailed around the world today. It was always more
important to me to meet informants, or “agents,” in person and to receive
their information in a businesslike situation, such as in an office or a hotel
room. This was especially important because the agents and I usually spoke
different native languages; there wasn’t a lot that could have been
communicated well using impersonal methods.

We didn’t practice breaking-and-entering. The Agency’s breaking-and-
entering operations were done by technicians who had undergone extensive
specialized training. Max had met one of these specialists. During a period
of financial strain combined with feelings of idleness and boredom, the
specialist had started breaking into banks during his spare time. Max said
he’d actually robbed a few before he was caught and sent to prison.

In the entryways of our safe houses, in an attempt to look like an ordinary
business office, Moe had placed IN/OUT boards with fictitious names. Max
rearranged the letters in the names to form new names that he found
amusing. The instructors were enraged. Jonah didn’t think it was too funny,
but kept Max’s identity secret. The instructors sought to deal with the name-
changing by mocking the immaturity and childishness of the anonymous
perpetrator. This had little effect; the names continued to change. Then the
instructors threatened mass punishments; finally, they surrendered and
endured it, until Max just lost interest.



JONAH OFTEN BROUGHT HIS COMPUTER in to the training safe
house on weekends to work. The safe house had a burglar alarm. One
Sunday, Jonah arrived, set his computer down, opened the door, set off the
alarm, then realized he’d left the alarm system’s disarm code in his car. He
ran to his car to get it, but when he returned the police had already
responded to the alarm.

The police saw the computer outside the door, which made the situation
look like a theft in progress. They tried to arrest Jonah.

“It’s okay, officers,” Jonah said. “I’m authorized to use this office. This
computer belongs to me. I just forgot the alarm code and had to run back to
my car to get it.”

“Can you show us some ID, sir?”

Jonah showed the policemen his identification.

“Can you show us anything that proves you have legal access to this
office? Can you show us your desk?”

The policemen looked inside. Each desk was bare and the office was
empty of any personal objects. There was nothing in the office that could be
connected to Jonah.

“Which one are you?” The policemen pointed to the IN/OUT board that
listed the names Ben Dover, 1. P. Lowe, etc.

The police put Jonah in their squad car and drove him to the precinct.
Fortunately, he had a phone number for Moe, who rushed down to the



station and convinced the police that Jonah did have legal access to the
office.

A rumor spread through HQs that Jonah had been caught trying to steal a
computer. Max and I pointedly squashed the rumor whenever we heard it
repeated.

SINCE WE WERE ALWAYS TO DENY that we were diplomats working
for the US Department of State, my classmates and I were given details of a
light cover company for use during our time in the US, prior to overseas
deployments. The cover company consisted of a mailing address in a high-
rise office building, plus telephone and fax numbers. When a couple of
friends asked for my business contact information, I gave them these
numbers. Later, a friend called one of the numbers and reached something
called “Acme Office Solutions.” He asked for me.

Long pause. “Please hold.” Another pause. “No Ishmael here.”

“Well, Ishmael gave me this number. Are you sure he’s not available?”

“Sorry, no Ishmael working here.”

When I heard about this, I resolved that in the future I would test and
evaluate cover company numbers before handing them out.

We prepared and practiced cover stories. If we were meeting an agent, we
always had to have an excuse ready to explain why. The instructors said we
had better beware, though. We might have a great cover story, but a KGB
officer observing us might not even bother to ask for it. He might just see us
with the agent together and figure it out.



This point was based on the apocryphal story of an American case officer
working for the State Department as a diplomat who was having lunch with
a Soviet weapons scientist. Their children went to the same school; his
cover story was that they were discussing the school’s sports program. A
KGB officer happened to walk by the restaurant, saw the American
diplomat and the Soviet scientist having lunch together, and didn’t bother to
look at the sports and school brochures the case officer had arrayed on the
table. He saw an American diplomat meeting a Soviet scientist. It was all
the information he needed to reach the correct conclusion. The KGB
bundled the Soviet scientist off to Siberia.

The instructors taught us the Agency’s history with Cuban agents, a case
study in bad tradecraft. The Agency had run dozens of Cuban agents over
the years and in the end nearly all turned out to be double agents. Those
who were real agents had been captured and imprisoned or executed by the

Cuban government.”

Our case officers handled Cuban agents by connecting them in networks.
This meant that bad agents had access to the identities of legitimate agents.
Some legitimate Cuban agents were infiltrated on missions into Cuba
straight into the arms of double agents, where they were immediately
arrested. The Cuban double agents then used the communications gear of
the legitimate agents to communicate false intelligence back to the Agency.
The legitimate agents had been instructed to include signals within their
communications to indicate they were not under duress. The signals,
appearing in the communications, would mean that all was well. When
communications from these agents did not contain the duress signals, thus
indicating something had gone wrong, the Agency figured the Cuban agents
had just forgotten them. Refusing to believe that there might be a problem,
the Agency continued to send agents to their imprisonments or deaths in
Cuba. When the double agents realized the Agency had figured out at last
that they all worked for Cuba, their last messages to their case officers were
words to the effect of “Die, capitalist pigs.”



In the aftermath of the Cuban debacle, the Cuban government produced a
TV documentary. We watched it during our training class. It showed our
case officers, as members of the State Department, driving around Cuba
servicing dead drops, doing surveillance detection routes, and leaving
signals. The Cubans had rigged cameras in trees and bushes at the places
where these clandestine acts were to occur. Our people looked around
furtively as they picked up or dropped off items. The documentary was
narrated in a light-hearted style: “Here is John Smith from the US interests
section! He is taking a walk in the woods. Why is he looking around
nervously? Lo! What did he just pick up?”

The Cuban programs were among the most important that the Agency ran
during the Cold War. Many case officers earned promotions and awards
based on their handling of Cuban agents. As time went on, many of these
officers became Agency mandarins. No promotion or award was ever
rescinded, no accountability ever enforced.

Vast amounts of false intelligence were fed into the system by the
Cubans. Although a scrub of the system should have erased a lot of it, our
instructors felt that because there had been so many Cuban doubles and
such a large volume of production over a long period, a great deal of the
false intelligence remained in our databases. All of the Cuban double agents
had passed polygraph examinations.

Criticism of the operations was open and refreshing. Our instructors
didn’t pull any punches on the Cuban program and felt it was important to
analyze the past to learn how to avoid repeating mistakes.

In this analysis, HQs looked back on the cases and tried to find clues that
could have shown these agents were bad. If an agent took a long time to
respond to instructions, or was late for a meeting, it might mean that he had
to check in first with his real handlers. In meetings, agents were scrutinized
with an eye toward whether they were trying to control or manipulate the
proceedings. Some speculated that the Cuban government prohibited its



double agents from reporting to the Agency on certain restricted areas of
information, even if the information they intended to report was false.

FOR TRAINING IN RECRUITMENTS, we studied the motivations of a
human source and the rewards necessary to gain his cooperation. Usually
the motivator was money, but it could also be the desire for praise, or the
dictates of personal ideology. Playing to the natural human weakness for
praise and attention, the KGB was reputed to take its agents, dress them in
Soviet military uniform, promote them to general, and pin medals on them.
Then, for “security purposes,” the uniform and medals would be taken away
for safekeeping. Kim Philby, an infamous British spy for the KGB, was told
that he was an official KGB officer. When he fled to Moscow, however, his
uniform and full access to KGB headquarters were denied.2

A parade of speakers visited our safe house throughout the course to give
valuable tips picked up during their careers. Later, we had the opportunity
to meet informally with them. I enjoyed meeting one veteran officer in
particular—a gregarious and charismatic man with the personality of James
Brown, the Godfather of Soul. The Godfather was one of the Agency’s best
recruiters.

“Aim at getting overseas,” the Godfather said. “Take any assignment you
can get, just get overseas. Don’t be picky about location. Don’t be picky
about the mission you’re assigned, either. Once you’re overseas, you’ll be
able to figure out ways to work on the important targets, regardless of the
initial intent of the assignment.”

That evening, following his visit to our safe house, the Godfather gave
me some tips privately, over drinks, on working the system. The Godfather,
for example, often married and divorced women who were not US citizens.
Marrying a foreigner could get an officer sent to a cubicle at HQs for five
years or more, while the Agency pondered what to do or just waited until
the wife could get US citizenship. The Godfather’s solution was simple:



Just don’t tell anyone. He’d never told his wives or ex-wives about his
Agency job, and he’d never told the Agency about his wives and ex-wives.
As aresult he’d been able to remain overseas for many years.

A retired officer named Two Dog Dave dropped by our class periodically,
always to give us the same disturbing prescription for life in a foreign
country: Get two dogs. “This way,” he explained, “if a burglar tries to feed
poisoned meat to your dog, one dog will eat the poison, but the other will
still be ready to bark and bite.”

A visiting speaker described a recent breakdown in an overseas station.
The station chief accused the deputy chief of being a wife-beater. The
deputy in turn accused the chief, a woman, of sexual harassment and sexual
misbehavior. The Agency charged the chief with sexual misbehavior,
removed her from her position, and sent her back to HQs to an unimportant
job. She sued the Agency, which settled out of court and paid her $410,000.

She later became a lawyer specializing in litigation against government

agencies.?

In the past, most of the Agency’s employees had been men. The case
officers had all been men, and the wife’s role had been to support her
husband and the family. Our instructors’ wives had never worked for the
Agency. But by the early 1990s the Agency was about 40 percent female
and by 2007 the gender ratio was about one to one. An increasing number
of HQs employees were married to each other and were called “tandem
couples.”

Jonah envied these tandem couples and called them One For the Price of
Twos or OFTPOTs. He wanted to put his wife on the payroll, too, but she’d
refused. Equality of men and women in the workplace became a tool used
by many Agency employees to double their household income. In most
American workplaces, it’s an enormous challenge for both parents to work
full-time jobs while raising their children. In the government, with a relaxed
eight-hour day of chatting and coffee, it’s not a problem. OFTPOTs could



use “flex” time, in which one of them might work from 0700 to 1500 and
the other from 0900 to 1700, so that one of them could be there to see the
kids off to school and the other could be home when the kids returned. Both
would have plenty of energy left over to play with the kids and help with
their homework.

In theory, there were rules meant to prevent conflicts of interest—that is,
rules prohibiting wives and husbands from working in the same office. But
the OFTPOTs were often the same age, grade, and specialty, and given the
Agency’s love of bureaucracy, it wasn’t unusual for a husband and wife to
end up as two distinct layers of management within a single office.

DURING THE TRAINING COURSE, one of our children was born.
Babies have a way of arriving at inconvenient hours, and this one came at
about 0300. Later, at about 0800, I made a series of phone calls to family
members to give them the happy news, and to my instructors to say that I
wouldn’t be in that day. At noon I got a call from Harry.

“Where the hell are you?”

“My wife had a baby early this morning,” I said. “I called and left a
message.”

“You get in here now,” he said. He was not impressed. “This is a
demanding course and we can’t afford to be falling behind like this.”

The baby and my wife were resting and I wasn’t needed at the hospital,
so I obeyed the order. Harry was waiting for me with a document.

“Sign the document,” he said.



“What’s it about?”

“By signing this document, you acknowledge your failure to report for
training this morning. We’ll keep this document in your training file.”

I signed the document. Harry filed it in his briefcase, then assigned me an
exercise that took a couple of hours to finish. I shrugged it off. It would
have been nice to be with my family, but a couple of hours of training
exercises before returning to the hospital wasn’t so terrible.

THE NEXT WEEK, Max had a car pickup meeting with a role-playing
instructor. He picked up the instructor and they drove around, talking. Max
noticed the instructor looked a little gray, and as the meeting wore on the
instructor started to make choking, gurgling sounds. Max stopped the car
and the instructor opened the door and made more gasping noises, then
vomited a bit, mostly spitting and noise. The instructor said he’d been out
too late the night before.

After Max’s exercise, we all met up in a local bar, and his instructor,
feeling better, told stories about his past operations. The stories were windy
and incoherent. I signaled the others to join me in another bar, the Vienna
Inn, a place in Northern Virginia popular with Agency employees. The
instructor didn’t seem to notice us slip away, one by one, until only Jonah
remained, listening attentively to his stories.

At the Vienna Inn, a friend of Max’s joined our group. Max had known
the man in the Agency’s paramilitary program. The man assumed Max had
left the Agency and that none of us worked for it. After downing half a
dozen glasses of beer, the man whispered that he had something to show
me. He pulled out his wallet and showed me his CIA identification card.



“That’s who I really work for,” he said. He gave me a proud, boozy
smile.

“Wow, you’re a secret agent? That’s really something.”

“You got that right.”

THE INSTRUCTORS, all of whom were retired, had had solid careers.
Some of them had been high-ranking managers. Our active duty HQs
managers, though, were more of a mixed bag. Some of them were officers
who’d gotten in trouble overseas and, after receiving their one-way tickets
home, had been assigned to managerial positions at HQs.

One morning, a chief from HQs came to speak to us—a chief whom a
previous class had nicknamed “the Worst Spy in the World.”

The Worst Spy in the World had been assigned to a US ally. After
meeting with an agent, he sat in his hotel room typing up the results on a
computer. He heard a knock on the door of his hotel room, so he shut down
his computer and got up to answer. A cleaning lady had come to deliver
clean towels to the room. He took the stack of towels, thanked the cleaning
lady, and went back to work.

A few minutes later there was another knock at the door. Figuring it was
the cleaning lady again, he left his computer on with his notes visible on the
screen, and went to answer the door. This time a squad of policemen surged
in, pinned him down, took his computer and notes, and hauled him down to
the police station for questioning. The country, though a US ally, was not an
ally of Israel. The Worst Spy had used an Israeli-sounding alias, so the
police thought he might be a Mossad spy. They spoke to him in harsh tones.
After a few minutes he responded by breaking down and confessing to his
CIA affiliation.



“Well, why didn’t you just say so!” the police said, relieved.

Everyone was all smiles, and the police gave him a ride to the American
embassy. The embassy gave him his one-way ticket back to the US.

The Worst Spy, true to his moniker, was a whiner: “After all I’d been
through, as soon as I got back to HQs, the first people who came to see me
were from Accounting. They demanded that I account for the missing
$100,000 in cash I’d been given for my revolving fund!” The Worst Spy’s
personal finances and Agency accountings were in disarray when he
returned to the US, so he picked up a paper route to help make ends meet.
He arose early each morning to deliver newspapers before reporting to his
job at HQs.

We later learned that the Worst Spy had first come to the attention of the
police because, while riding a bus to a meeting, he’d discussed his religion
with his fellow passengers. They were drug smugglers. Feigning interest in
his nattering, they distracted him while filling his suitcase with cocaine.
This would make their border crossing less risky. Since the police at the
border knew that his traveling companions were drug smugglers, they
followed him to his hotel.

As the Worst Spy finished his sorry tale, another manager came by to tell
his story. He’d been on a foreign assignment for a few months when he
began to suspect that he was under surveillance. He hadn’t been able to
confirm it, but he’d spotted furtive movements by people on the street. He
begged HQs for help and advice.

HQs thought he was seeing “ghosts”—incidents that look like
surveillance but aren’t. But his persistence convinced them, and they
spirited him back to the US. Later, the Agency learned that he had indeed



been under surveillance and that his host country had been on the verge of
arresting him for espionage.

“Bet you don’t have any plans to go back to that country on vacation,”
Max said. “Probably don’t want to get on any airplanes that plan to make a
fuel stop there, either.”

MY TRAINING CLASS enjoyed hearing that we were the best and most
qualified they’d ever had, but there was a definite edge to the praise, a hint
that there was more to the story. We eventually learned why.

The Agency had been promising to separate itself from the Department
of State for years. Today, intelligence targets, human sources in WMD
programs, or members of terrorist groups are all inaccessible to American
diplomats. Everyone admitted that our Department of State diplomats
weren’t getting the job done and that the Agency needed to find new ways
of doing business. But it was hard for a bureaucracy to change.

During the early 1980s, Director William Casey ordered the Agency to
increase its non-State Department capabilities. In response to his orders, the
Agency hired and trained large classes during the mid- and late-1980s. My
class entered shortly after this, and we had front-row seats for the aftermath.

The individuals in these classes encountered strong bureaucratic
resistance, with a failure rate of nearly 100 percent. Within a few years,
only a few of these non-State Department officers were operating
successfully overseas, and most had left the Agency. A few continued to
work at HQs in other jobs, and a few switched over to become diplomats
with the State Department. The official explanation within the Agency was
that Casey had pushed the Agency too hard and too fast, so that it had had
insufficient time to properly evaluate the new people before hiring them.



We saw these forlorn individuals wandering our safe-house apartments,
and we listened to their sad tales. They looked like they’d been through a
rough time physically: out of shape, unsmiling, bags under their eyes. Andy,
a member of a class of about twenty recruits during the mid 1980s, said that
most of his fellow trainees were qualified but a few were indeed a bit
strange. Several of them barely spoke English. One man made loud snorting
noises and occasionally grabbed his crotch.

Another had an odd habit of repeating the last few words he heard spoken
in a sentence. If the instructor said, “Today we will talk about surveillance,”
this fellow would mutter, “About surveillance.” During a break, the man
went outside, lit a cigarette, and then put the entire cigarette in his mouth
and chewed. Then he pulled his trousers down to his knees and fell to the
ground in a trance. When he awoke a few moments later, he didn’t
remember anything about what he’d done. It turned out that he had a
medical condition which had led to a fit and seizure. The instructors
transferred him into an HQs job.

Andy said a fellow classmate had approached him and said that she
planned to have a little plastic surgery done, and would he be so kind as to
pick her up at the doctor’s office afterward, as she might be feeling a bit
woozy. When Andy arrived at the hospital, the minor work turned out to
have been a major facial reconstruction. The woman was bloody and semi-
conscious. The doctor said, “So, you’re the boyfriend,” and showed him
how to insert the anal suppositories that she would need to control her pain.
She was bedridden for a week, and he nursed her back to health.

Bad luck haunted this class. Once, while filing out of a safe-house
training site, the class was photographed as a group by a man who passed
by in a car. The class noted the car’s license number and traced it. The plate
had been stolen from an elderly woman in Iowa. A few days later it
happened again, with a different car, and this time traces revealed that that
license number did not even exist.



A rumor circulated at HQs that some of these trainees’ IQ scores were
quite low. Another had it that one of them was an ex-convict.

Day after day in the airless and artificially-lit classrooms, tension
mounted between the mid-1980s classes and their instructors. The trainees
spiked their instructors’ coffee with Ex-Lax and let air out of their tires. The
instructors fought back by flunking several trainees. A lawyer in an office
below the safe-house apartment noticed the odd comings and goings and
began telling clients that the CIA lived upstairs. When the office’s location
became widely known in the neighborhood, the Agency closed the office
and moved the training class to a different location.

Two decades later, the Agency was still pointing to the debacle of these
training classes as a reason not to push the Agency to separate from the
State Department. Officers who’d entered before or after this period were
careful to point out that they weren’t part of that big hiring wave.

I’d met a lot of the people from the mid-1980s classes, and thought that
most of them could have been successful if properly led. None of them had
joined thinking, “I’d like to be a failure.” Bureaucracy thrives in office
environments, and Casey had pushed upon the bureaucracy a whole bunch
of case officers who would be operating in a freewheeling way. I figured the
mid-1980’s classes had been eviscerated by the bureaucracy because they
presented a threat to them.

The way these people were abused by the bureaucracy was tough on their
families as well. They’d go to a domestic office for six months and then get
sent back to HQs. Those few who got an overseas assignment were usually
given a one-way ticket home within a few months, only to remain
indefinitely in temporary housing. Some spent years with their families in
the Oakwood, a popular temporary housing complex in the Washington,
D.C. area. There’s nothing wrong with the Oakwood, a clean and efficient
housing service, but to be in limbo there was to be in a kind of hell. I swore
to my wife that we’d never do time there.



One man had returned to the US after deciding, he said, that the
intelligence service in his country of assignment was on to him. (I doubted
this story: The country in question was a terrible place to live, and I
suspected he’d just done it for his family’s sake.) When he left the country
with his family, he didn’t bother to let HQs know where he was or what he
was doing. He took a ship, a train, and a plane on a circuitous route out of
the country, so it took him several days to get back to the US. HQs was
panic-stricken. The man and his family got themselves stuck in the
Oakwood for a year and a half. Surely its use as an instrument of
punishment says something about the desirability of a long visit there.

IN THE WANING DAYS of our training course, a manager at HQs
belatedly realized that Max had once been a paramilitary “knuckle dragger”
with the Agency and suggested that this made him unfit to be a non-State
Department officer. The manager wanted him removed and sent back to the
paramilitary group. Max wanted to stay, and he put up a fight.

While he negotiated with the bureaucracy, he continued his training. In
the “building inspector” exercise, a trainee meets with a role-player acting
as a Slobovian agent. During the meeting, a knock comes at the door. It is
another role-player acting as a Slobovian building inspector. It’s an easy
exercise. The correct thing to do is to stay relaxed and ask what you can do
to help the inspector, to prevent him from developing suspicions and
potentially calling the police.

Max felt that he’d put up with enough play-acting foolishness. He said,
“Go away. I don’t have time for you.”

The building inspector went berserk and tried to force his way in. Max
placed his hand on the instructor’s face and pressed him out of the room,
screaming, “Get out of here, you geezer.”



Max earned a failing grade, but the violence of his response so frightened
the instructors that their criticism of his conduct was surprisingly subdued.

Perhaps by coincidence, he convinced HQs to let him stay in the
program.

TOWARD THE END OF the training course, Max was convinced that there
would be a climactic final exercise involving days and nights of challenges
—something to push us to our limits and beyond. He was eager for it. I
didn’t see why the course, having flowed like a lazy river so far, should
suddenly get any more difficult. As graduation loomed, I taunted him:
“Three days left, Max, how tough do you think it’s going to be?” Finally the
course ended with a big blah.

At our graduation ceremony, Roger said, “You know, you guys were a
good bunch, but you ought to see the next training class. Those guys have
some amazing qualifications. They’ll be the best we’ve ever had.” Thanks,
Roger. We all could have seen that one coming.

The director of the CIA and some other HQs mandarins attended our
ceremony as well. The entire class graduated. We didn’t have a final
ranking as far as I knew, but at a celebration that evening at a nearby bar, a
classmate took me aside and said, “The instructors ranked me first in the
class.”

Another classmate confided, “Harry told me I was the top graduate in the
class.”

A late-arriving classmate: “Just got done talking to Roger. He says I was
ranked number one in our class.”



Coming out of the restroom, still zipping up his fly, Jonah said, “Hey,
Ishmael, you know I was ranked at the top of the class?”

I decided that if so many people were at the top, surely I must be at the
bottom. “I learned today that I was ranked last in the class,” I said.

Word spread to Max that I’d been ranked last. Confronting me in front of
a group of our classmates, he jabbed me in the chest and said, “Sir, you are
a liar. I was ranked last in the class.”

“My friend, I am sorry, but you are mistaken. None other than the
director of clandestine operations told me that I was ranked last in the
class.”

“Ishmael, stop the lies. I have been personally informed by the Director
of the Central Intelligence Agency that I was ranked last.”

The next day, we said goodbye to our instructors. They’d taught us
everything they knew. I thought the training course could have been quite a
bit shorter, but the instructors meant well. My training class was assigned to
stations located within the US for “on the job” training (OJT). I left
immediately for my assignment, eager to pursue better living through
espionage, but my classmates hung around the area for a few more days.

Jonah, finding himself alone in the empty safe house with our only
female classmate, backed her into a corner and said, “You know you want
it!” He’d sensed her signals of desire throughout the training course; now
was their opportunity. It turned out she hadn’t sent any signals. Shoving him
away, she fled the office. She was engaged to be married. We’d all met her
fiancé.



At the end of the course, I took a State Department language test in
German and on the scale of one to five, in which three is fluent and five is
native, I scored a four-plus in reading. (Sometimes I’d challenge my wife to
open up the German dictionary and try to find a word I didn’t know.) My
understanding score was three, my speaking score a two, but I hadn’t had
anyone with whom to practice. Encouraged by these test results, I turned
immediately to the study of Arabic.

The training year hadn’t been too bad. I’d made good progress in two
foreign languages, completed the case officer course, made some good
friends, and had a new baby in my family. Still, all I could think about was
getting to my new assignment and doing real case officer work.



* 3 %

American Apprenticeship

Must I not serve a long apprenticehood
To foreign passages, and in the end,
Having my freedom, boast of nothing else

But that I was a journeyman to grief?
Shakespeare

The next phase was an on-the-job training tour at an Agency post within the
United States. We were now certified case officers, so we’d be able to work
on espionage cases, but only under close observation by our domestic
offices’ management.

Before I joined the Agency, I’d read that the CIA and the FBI essentially
split their operations, with the CIA operating in foreign countries and the
FBI operating within the United States. Americans didn’t want a domestic

spy agency that could become a threat to liberty, a potential Gestapo or
KGB.

In fact, most of the Agency’s offices and people were located in the
United States, at HQs and countless stations, bases, and other offices
throughout the country. Some employees located in US offices made
occasional and brief trips to foreign countries, but most spent the bulk of
their careers operating within the US. Eighty-five percent of Agency



employees are located domestically at HQs at 24 unmarked offices within
the United States, according to one author.l? I suspect the percentage of
Agency employees in the US is higher—more than 90 percent. Years later,
after 9/11, the number of US offices grew dramatically. Today it is certainly
much higher than 24.

My family flew to our new city and I drove our car, stuffed with
household odds and ends. In making a move, bank accounts have to be
changed, a rental lease signed, the car put in good shape, the home
furnished. The mundane chore of moving from one US city to another is the
same for a spy as for anyone else, involving a series of small tasks requiring
measured amounts of self-discipline. Before 9/11, the Agency treated its
employees located in the US the same as any other federal employees. It
paid some moving expenses, but the bulk of the move was on the
employee’s dime.

Making a move is relatively simple, but some case officers have trouble
getting their families settled properly. If the family is unhappy or insecure at
home, it is hard for a case officer to deal with the challenges presented by
espionage cases.

After a year of training, I was full of restrained energy. Early in the
morning I left my family at our temporary home, a motel, and got to my
new domestic post. I stood outside the office, the same kind of nondescript
complex as back in D.C., waiting for someone to arrive. The first person
came in at 0800, a woman named Sylvia, big and blonde. She was in charge
of communications and various administrative tasks in the office. “Who the
flock are you?” she said.

She showed me to my office, a cluttered jumble of mismatched furniture
and office equipment. I’d have to share it with several other trainees who’d
been at the post for several months already. They arrived an hour later and
briefed me on their operations.



My fellow trainees showed me the office’s safe room. Each safe
contained a drawer stuffed with files on foreigners living in the US:
nationality, address, phone number, and occupation. These files were the
Holy Grail, the real Glengarry leads. Sitting down at a table in the safe
room, I sorted them into piles to explore further (Chinese diplomats,
Iranians studying nuclear science) and piles to re-file or shred (Swedish
ballerinas and Nicaraguan gardeners).

By mid-morning I was ready to grab the phone. In the Marine Corps I’d
learned a sense of urgency and on Wall Street I’d learned how to “make the
call.” Success depended on it. I believed that in the Agency it meant this:
Make contact with intel targets or Americans will die. After a year of sitting
in dimly-lit conference rooms, listening to the droning voices of instructors,
I was well beyond ready. I leapt for the phone and began making calls.

My calling created a commotion in the office. My fellow trainees enjoyed
the commotion, which unsettled the older employees. The deputy chief was
out of the office running an errand, so someone sent the word for the chief.
But the chief remained behind his closed door.

“Have you done traces on these leads before calling them?” a woman
asked.

“Have you run these leads by the referents? Do you have HQs approval?”
asked her husband.

“Ishmael is ‘cold calling’ in there,” said one employee to another.

The hubbub surrounding the door to my office increased, but I kept on
smiling, dialing, and setting appointments with potential human sources.
Sylvia laughed. “You’re a crazy flocker,” she said.



Finally the deputy chief returned from his errand and the older employees
ran to him.

In a calm and gentle way, he took the phone from my hand and hung it
up. He asked me to come to his office, where he explained the process for
approaching intel targets. It required a written plan and then approval to
make the call, both well in advance. Obtaining the approval was a
complicated task involving the coordination of many layers of management.

To make a call to a person from China, he explained, I’d first have to go
to a “referent,” the man in charge of all things Chinese. Then I’d need to go
to that man’s wife, who handled liaison with the FBI, in order to clear it
with the Bureau. Then on to the deputy of our office, and then to the boss.
The boss would send it to HQs, which would reply within a few weeks. If
everything went smoothly it usually took at least a month to get approval to
make that first contact.

The deputy studied the appointments I’d made and allowed me to call my
contacts back to postpone—except in the case of an Israeli military officer. I
had to cancel that meeting. Israel was theoretically an intel target, but in
practice we didn’t target Israelis. The deputy explained that the
complexities of US/Israeli politics precluded any realistic operations. (Close
liaison with Israeli contacts produced one of the Agency’s clearest strategic
intelligence successes. An Agency team under the direction of expert CIA
officer Waldo Dubbersteinl! had provided an uncannily accurate prediction
of the starting date, length, and outcome of the Arab/Israeli Six Day War in
196712)

I went back to the OJT office where the other trainees showed me how to
use the office’s computer system. Then I spent several weeks drafting
messages seeking approval to contact my targets.



OUR OFFICE WAS staffed both by trainees and by case officers ineligible
for foreign assignments. Sylvia said she wasn’t eligible for overseas service
because of her weight, but the way she back-talked Agency managers may
have had something to do with it, too. I found her attitude refreshing, but I
wasn’t her boss. The managers in the office, for their part, seemed almost
frightened of her. Believing the word “flock” to be technically innocent, she
used it liberally, bellowing flock this, flock you, you flockhead.

There were several pairs of married couples in the office. When I’d
encountered these OFTPOTs during training, I’d assumed it was just a
clever way for an employee to double his or her family income. Later, I
realized it was a more complex and often difficult situation. It was harder
for OFTPOTs to get overseas assignments because a station had to agree to
take both of them. If one had a bad reputation, both suffered. Spouses
worked closely with each other. In any working environment there are
opportunities to make mistakes and look foolish; OFTPOTs had to look
foolish in front of their spouses, as well. Worst of all, there was no respite
from the Agency’s dysfunctional bureaucracy: You took it home with you
every night. Needless to say, OFTPOTs tended to be bitter.

In later years, whenever I ran into an internal conflict, there always
seemed to be an OFTPOT involved.

The deputy and several other employees had health problems which
prevented them from further foreign assignments. The chief had done a few
tours in the Middle East, but since then his wife had refused to live abroad.
He expected to be in the US until he retired. He was so reserved and
reclusive that I imagined he’d been through something terrible in the course
of his service. Later I learned that he was just naturally shy. What seemed to
bother him most about his US assignment was that he made less money
than when he was stationed in the Middle East.



AS THE WEEKS PASSED, management’s confidence in me grew as they
realized I’d be less likely to cause a flap than they’d first thought. I settled
into a routine. I'd create proposals for contact, get approvals from the office
and from HQs, and then, armed with a plethora of commercial aliases, plus
a beautifully made CIA badge, make appointments with foreign targets at
their consular posts, universities, or businesses. I’d meet them to see if they
had access to any secrets of interest to the US and if they did, advance the
relationship and then recruit them.

I worked from lists of foreign diplomats assigned to consulates in the US,
lists of military officers in the US (usually in training courses), and lists of
foreign students studying at US universities. Since I was in the Midwest,
the quality of foreign diplomats was poor—mostly consular or visa
processing personnel. We rarely contacted military officers, as most were in
the US for only a few months. The approval process was slow; if we hurried
it up, we could possibly get a go-ahead to call a target within a few weeks,
but then to recruit him would take more approvals that could drag on for
months. Anyone who was in the US for fewer than four to six months just
couldn’t be worked through the system.

Typically I sought out graduate students from rogue states whose
educations were being paid for by their governments and were studying
something useful to the rogue state—such as nuclear science. I marveled at
the fact that we allowed these people to come to the US to learn to create
the weapons they could turn against us.

Some leads came from other government agencies. At the airport, which
I visited often, the INS holding pens were always full of arrivals from Asia.
An INS officer explained that illegal immigrants would flush their passports
down the toilet on the plane, then arrive with no documents and claim that
they’d be killed if they were forced to return. Sometimes they’d cut their
wrists, though never deeply enough to endanger their lives. Once, a group
of men chained themselves together. The INS would have to release them
and tell them to come back again to the office for an interview. Of course
none ever did.



Hats in all shapes, colors, and sizes hung from a wall at the airport office.
A customs officer saw me looking at them and explained, “Drug dealers
always wear funny hats. Whenever we see a guy with a funny hat, we send
him to secondary inspection. It often turns out they’re concealing drugs, so
when we arrest them, a lot of the hats tend to get left behind. We pin them
up on the wall.”

Each day I went to the office in the morning to complete paperwork, then
usually headed out for a lunch meeting, then back to the office, then
sometimes to an evening or dinner meeting. I kept up my rigorous exercise
routine, usually taking a break in the day for a workout or a run.

The word processors in the office were linked, so messages could be
passed from computer to computer. Messages which were to be sent to HQs
were revised as they went through the layers of management in the office,
each manager making changes as the message came through. After a while,
I had a large number of proposals and requests in the system still waiting
for forward motion. I began to feel the same frustration I’d felt during the
training course. Several layers of management, I saw, did nothing but
process and edit the cables created by the OJT trainees.

As my operational proposals and requests for approval to meet foreigners
built up, the system seemed to freeze up. I filled the time—and vented my
frustration—by turning once more to language study, this time Arabic. As
with the German I’d practiced during training, I could memorize Arabic
unobtrusively by occasionally glancing at lists of words.

The cable, having passed through many layers of management, rarely
read as it had going in. It was like a game of Telephone. Many “editors”
seemed to make changes to suit their personal agendas. My cables often
mutated into something shapeless, flaccid, and always risk-free.



DURING MY DOMESTIC ASSIGNMENT I worked with a professional
group of FBI agents. The FBI's work was easier to measure than the
Agency’s—either they caught criminals or they didn’t—and I thought this
gave their organization a clearer sense of purpose. They weren’t perfect. A
key FBI manager I dealt with was suing the Bureau for passing him over for
a promotion—due, he believed, to his country of origin. He tended to be
brittle and he was especially sensitive to any suggestion that the Agency
knew the intelligence business better than he did. For the most part,
however, FBI agents struck me as forthright and professional.

An immense tension existed between FBI agents and Agency officers
because there was an overlap of mission—both were trying to recruit
foreigners in the US. Many Agency officers incorrectly believed that FBI
agents were little better than unsophisticated cops, good at catching bank

robbers but inept at intel work. FBI agents, for their part, felt snubbed by

Agency officers.13

At a joint conference of FBI and Agency officers I attended, the Agency
speaker talked down to the FBI without realizing it. “You FBI agents don’t
operate in the intelligence realm a lot, so naturally we know more about
these topics that you do. You guys can’t concentrate on this stuff because
you are out doing bank robbery investigations.” In protest, FBI agents
began getting up and walking out of the conference. Eventually, only
Agency employees remained. The speaker and the other Agency people
present seemed oblivious that the FBI agents had just walked out.

Agency officers were supposed to check with the FBI before doing any
operation involving the more important targets such as Soviets, Iranians,
and Chinese. Anything with a possible criminal angle required coordination
with the FBI. Working with the lower-level FBI agents was more effective
than having our managers talk to their managers, so I got a badge that
enabled me to roam the FBI building at will, and it was very useful in
building relationships with my counterparts.



USING FALSE DOCUMENTS and a cover company’s address and phone
numbers, I contacted a rogue state citizen doing graduate research in
nuclear engineering at a local university. I expressed interest in his field.
His education was sponsored and paid for by his government. I left him my
phone number.

The next time we spoke, he said, “I tried to call you, but your number did
not work. They say you are not working there.”

“Of course that’s my number. It must have been a temporary secretary
who answered the phone when you called.”

“But she was forceful. She said she worked there a long time, in a very
small office, and she knows everyone, but not an Ishmael.”

It had taken me two experiences to learn an important lesson: Never rely
on the backstopped phone numbers issued by the Agency. From then on I
used my own answering services.

I’d cleared all my routine Agency and FBI approvals to contact the
scientist, but the local FBI office in his small university town wanted to be
notified personally prior to any meetings on his turf. It was a one-man
office. The other OJT trainees had dealt with this agent before and they
instructed me in how to deal with him: “He never picks up his phone, so
you have to go there in person to talk to him. He’s usually asleep at his
desk, with the window shutters closed, so you have to knock. Knock softly
so as not to startle him, but knock persistently. If he thinks you might go
away, he won’t answer the door.”

Softly but persistently, 1 repeated to myself. There was something absurd
in all this, but at least it turned out that when correct procedures were
followed, the agent in question invariably granted his approval.



My scientist was a suspicious fellow, and I had little doubt that he’d been
briefed by his government to expect someone like me to give him a call.
CIA officers, traditionally working as part of the US Department of State,
usually posed as government employees, so I hoped that my approach as a
businessman would be more plausible. I planned to ask him to help me
solve a technical problem. I’d say that his help might lead to my offering
him a job.

I rented a car using my alias identification and credit card, then traveled
to the pretty campus where the rogue state scientist studied. We’d planned
to meet in the cafeteria. Within fifty paces of it I could feel the heat from
the eyes of American graduate students loitering in the area. Several of
these scruffy kids followed me as I entered the cafeteria. They affected a
studied nonchalance; they were the worst surveillance team I'd ever
encountered.

I found my target and greeted him warmly, but he had a smug look that
practically sing-songed, “I know something you don’t know.” Some pouty
members of his impromptu surveillance team flopped down at adjacent
tables, pretending not to listen, and others lurked nearby exchanging
glances and whispers.

I pulled some “litter” out of my briefcase, brochures on Acme Software
Solutions products, and launched into a discussion of the products and the
technical problem which, if solved, might lead to desired product
improvements. I set my voice to a drone, my demeanor suggesting nothing
out of the ordinary. After half an hour of this, some of our “neighbors” lost
interest and drifted away.

Our meeting concluded, I headed back to my car. The surveillance team
had dwindled to one long-haired fellow in a dirty tee-shirt. As slyly as
possible, he wrote down the license number of my rental car.



Over the next few months, I continued to meet the scientist on campus.
Each time, there were fewer graduate students lurking nearby, until finally
there were none. He agreed to move meetings off-campus as we came
closer and closer to an intelligence relationship.

IN THE SPIRIT OF COOPERATION, HQs asked our office to maintain
better relations with other CIA offices in the city. Our chief followed these
instructions with enthusiasm. He visited our colleagues in those offices and
invited them to visit ours for meetings and cocktail parties. When HQs
required the chief to send a list of our office’s achievements each month,
half of our list dealt with these efforts to improve good fellowship.

The chief needed more than that, though. He wanted to recruit an agent.
Searching our files, he found a former agent who had worked for us in the
Middle East for many years. Eventually, things had heated up in the agent’s
home country, revolution broke out, and the agent had been exposed as an
American sympathizer. He’d fled the country with Agency assistance and
had taken refuge in the US, where, for the last ten years, he’d lived a quiet
life.

Our chief contacted the former agent and asked if he’d be willing to discuss
events in his home country, and keep an eye out for any of its citizens
visiting the US. The agent readily agreed to help. He’d missed working for
the Agency, had all but been waiting by the phone for a call.

The chief handled the paperwork as though the agent were a brand-new
contact. Each month, our office’s list of achievements contained a lengthy
paragraph on this operation. The first month described spotting and locating
the target, the next month, assessing his access and willingness to
cooperate. Finally, a full paragraph announced that the target had agreed to
provide secrets to the Agency. This was the classic recruitment cycle we’d
all been taught in training. At each step of the cycle, HQs congratulated the
chief on the progress he was making.



THE GODFATHER, the veteran spy and man of many wives, visited our
office for a few weeks and used it as a base from which to run an operation.
While waiting for his meetings to begin, he amused himself by pulling out a
local telephone book and dialing up names he recognized as terrorist tribal
names. He’d find a Fadlallah or a Mugniyah, pick up the phone and,
without a script, give them a call.

“Hello, this is Hussayn,” he said in Arabic, “is this the number for
Muhammad? I have not seen him in many years. I am visiting from
Lebanon.” Whether there was a Muhammad there or not, the calls often
developed into lengthy conversations. He was able to find someone in the
world that they knew in common—and he might even stumble upon a
traveling terrorist.

The Godfather didn’t obey many Agency rules, but his charisma and
strength of personality kept the bureaucrats at bay. He was a bit like Sylvia
in the sense that the bureaucracy didn’t smell fear in him and so didn’t
know what to do with him. An uncommonly skilled linguist, he could go to
a country and learn its language in a short time: “I went to Spain,” he once
said. “I was there studying the language for three months. Then I went to
meet a target. Talking to the target, it suddenly occurs to me I’m recruiting
him in Spanish after only three months of studying the language.”

The Godfather was so effusively outgoing that he almost never had to
wait for HQs to give him a go-ahead. He’d just put on a kdffiyeh , rent a
limousine and driver, tell a target he worked for a Saudi prince, and hand
him a fistful of money. Then he’d tell him to go home and think things over,
and they’d meet again the next day.

At seminars and conventions, the Godfather sat in the front row and
clapped loudly when his target gave a speech. The target would smile



broadly at the Godfather. After the speech, the Godfather would approach
the target to ask if he could help him with his particular problem. The target
was always eager to converse.

Because of his gregariousness and high-octane activity, the Godfather
had to be careful. His cover was utterly blown. Numerous foreign
intelligence services knew he worked for the Agency. Most officers would
be sent back to HQs when their covers were blown, but not the Godfather.

I spent a lot of time with Lebanese immigrants to target terrorists and
counterfeiters. Lebanese targets are complex because their country contains
so many different factions. The Godfather helped me to better understand
this. A Lebanese Christian will be eager to assist against terrorism, but may
have no ability to do so. A Lebanese Sunni may also lack access. Lebanese
Shi’a have potential, but then their loyalties are so diffuse that they could be
bitter enemies or close allies of any other Shi’a. During my OJT tour I spent
many midnight dinners getting to know Lebanese contacts.

We had potential Indian chemical and nuclear targets in the area, but they
were tough to evaluate because Agency experience showed that Indians
rarely returned to their positions of access in India once they made it to the
US. Some of our Agency offices in the US abandoned targeting Indians;
one could waste a lot of time courting an Indian only to find he had no
intention of returning home.

Dinners and lunches were an important feature of agent development. My
Chinese targets couldn’t stand any kind of food except Chinese. They had a
visceral hatred of sushi. I also had trouble moving Chinese targets forward
because the OFTPOT in charge of Chinese targeting was a sort of James
Jesus Angleton character, one who saw the world of espionage as a
wilderness of mirrors. The OFTPOT figured that if I’d met a friendly
Chinese citizen, he must surely be a Chinese spy trying to recruit me: Any
Chinese student in the US had to have an income from the Chinese
government.



Several retired case officers worked in the office as contractors. Agency
people usually came back as contractors the day after retirement. Prior to
9/11, contractors were paid a reasonable hourly rate. One spent his day
chatting and doing crossword puzzles. Another had once been held hostage
by terrorists while serving in a foreign assignment. He carried a concealed
pistol and swore he’d fill his captors full of lead the instant he saw them.
One of the OFTPOT couples in the office sold products in some Amway-
style pyramid scheme.

One day, a local FBI agent called. “Ishmael, what the hell are you guys
doing over there?” he asked. “I just met the target we’re working jointly
with your office, and he told me you guys are trying to sell him consumer
goods.” I learned that the OFTPOTs had pitched their products to agents
and prospective agents, as well as to US government contacts at the FBI
and INS.

DURING MY DOMESTIC OJT assignment, I traveled back to HQs a few
times to try to push forward the paperwork for my overseas assignment.
The HQs offices were strewn with the carnage of the non-State Department
training classes: officers in limbo, officers just back on a one-way ticket
from some aborted foreign assignment.

While I’d been on my OJT tour, the recruiting trend at HQs had been to
hire people reputed to be from wealthy families. The Agency seemed
fascinated by wealth. A recent training class had been lousy with the
spoiled progeny of nouveau riche families. Most of their fathers had
connections to the Agency as contractors.

One of these trainees required that the Agency hire his wife, and the
Agency complied. The couple confided that they were open to assignment
in any foreign city, so long as that city had Concorde service. Once the kids



found out that working for the Agency wasn’t as much fun as they’d
expected, they quit the training course. The husband made it about halfway.
His wife stuck it out a bit longer, but the instructors noted that she’d often
leave unexpectedly to go fox hunting in Virginia. Nevertheless, come
graduation day, both were awarded their certifications as case officers.
Other trainees complained, but to no avail. The instructors advised that the
trainees had rated certification for their valuable “life experience,” an
explanation that satisfied no one. Soon after, the couple quit, making the
complaint moot.

I studied the walking wounded hanging around the HQs office, listening
to their stories. I wanted to learn from them and avoid the obstacles they’d
faced. A Portuguese speaker had been locked into a triangle of Portuguese-
language assignment possibilities: Brazil, Portugal, or Angola. He hadn’t
gotten along with the people in Portugal so he requested he be sent to
Angola, but as soon as he received that assignment, the people from
Portugal were sent there, too. There was no escape.

Another officer’s station had given him a list of targets he was forbidden
to contact—including every conceivable target in the region. He was on the
first plane back to HQs to seek an overseas assignment somewhere else.

One poor fellow got back from an assignment in Southeast Asia. He was
married, but he also had a lot of girlfriends. For counterintelligence
purposes, the Agency requires officers to report the identities of their
girlfriends, which he dutifully did, thereby developing a reputation around
the Agency as a ladies’ man.

Time went by and he continued to report his girlfriends, until he was
assigned to a chief who thought their quantity indicated a moral failing. In
the officer’s annual evaluation, the boss indicated as much, buying the
officer his one-way ticket back to HQs. The officer sought to have the
dreaded “morals problem” removed from his file. Under pressure from
HQs, the boss agreed to remove the comment—>but he spitefully replaced it



with “this officer cannot be trusted with government funds”—an even more
serious charge.

It was around that time that I met Charlton for the first time. Charlton
was a no-nonsense officer who didn’t have any complaints, and, if he did,
he kept them to himself. He was a foreign national with passports from
three countries and excellent native language skills. He was never
frustrated, because the Agency bureaucracy wasn’t much worse than the
ones he’d dealt with in his home-lands. At the same time, his overseas pay
package made him rich by the standards of two of his three home countries,
so he wasn’t as tempted as some were by opportunities in the business
world.



* 4 %

Perseverance and Soothing Language

Let what will be said or done, preserve your sangfroid immovably, and
to every obstacle oppose patience, perseverance, and soothing

language
Thomas Jefferson

I spoke to Max on a secure line between our domestic posts.
“I now hold the record,” Max said.
“What record?”

“The record for the earliest recorded ‘Christmas holidays’ excuse. It’s
June, and a man from HQs just told me he might not be able to get my
overseas assignment approved, what with the holiday season coming up.”

“June! Not bad, Max. June will be tough to beat.”

Max and Jonah had been assigned to domestic OJTs in a part of the
country where there weren’t many good targets. Still, they were such hard



workers that they managed to call just about every target country foreigner
in their region and made some decent recruitments.

Max put Jonah on the phone.

“Acute attacks of diarrhea stand between me and service to my country
in an overseas assignment,” Jonah said. The man responsible for processing
Jonah’s overseas paperwork suffered from intestinal problems. “A bad
attack will keep this guy out of the office for three weeks at a time. I’m
trying to figure out ways to get the process moving. Maybe I need to create
a crisis. Government employees never act until a crisis forces them to act.”

We were eager to get to our overseas assignments. Members of our
training class had begun to quit the Agency. All of us sensed that the oft-
repeat delay “two more weeks” could go on for years. Most of us were in
our late twenties or early thirties, eager to achieve. As we looked over the
sad sacks at HQs, we asked: “Is this what I want to be?” To them, time
meant nothing; each day was just another one closer to retirement.

Max and I were just as frustrated by this Kafkaesque process of promise
and delay, but we also saw the enormous potential for achievement—for
America’s security—once we finally did get overseas. We’d been through
plenty of “only the strong survive” courses in the military and figured that
this was just another obstacle we’d endure. Not many trainees felt this way,
however, and there were numerous resignations.

An OJT trainee came into our office one day to resign. He brought his
spy gear to turn in and Sylvia pointed him to our office, where he dumped it
off. After the man left, my colleagues and I looked at each other quizzically
for a few moments and then blurted out, “Everything in this office is spy
gear.” So many employees had quit that our office had become a dumping
ground for equipment.



A new trainee, Martin, arrived. Soon thereafter, he did a commendable
job of recruiting a valuable human source, a visiting government official
considered important by HQs. The foreign official was a member of a
powerful and wealthy family. Such connections were important in the
source’s country, and he loved to talk about his ancient and influential line
—descended from royalty, naturally. As far as we knew, all that he said was
true. Yet the man rolled over for the customary $1,000 per month. I would
see this again and again, a source who claimed to be connected to great
wealth and influence, yet was willing to sell his country for a song. Martin
had built his relationship with the target through scuba diving, bungee
jumping, deep sea fishing, and duck hunting.

I'D HELD OUT A LONG TIME against the temptation of resignation.
When the cycle continued, I thought about what Jonah had said:
Government employees never act until a crisis forces them to act. The next
written message I sent to HQs said, “I have completed the training course
and compiled a good recruitment record in my domestic post. There are no
obstacles to my overseas deployment. Please get organized and do your
duty. Do the job you have been assigned to do and approve my overseas
assignment.”

They fired back, “You should watch the tone of your messages. They’re
vituperative. Be patient. Your overseas assignment should be all set in about
two weeks.”

That about did it. I telephoned Roger. “Bullshit,” I said. “You people are
lying. You’ll say ‘two more weeks’ until the end of time. I’m moving back
there to Washington, D.C. right now to sit on top of you until this gets
done.”

Roger lost his mind over that. “You can’t come back here without orders!
You have no authorization to come back here! We won’t pay for your
travel!”



A calmer “good cop” voice got on the line: “Look, Ishmael, we’re doing
what we can do to get your assignment arranged. There are a multitude of
managers who need to sign off on your assignment first. If you come back
here, you’ll upset a bunch of people, and that won’t help you.”

“I understand that I’'m going to offend people at HQs. I don’t care. I
won’t allow myself to wind up like all the sad sacks waiting around for you
to act. You’ve already caused the resignations of some of the members of
my training class, all of them good people. We have missions in this
Agency and I want to get them done.”

I made good on my threat to HQs.

I MOVED MY FAMILY BACK to the HQs area. Like an Okie headed for
California, I drove a car crammed full of household goods. My wife and
children went by plane, and we moved back into a hotel room.

As soon as I reached HQs, I confronted the management about my
assignment.

The files they’d supposedly kept on me were empty. They hadn’t done a
thing during the year I’d been away. Each time they’d told me they were
working on it, they’d lied.

The Worst Spy in the World came by the office to see me. “I know you’re
frustrated about the slow pace. Perhaps we should pause a moment and
pray.” He leaned over and took my hands in his.

“I don’t want to pray,” I said. “I want to solve the problem.”



“You need to learn to be patient,” he said, and then he left.

Roger approached.

“You haven’t gone to language school. You need to go to language
school.”

“I’ve already got the languages. I learned them on my own during
training. I have the test scores to prove it.”

“Well, maybe so, but you need to put in the hours.”

HQs had created language schools for case officers. The schools taught
difficult languages like Chinese and Japanese by way of a single teacher
who met the class daily in an apartment. Unfortunately, the schools had
been around long enough for everyone to realize that even after a two-year
course confined in an apartment, the students weren’t learning

A linguist colleague suggested the best way to learn a language was to go
to the country where it was spoken and actively use it. He had traveled to
Japan after graduating from high school. “After I’d been in Japan for a
month,” he said, “I was speaking Japanese on a functional level, and I
traveled around the country with a group of Japanese friends who spoke no
English.”

He visited our Japanese school and spoke to the students. “They’re not
learning the language,” he said. “When they do speak, they sound like
women. Japanese men and women speak in different tones. Since the
teacher is a woman, the students naturally sound like her.”



In the Chinese school, the students decided that their instructor wasn’t
good enough and tried unsuccessfully to get themselves assigned another.
Tensions mounted, students weren’t getting along with one another, and
before long they were at each other’s throats. The frustration led to at least
one fistfight.

HQs loved to assign people to language school. It was an easy and risk-
free way to keep them looking busy.

“What’s Smith doing,” a senior bureaucrat might ask.

“Smith is in Chinese language school,” came the reply, and everyone
would be pleased that Smith was productively occupied learning such an
important language. Chances were that Smith would never put this skill to
work.

Jonah was back in the HQs area for some meetings and was hanging
around a safe-house apartment with one colleague who spoke Japanese and
another who spoke Korean. They were waiting to see Roger, to discuss their
overseas assignments. Roger arrived and met privately first with the Korean
speaker and then with the Japanese speaker.

After the meetings, the Korean speaker said, “Roger just told me that we
don’t have any requirements right now for a Korean speaker, and he’s set
me up for a two-year language school to learn Japanese.”

The Japanese speaker said, “Damn that Roger. He just told me that we
don’t have any requirements right now for a Japanese speaker, and he’s set
me up to go to a two year language school to learn Korean.”

Thankfully, my test scores enabled me to avoid the dead end of language
school.



Some colleagues made things harder on themselves by demanding certain
locations, usually the nicer cities of Western Europe, which severely
narrowed the range of possible assignments. Remembering what the
Godfather had told me, I made things as easy on HQs as possible by telling
them I’d go anywhere overseas. I figured this would mean the Middle East.
No one wanted to go to the Middle East. The Middle East wasn’t a nice
place to live, and it had been a graveyard for non-State Department officers.

“We only have one officer between Burma and the Atlantic Ocean who
isn’t a State Department diplomat,” I said to the Worst Spy. “That’s a stretch
covering most of Asia through to North Africa. So we should be able to find
a vacant spot somewhere.”

After I made a nuisance of myself at HQs for several weeks, my
assignment was finally approved.

HQS SENT ME to another training course, a sort of prerequisite to overseas
assignment. Max and I were the only two in this class, and we found
ourselves back in Slobovia, land of make-believe. The Agency devoted
incredible resources to our training. Much of the instruction involved
advanced surveillance detection, and for those exercises there were as many
as 30 instructors working on just the two of us.

During classroom portions, we studied the Agency’s problems with a
Middle Eastern agent program. Nearly all of the agents had proven to have
been doubles or had been exposed and arrested by their own government.

As had been the case with Cuba, the Middle Eastern country had fed us

massive quantities of false information.1

We studied the psychologies of some of our rogue state targets. A
favorite of mine was a fascinating paper on the psychology of Iranian men.



It argued that negotiating skills were so important in the ancient Persian
trading culture that personal communication had become a high art. Iranian
men were masters of histrionics, able to act out emotions dramatically, and
skilled with facial movements such as the rolling and flashing of eyes.
Almost all Iranian men could cry at will. The handout said the men were
spoiled by the females in the family and grew up with megalomaniac
perceptions of their abilities and talents.

We learned more about the polygraph during this course. The Box
measures physical reactions: Normal people will react less perceptibly to a
question like, “Were you born in Pennsylvania?” than they will to, “Have
you stolen money or goods valued at more than $25?” The examiners can
fail applicants whose reactions are simply too strong. But what Box
operators really seek is some admission of guilt. At times in the Agency’s
history, operators have been paid bonuses for each such admission.

Box sessions are essentially interrogations disguised as interviews. The
operator’s favorite technique is to encourage the examinee to confess a
seemingly minor offense so as to “clear up” the exam and allow the
applicant to pass. He states outright that most aberrant or criminal behavior
is of no consequence: “Look, we don’t care if you once stole $20 from
someone. We’re after big stuff: Did you rob a bank? Have you committed a
murder? That’s what we’re after here.” Of course, the examinee probably
hasn’t murdered anyone, but there was that time he shoplifted a pair of
underwear from a department store. He sheepishly confesses, and with that,
he’s out of a job. If the “minor” admission truly is inconsequential, the
operator focuses on persuading the interviewee to make a larger one.

Edward Lee Howard, one of the first of the CIA's turncoats, admitted
during a Box that he had stolen $12 from the purse of a woman sitting next
to him on an airplane. Howard was fired. The Agency had been preparing
him for an assignment to Moscow and he’d been briefed on the identities of
several important Russian agents. He sold this information to the KGB.



The Agency suspected Howard of having gone to the other side, so the
FBI put him under surveillance. Eluding it, he made his way to Moscow.
Years later, Max spotted Howard walking in a park in Budapest. Ideas of
capturing him, putting him in a bag, and spiriting him back to the US ran
through his mind, but Howard quickly disappeared from view—probably
for the best. He was a broken alcoholic by then. He lived in Moscow until
he supposedly died by falling down and breaking his neck—the cause was
murky—in 2002. He was 50 years old.

Listening to CIA employees talk about their Box sessions can be as
boring as listening to people talk about the dream they had last night. Most
employees were believers in the machine’s quasi-magical infallibility.
“Then, finally,” they’d say, “I remembered the time I had taken a quarter
too much out of the office coffee fund, and I admitted that to the examiner.
My reactions cleared up!” There is no scientific evidence that the Box
actually works, but it has had so many successes in extracting admissions of
guilt—*I have been having sex with dogs for the last twenty years”1>—
from applicants and employees the Agency will probably never get rid of it.
It is a great interrogation tool—though, given the power of suggestion,
hooking someone up to a photocopier might be just as effective.

MAX AND I alternated exercises, morning and afternoon. If the instructors
put me through one in the morning, they’d put him through the same one
later in the day. Naturally, we kept in touch about this.

I’d tell him, “The Slobovian agent had information about a planned coup
against the regime. Then he got up and went to the bathroom. He left an
envelope on the table. I think we’re supposed to open the envelope to see
what’s inside and then put it back as if we hadn’t looked at it.”

He did as I said. The envelope contained dates, times, names of the
leaders of the coup.



The next day he called back. “The agent threw a tantrum. He’s worried
that his status as an agent may have been exposed. I calmed him down and
we reviewed our emergency plans. I think that was the point of the
exercise.”

A couple of weeks into the course, my phone rang. It was an instructor. I
wondered why Max hadn’t called. “Go to 23 Washington Street,” the
instructor said. I’d never been to that address before.

When I arrived, I saw some burly fellows in the parking lot. As I walked
through the lot, they angled to intercept me. I slightly altered my direction,
and so did they. They were law enforcement officers, without a doubt. At
last they threw me to the ground, then hauled me into the building for
questioning.

The interrogation lasted for hours, which was evidently why Max hadn’t
been able to call. After the interrogation, they evaluated my conduct and
gave me pointers:

“Con men know to look you square in the eye and give you a firm
handshake, so a steely gaze and a firm handshake have no validity as
measures of a person’s truthfulness.

“A person’s curiosity is a good test—if a person is innocent, and knows
nothing of the accusation, he’ll ask a lot of questions about why he’s been
arrested.

“The suspect might seem angry, but we can tell when the anger is false.
False anger is a good indicator of guilt. Another is falling asleep—
sometimes we’ll leave the suspect alone in the interrogation room for a
while to see if he’ll fall asleep. Guilty people have been under a great deal
of worry and pressure for some time already, so once arrested and left
alone, they tend to go to sleep. They’re exhausted and know that a lot lies



ahead. The innocent tend to pace back and forth, trying to figure out what’s
happening.

“If you’ve been found with an illegal item, and the only course is to deny
that it’s yours, then do so, but don’t suggest that the policeman must have
planted it. Never insult them or they’ll take a personal interest in getting
you.

“Always keep a cool temper. It’s hard for an interrogator to get worked
up if you stay cool. Talk a lot, but don’t give any facts. Don’t move
backwards, stay where you are even if the interrogator’s nose is in your
face. Act as if you are not a criminal suspect but an innocent person. You
understand that the police have made a mistake. There are no hard feelings,
and you will help them find the right person. Remember that the
interrogation situation was created to make you feel helpless and to get you
to confess.”

The Agency had taught us to use the concept of “cover within a cover,”
in which we were prepared to admit to a lesser crime in order to avert
suspicion from the larger crime. For example, if I were picked up by the
police while standing on a dark street corner and accused of being a spy,
after interrogation I might break down and admit that I was looking for a
prostitute.

These officers, however, noted that “most criminals, especially drug
dealers, use ‘cover within a cover.”” The officers continued: “When a law
enforcement officer sees ‘cover within a cover,’ it really gets his attention
and he focuses even harder on the suspect. Better to just stick to your
original story.”

It was advice like this that made the interrogation exercise the best in the
course. I was disappointed to learn, however, that most of my colleagues
had not realized it was an exercise until it was over.



NORMALLY, large surveillance teams were available to train us, but today
they had been sent to Baltimore to handle an unexpected “requirement”
there. Without our teams, Max and I had no exercises.

Our instructors went to HQs and rounded up a bunch of guys who looked
like they weren’t doing anything. The instructors piled these unfortunates
into vans, gave them a few rudimentary instructions, and drove them to Old
Town Alexandria to be our surveillance team for the day. The Agency and
the FBI both used Old Town Alexandria for this training because there was
a great deal of foot traffic in the town.

I set out on my run, beginning at the old Torpedo Factory building in
Alexandria. Walking my route, I couldn’t detect any surveillance. It started
to rain. I tried every trick but still couldn’t see the surveillants. The
fundamental principle of surveillance is to see one’s pursuers but not to let
them know you do. If the surveillants see you looking, they’ll think you are
a spy, because ordinary people don’t imagine that they’re being followed.
It’s easy to detect surveillance by backtracking or looking behind, and it’s
easy to evade surveillance, but if you do any of that, you’ll be as good as
made.

But I couldn’t detect the team. I stood in front of a restaurant on King
Street taking shelter from the rain. I eyeballed the area, eyeballing more
than I should have. A man standing next to me buying takeout said, “You
guys aren’t very good, are you?” The Agency and the FBI did so much
surveillance training in the neighborhood, even the locals had become
sensitized.

That evening the exercise drew to a close and we met our instructors to
discuss the day’s work. The instructors asked us how we’d done. Max and I
said we hadn’t seen a single thing all day.



“Neither did we,” the instructors said. “After we released that
surveillance team on you, we never saw another one of the surveillants ever
again.”

THERE ARE TIMES when it’s necessary to look at surveillants—for
instance, when they’re right in front of your face. A colleague who was
under close and continuous surveillance, with surveillants waiting outside
his door and walking next to him every time he left his apartment building,
continued to obey the “look without looking” principle. But this was
foolish: If they’re right in your face and still you ignore them, they’ll know
you’re a spy. Any sane person would assume he was being stalked, and
notify the police.

Our chief instructor told us to surveil any car we saw bearing diplomatic
plates with the letters "FC." "FC" meant the car belonged to the Soviet
diplomatic mission. Our instructor insisted that the FBI had chosen FC as
short for “f-ing Communist.” He wanted us to surveil them just to give
them a hard time. I happened upon FC plates twice. On both occasions the
FC car was able quickly to recognize me as a surveillant, and evaded
aggressively, by doing illegal U-turns and accelerating to high speeds.

The instructors wanted us to go off to our foreign assignments in a proper
spirit of awe and respect for the abilities of a good surveillance team, so
they gave our team copies of our pre-planned routes. Sometimes we went
through an entire route without seeing the surveillants because they weren’t
there, having not bothered to show themselves that day. But in theory, we’d
been under surveillance the whole time. “Wow,” we were supposed to think,
“we were under surveillance the whole time but didn’t see a thing! I sure
learned respect for surveillance!”



As a corollary to “look without looking,” our instructors taught us to go
easy on our shadows. “Remember, surveillants are ordinary people working
for a salary. Don’t make life difficult for them. If you’re under surveillance,
make it easy for them to keep up with you. You don’t want them to hate
you. Surveillance teams will knife your car tires and put dirt in your gas
tank if they think you’re giving them a hard time.”

Teams from the FBI and the Agency followed us during our exercises.
The after-action critiques from the FBI teams were methodical and
professional, while those from the Agency teams tended to be emotional
and accusatory. The Agency instructors wanted to impress us with the
capabilities of surveillance, so they never loosened up, badgering me
mercilessly for my ineptitude in the exercises, especially a vehicle
surveillance exercise that took place in the Leesburg area of Virginia. I’d
felt ill that weekend, because I’d tried to repair a sewage backup in our
rental house myself instead of hiring a plumber. The problem wasn’t easy to
solve, and I soon was covered in raw, black sewage.

My wife felt sorry for the ribbing I was taking and sought to help out by
interjecting, “Oh, but you don’t understand, Ishmael was suffering from a
terrible case of diarrhea during that exercise.”

The crones on the surveillance team cackled and sneered. “Oh, poor
thing, were you unwell? Is that going to be your excuse when you’re
overseas, too?”

Our chief instructor had trained Edward Lee Howard, and had liked him
a good deal more than he liked us. “Eddie did the exercise this way,” he’d
say, or, “Eddie liked this exercise best.”

A fellow officer, William Loman, had gone overseas only to be blown
right back after about six months, having lost a briefcase containing
sensitive papers. He’d left it on a bus; the Agency never saw it again.



Loman and his family moved into the Oakwood and would be going
through the lengthy process of securing a new overseas assignment. It
would be a rough road for him with many extended delays.

With nothing for Loman to do, HQs assigned him to oversee some of our
surveillance training. Suddenly he wasn’t our colleague, but our boss, and a
most domineering boss he proved to be. His fraught years with the Agency
had turned him into a terrible martinet. Max and I served as his personal
toadies for weeks. “You guys don’t get it,” he said. “There’s something
missing in your thinking process. I can’t figure out what it is, but I don’t
think you two should be allowed to go overseas.”

We debated how to solve the Loman problem. I couldn’t ask the Worst
Spy or Roger for help, having burned both of those bridges. “Let’s put a bag
over his head and beat him with telephone books,” Max said.

“I think Loman’s bullying us, so I’'m also leaning toward a
confrontational solution,” I said, playing straight man.

The next day we carried out a series of exercises Loman had invented,
then stood around our cars in the parking lot of the Tysons Corner shopping
mall, reviewing our performance. “You guys need a lot of work,” Loman
said. “I’'m not sure you’ll pass this course. I’'m enjoying my new
management role, though. I’m good at it.”

Loman’s wife drove up and got out of her car. We’d met her before, and
said hello. The day’s exercises were over, and she asked Loman if he would
go into the mall and do some shopping. She tore off a list of things for him
to buy. They made plans to meet up in the mall and he walked off. She
paused until he was out of hearing and said, “Hey, I just wanted to thank
you guys for dealing with Loman these past few weeks. I know he’s been a
handful. He worked hard to get his overseas assignment and then losing it



was really hard on him. He’s had a hard time adjusting to being back in the
US. It’s meant a lot to him to be able to work with you guys all day.”

We realized he was in a bad way and deserved our sympathy. “We like
him, too,” Max said, “but don’t let him give us any trouble.” Our feelings
toward him slightly softened, we buckled down and endured the rest of the
course.

Max and I and our wives next attended a “crash and burn” course in rapid
escape and how to deal with attackers and terrorists while driving. We used
a fleet of battered cars and raced around, ramming them into each other.
Everyone enjoyed this course immensely. We did a lot of “nerfing” by
hitting a car in one of its rear wheels, causing it to spin off the road. The
instructors had just finished teaching a group of highway patrolmen how to
do it. Nerfing is an excellent way to get another car off the road, far more
effective than ramming it in the side.

One of the points of the course was to learn how to cause damage to cars
when necessary. Chauffeurs in particular can freeze up during a terrorist
attack, as they’ve spent years making sure their car doesn’t get scratched
and aren’t prepared for the moment when it’s time to let all hell break loose.

AT THE END OF the driving course, HQs invited me to join the
Counterterrorism Center (CTC). Combating terrorism sounded like the
perfect use of my time, so I went ahead with it. At the CTC I found rows of
TV sets tuned to various news stations, with people watching them
attentively.

A friend of mine worked in the CTC. He told me privately that just the
previous week, a cable had come in saying that a terrorist group in Lebanon
was planning to kidnap a US citizen upon his arrival at Khartoum airport
that day. “I walked the cable around here, trying to get permission to warn



him,” he said, “but the managers didn’t want to do anything. They said they
didn’t like the source, and anyway, it was almost 5 o’clock and time to go
home. The next day, the US citizen was indeed captured and held hostage
by the terrorists. Luckily, he was able to convince the terrorists that he
meant them no harm and was on their side, and they let him go, all by
himself. But no one in the Center was reprimanded. In fact, no one ever said
anything more about it.”

CTC was, in fact, an early and innovative attempt to break through the
Agency’s geographical turf barriers, with the authority to track terrorists
through different countries.l® But CTC couldn’t grant overseas assignments
because the geographical divisions controlled those.

Max and I graduated from our final training course on the evening the
first Gulf War began. Several Agency mandarins attended our graduation
cocktail party, including the chief of the Middle East division. They’d been
taken aback to hear that the US military had begun the war. Nobody had
bothered to let them know.

Max and I were euphoric at having at last finished our training and
domestic service. We were sad to have lost so many of our classmates,
though. Most had quit. Max, Jonah, a fourth classmate, and I were all that
remained of the original group. The people who quit were all well-qualified,
and I remember them fondly.

As it happened, I was the first of my class to land approval for an
overseas assignment, and my family and I packed up happily to head for the
Middle East.



* 5 %

Sent to Spy Out the Land

And Moses sent them to spy out the land of Canaan
Numbers 13:17

Our plane descended in the night and we could see the gas flares burning in
the distant oil fields. We arrived in the Middle East on a midnight flight and
checked in to a hotel by 0200. A wedding celebration in the ballroom
turned bellicose and broke out into the street and parking lot below. Men
swirled about, yelling and fighting. They hiked their robes up around their
thighs and slapped at their opponents with their sandals. At one point, a car
swerved out of the darkness and rammed into a dense hedge in front of the
hotel.

Jetlag woke us up a few hours later. We watched the sunrise, the sky red
with dust and humidity. We took our children for a walk to a crude
playground across the street, with an ancient rotating platform and a big
rusty climbing gym—the kind long since judged a liability hazard in the
US. The kids darkened as the playground dirt stuck to them in the humidity.
Competing “Allahu Akbar” prayer calls bellowed from all directions. We
were overjoyed to be on our first adventure overseas. At last, I was a real
case officer on assignment. But goals are a moving target. I'd won my
overseas assignment, sure, but now I had to make it a success.



If T received a one-way ticket home because I couldn’t get properly
established, it would be the end of my Agency career. I couldn’t bear
languishing in the Oakwood or at a US post, praying that HQs would
approve another overseas assignment. I promised myself never to wander
the halls of HQs with the other beaten-down non-State Department officers.
I had to make this assignment work.

We quickly set up by renting a house and buying furniture and a car. Our
oldest child was ready for school, but there were no slots available in the
nearby British school. On a hunch—a hunch informed by the overtly
defined racial and class distinctions in the Middle East—my wife took my
son for a visit and the school made a space available. They’d just wanted to
get a look at the boy first.

I bought a modest, mid-sized car. I only needed one because my wife
could not legally drive. I'd already guessed how important my choice of car
would be, and as my career progressed I saw the issue arise again and
again. Sly colleagues wheedled lots of money out of HQs by convincing
them that an expensive car was necessary for the officer’s high-powered
position. A modest car might draw suspicion. Why, they’d ask, does such
an important businessman have such a mediocre car?

Of course the threat came less from what a hostile foreign intelligence
service thought than from how our colleagues behaved. When a State
Department officer—himself issued a modest car—saw another Agency
officer driving around in a shiny black Mercedes Benz, his mounting envy
could end the officer’s tour. During the course of my career I counted at
least a dozen situations in which an officer’s extravagant car led to a one-
way ticket home. Then again, the car may have been merely a symptom of
the officer’s lack of judgment.

Exploring the region, an American business associate and I headed out
over the desert to find an ancient oasis we’d read about. We got some rough
directions and eventually saw a spot of green in the distance. The oasis is



lush, but it is surrounded by sand and there is not another living thing, not
even a blade of grass, as far as the eye can see. About the oasis there were
many theories and legends. As we got closer, the car got stuck in the sand.
The 120-degree heat bore down on us while I tried various methods to get
the car out. “I see death, death,” said my friend. Fortunately, another
traveler appeared and gave us a ride into town. I left my friend next to a
refrigerator full of cold drinks in a “cold store,” the Middle Eastern version
of a 7-11, and I hired a tow truck.

Setting up overseas was expensive, and the cash from HQs often took a
long time to arrive. I’d always been a good money manager and I had
plenty of savings and credit cards to tap, so I didn’t have any cash flow
problems. Throughout my career I was usually at least $100,000 in the hole
and was once almost $300,000 in arrears, usually the equivalent of about
one to three years’ pay. I could have been paid more quickly if I’d
complained, but I had limited capital with HQs and wanted to spend it
making sure I stayed active and operational. I’d do this job for free, I told
myself. HQs always reimbursed me eventually, so what I was buying by
letting them take their time was a sterling reputation for not whining and
not causing administrative problems.

I always got on the plane as soon as my assignments were approved,
without any cash from the Agency, and so I was already in the location
before anyone at HQs had a chance to change his or her mind. If I waited
several months to get my cash, I ran the risk of losing the assignment.

I’d moved to the Middle East at my earliest opportunity, and one
drawback was that I’d arrived without all the necessary residence and visa
paperwork. Arab countries monitor their populations strictly. If your
residence permits expire, you can be turned away at the airport or forced to
board the next plane out. The local immigration authorities might even
come looking for you to boot you out.



We lived in a compound, which might suggest that we were isolated from
the local people. As it turned out, though, this enforced privacy isn’t
atypical for an Arab country. Arabs tend to isolate themselves, with most
dwellings surrounded by high walls. There is no socializing with neighbors
over the fence as in the suburban US.

A neighboring country provided more recreational opportunities. We
took our children to Shaykh’s Beach, the king’s beachfront home. The king
graciously opened this estate for visitors, provided they were of specific
ethnicities. Guards at the entrance enforced a strict entry code: whites and
East Asians were permitted; Muslims, (including citizens), Hindus, and
South Asians were not. Within the estate, the whites, Japanese, and Chinese
spread their blankets at one end of the beach and the Filipinos spread theirs
at the other. I guessed that the ban on Muslims was because the king didn’t
want to expose Muslims to a European-style beach setting.

The ban on Hindus was a bit more peculiar and arose, I believe, from the
Arabs’ strong aversion to Hindu worship. Muslims disagree with Christians
and Jews, but theologically understand them. The Hindu worship of
multiple gods, and Hindu attitudes toward cattle, both mystified and
disgusted the Arabs.

I had an Indian friend who was Christian, and asked him to come to the
Shaykh’s Beach with us. “No way,” he said.

“Really,” I said. “It’1l be fun.”

“You don’t understand. The guards at the gate will stop your car and
they’ll point at me and say, ‘Not you, you get out.” I’d enjoy going, but they
won’t let me in.”

I apologized for my naiveté. He was a Christian, but he looked like a
Hindu, and that was what counted.



“Tell you what,” he said. “Why don’t you come by my apartment next
week for Ashura? My balcony looks right across an intersection onto the
main Shi’a mosque. I’ve got a great view.”

Ashura is the Shi’a commemoration of a seminal event in the history of
Shi’a Islam, the martyrdom of Hussayn, grandson of Muhammad.

The next week I went to visit my friend. I drove toward the souk, passing
Shi’a villages flying black flags from their rooftops. I parked my car on the
outskirts of the souk and walked through the alleyways toward my friend’s
building. The shops were locked and the alleys deserted.

My friend and I drank beer in brown paper bags and took in the
spectacle. Shi’a men spilled out of the mosque across the courtyard from
my friend’s building. They formed a line, waiting to be hit on the forehead
with a straight razor. After receiving these ceremonial cuts, they slapped
themselves with the heels of their hands to encourage blood flow. Blood
spilled down their faces, turning their white shirts red.

Throughout the 1990s, the country’s rulers were concerned about the
restive Shi’a population. The Sunni population controlled the government
and most business. Young Shi’a men usually dressed in western shirts and
trousers, while Sunnis wore the traditional long thobe. The Shi’a acted up
now and then, with routine outbreaks of low-level violence—burning tires
in the road, or staging a small-scale riot near a suspected location of
Christian or Hindu worship. Police disrupted these scenes with tear gas.

The Middle East was a pleasant place to live, however, with plenty of
consumer goods, low crime rates, relaxed lifestyles, and cheap household
labor. Shi’a antics weren’t a threat, because the Shi’a had no power. A well-
connected Sunni could have had me thrown out of the country on a whim, if
he felt I’d insulted him, or if he thought my business represented a



competitive threat. HQs had taught me how to avoid counterintelligence
threats, but not how to avoid giving offense to Arabs in business
interactions. An Irishman, giving a speech at a trade show, sought to warm
up his audience with a joke poking fun at the resemblance of family names
like Fager and Fakhro to a certain expletive. The police gave him a lift to
the airport the following day.

I DROVE TO A MEETING with my base chief, Horace. On the way, I
listened to a program on Radio Qatar, which broadcasts throughout the
Gulf, discussing the Hadith, a collection of the Prophet Muhammad’s
sayings. “Oh Prophet, I have the choice of a young woman and an old
woman; which should I choose?” a voice on the radio asked.

“The young one, of course, that you may better sport with her,” replied
another voice.

After checking to see that I was clean of surveillance, I parked and met
Horace, who picked me up in his own car. The counterintelligence threat
was low. We drove around town while we talked.

The bureaucracy at HQs was incredibly slow-moving. No leads or
instructions had arrived. It would be up to me to create my own leads, my
own missions. Horace was a kindhearted man from Kansas.

“When I first started out in the Agency,” he said, “I was sent to language
school to learn Romanian. After a year of language training, my Romanian
was pretty good and I was sent to our office in Bucharest. I began trolling
diplomatic cocktail parties and I met a Romanian intel officer. I invited him
to my house for dinner and we hit it off pretty well. Later we played tennis
and continued to meet for lunches and dinners. Eventually I assessed that
there was a good chance that he would accept a pitch to work for the CIA,
so I arranged for the necessary approvals from HQs in order to pitch him.



“HQs gave approval and I set a meeting with the Romanian. Everything
seemed in order, so I asked him if he’d provide us with secret intelligence.
He didn’t say anything, just pulled out a camera and took a picture of me.
Then he got up and left. The next day my photo was on the front page of the
newspaper, and I was declared persona non grata and given 24 hours to
leave the country.

“I went back to HQs, where no one seemed to want to talk to me. I
worked on an HQs desk for a few years. Eventually I got an assignment to
Rangoon, Burma.

“After I’d been on my new assignment for a while, I ran across a
Romanian who had good access to intelligence of interest to us. I used my
Romanian language skills to get to know him. We spent a lot of time
together, played a lot of tennis, and I assessed that he was ready for a pitch.
I got HQs approvals to pitch him.

“When I asked him if he would work for the Agency, he pulled out a
camera and took a picture of me. The next day my photo was on the front
page of the newspaper. The Burmese government didn’t really care, so I
wasn’t kicked out, but HQs decided to pull me anyway, and I spent another
several years working desks at HQs."

We handed each other messages written on water-soluble paper. He
dropped me off at my car, and I drove home. I sat in the bathroom of my
house reading each message he’d given me, and then I dropped them in the
toilet. The paper dissolved, and the little letters swam around like Alphabet
Soup.

HORACE WAS A GOOD MAN, and though his story suggested that he’d
be risk-averse, he proved to be one of the more aggressive men I worked



for. He didn’t block many of my operations in that country. He never gave
me any instructions, ideas, or leads, but this was typical of the Agency. It
was a one way street—I came up with my own operational ideas and
proposed them to the station and to HQs.

Horace was under diplomatic cover, which can be effective in the Middle
East. All power in the region derives from governments, and Arabs respect
American diplomatic power. An American diplomat carries more weight in
a small Arab country than he would in a large Western European one.
Horace did a lot of liaison work, which entails dealing diplomatically and
openly, as a representative of the Agency, with his host country’s
intelligence service. Liaison work was a risk-free, friendly exchange of
information over tea or coffee, and it produced a great deal of the Agency’s
intelligence reporting. Some of this reporting was useful, but it’s important
to bear in mind that most of it was selected by the host country. The Agency
assigned encrypted names and file numbers to official liaison contacts, as if
these people were real clandestine human sources. Without knowing more
about a case, it could be difficult to tell whether an intelligence report had
come from a unilateral agent, or from a digest of a friendly government’s
misinformation.

Liaison work only occurred with friendly or neutral governments, not
with enemy rogue nations such as Iran, North Korea, and Libya. If we
didn’t have an embassy in a country, we didn’t have an Agency office there.
In other words, we didn’t have offices in the countries that mattered most.

A popular way for our overseas stations to generate activity was to
recruit American citizens as intelligence sources. Americans are generally
patriotic and happy to help the Agency when they can, and they present
little risk to the Agency. As with liaison contacts, American citizens were
assigned encrypted names and file numbers as if they were real spies. Like
those contacts, however, they rarely brought in any valuable information.



An advantage of not being a member of the State Department was that I
wouldn’t have to do liaison, recruiting of American citizens, walk-ins, or
meetings with other embassy officials. I had only one option—intelligence
operations—and if I wasn’t doing it successfully, it would be readily
apparent.

WE SUSPECTED SOME BANKS in the Middle East of handling money
for terrorists and rogue states. The Libyan government was under US and
United Nations sanctions as punishment for its terrorist activities, for
example, so banks handling Libyan currency were always good targets.

In the worst example of Libyan state-sponsored terrorism, an intelligence
officer had placed a bomb aboard Pan Am Flight 103. It exploded on
December 22, 1988, causing the plane to go down at Lockerbie, Scotland.
Two hundred and fifty-nine passengers died, as did eleven residents of
Lockerbie. Also on board the flight was an Agency officer named Matthew

Gannon.1Z

Palestinian money was of less interest at the time because the
Palestinians had shifted to being more of a government than a terrorist
organization. Terrorist organizations such as Hizb’allah and rogue states
used banks to purchase weapons and WMA technology. As Islamic banks
grew in popularity with Muslim investors, they were also used more
actively by terrorists. Islam prohibits the payment or collection of interest,
and Islamic banks developed methods of conducting banking in accordance
with those principles. A preferred technique used an intermediary to receive
the interest payments, who would pay the client without telling him that the
money had come from usury.

To investigate the banking issue, I hit the social circuit in several cities in
the region, attending cocktail parties and dinners to meet potential human
sources—and making sure to drink from the glass and not the bottle. Bank
employees were often British, Indian, or Pakistani nationals, and easy to



meet. Many Middle Eastern countries had been influenced by the British
Empire, particularly in language and legal structure, having once been
British protectorates.

One night, as my wife and I prepared for dinner at the home of a key
bank executive, we heard a blast in the distance. Young Shi’a men routinely
set off propane tanks by lighting fires underneath them. When the heat built
to a certain point, the tanks exploded, resulting in noise but not much
destruction. Only rarely was anyone hurt.

We heard another explosion, this time accompanied by a shock wave that
rumbled through the house. “That one must have been just a few hundred
yards away,” my wife said. She looked out the second-story window of our
house to get a better view. “It doesn’t look like anyone’s power has gone
out.”

Traffic was normal and we drove to the executive’s house. The scene was
always the same: Guests gathered in the living room for several house
cocktails before moving into the dining room. The living room would have
sofas and chairs around a low table, but no television set; the dining room
always featured a large table for eight or more, a china hutch, and a
sideboard. Dinner was served by South Asian servants and included
countless bottles of wine. Port, cigars, and after-dinner drinks were staples,
as well.

Ex-pats liked spirited dinner parties. Accents became more and more
upper-class as the evening wore on. That night, after numerous drinks, I
was loudest of all, amusing myself by mocking the other guests, their
national characteristics, their presidents, dictators, kings, and religions. I
cornered a man who was involved in concealing rogue state money and I
asked him what the hell was going on at this bank.



I bellowed. I challenged one man to an arm wrestling match. A glass of
wine spilled; silverware and a plate fell to the floor.

The next morning, and throughout the weekend as I typed up the results
of my “social activities,” I felt ill and ashamed.

On Saturday morning, the beginning of the week in the Middle East, I
drove our children to school. I knew that some of the diners I’d insulted
would be at the school that morning, and I hid as best as I could in a corner
of the yard.

From the distance I saw a British woman headed straight for me. She’d
been at the party. I looked for ways to escape, but there would be no
avoiding the confrontation.

“We’d like to invite you and your wife over to dinner this Thursday,” she
said. “We’re having the directors of our bank come in from London for a
visit. We had so much fun with you the other night. We do hope you can
make it.”

OUR RELATIONSHIP WITH the British government, a close ally,
prohibited us from spying on their operatives. Our station in London was
the ideal pre-retirement post for Agency mandarins because risk was
impossible—in fact, it was specifically forbidden. London station only
issued cables with the word “stand-down” in them, advising that we
couldn’t recruit British nationals, couldn’t hold meetings in Britain,
couldn’t do much of anything.

We couldn’t formally recruit British nationals, but we could report
anything they said voluntarily, so I met them where I could and engaged
them in conversation.



Bankers in rogue states were sloppy, however, and easy targets. They’d
heard plenty of threats from the US government and had earned plenty of
bad press, but they were rarely confronted. They also may have believed
what they were doing wasn’t really illegal, and so felt none of the shame
that might have made them more prudent. One of our target banks claimed
that it had no rogue state money, then, several weeks later, boasted that it
had frozen $700 million in rogue state money. The banks used non-US
currency whenever possible, but there was no way to avoid keeping large
amounts of it.

I traveled to a banking center in the region and invited a banker, a
potential human source, to an Indian restaurant. We couldn’t understand
each other very well during the dinner because of a house band playing ear-
splitting music. After dinner we headed out for a crawl of the many bars
hidden within small hotels in the souk. Night life in the souk appealed to a
variety of tastes: There were Arab bars, Indian bars, bars for Westerners.

We picked an Indian one. “You cannot enter. This is the Indian bar,” the
doorman said. He hadn’t meant to sound hostile: We were welcome to enter
if we really wanted to. He’d only meant that we wouldn’t like its music and
atmosphere.

He directed us to another hotel, accessible through the Indian bar. We
crossed to a door at the far end which led to a passageway. Midway
through, we heard music coming from the far end. The smells of Indian
spices dissipated. We saw chips and dip on the tables and recognized the
places as a country-and-western spot.

The country-and-western band was from the Philippines, but it sounded
as good as any Nashville outfit. It was the Muslim holy month of Ramadan,
and special rules imposed on bar bands during the month of Ramadan
mandated that only two members of the band play at a time. The other
members of the band sat around the edges of the stage, waiting to take
turns.



After a few pints of stout, the banker, much to my surprise, began to
unburden his conscience. He described the methods he used to hide the flow
of the rogue state funds—and named some of the entities for whom the
money was destined. I pushed him as hard as I could without overplaying
my hand. I was unable to write anything down, but the intel was simple and
would be easy to remember.

It was a solid breakthrough.

Some mutual acquaintances joined us. The drinking got away from us; an
Egyptian friend started nodding off. One man was diabetic, but insisted on
keeping up. When he rose from his chair, I saw that it was wet—he’d soiled
himself.

We parted company at 0300. A few hours later, I had a breakfast meeting
with a Pakistani from the same bank as the previous night’s informant. His
outline of the movement of rogue state funds was even more detailed. He
had more news on the political angle: The ministry of finance knew, but
didn’t care about, the rogue state money. I had enough information for a
report, so I headed home and typed it up on my water-soluble paper.

From a payphone, I scheduled an emergency meeting with the base chief.
“I’ll see you on Wednesday at 2200,” I said. We’d been taught in training to
set meetings at different times than they would actually occur: Wednesday
at 2200 actually meant Tuesday at 2100. On Tuesday I waited at the
meeting site at 2100, but he didn’t show. I knew he must not have checked
the commo plan. I wondered if he might have subtracted 24 hours instead of
25 hours, so I came back an hour later, but he wasn’t there. The next night I
would try again.

HQs liked these elaborate procedures, but they weren’t very useful if
nobody remembered how to use them.



I almost missed the meeting the next night. On the way there, I saw an
Arab woman hit by a car. She was completely covered in the traditional
black abaiya and veil, and she hit the ground like a bag of coal. Bystanders
ran to her and pulled her to her feet, but she collapsed again. With her face
covered, it was impossible to evaluate her condition. I called an ambulance
—sure that no one else had—and asked the crowd to stop yanking her
around, in case she had spinal or neck injuries. I pulled off her veil so I
could look at her and communicate better. She was a middle-aged, heavy-
set woman, wincing, but breathing and alert. No one seemed to mind that
I’d torn off her veil. I told her to be calm, and a few moments later an
ambulance arrived.

I left the accident scene as soon as I could and was able to get to the
meeting site on time. The chief showed up at 2200. He hadn’t checked the
commo plan. “I wasn’t sure who you were,” he said, “but I thought I"d
show up anyway.” We drove around, avoiding the Sheraton Hotel area
because of a convention of Arab intelligence organizations.

The chief read my reports and said that HQs liked my bank cases. My
intel was going into the system.

LITTLE INFORMATION on bank targets was forthcoming from HQs. All
they ever sent were interoffice memos, the contents of which were
invariably useless. The chief of the Middle East division was proud that no
flaps had broken out or that no hostages had been taken. The chief of the
clandestine service had gone off to London for his cushy pre-retirement
tour. Vacation days should henceforth be calculated in such and such a way.
Once in a while the monotony would be broken up by a warning about the
counterintelligence climate in some irrelevant place like Cameroon.



There were major budget cutbacks at HQs after I went overseas. Our
water-soluble messages suddenly started describing “early outs,” in which
employees were encouraged to leave, as well as “synergies” and
“cooperation” to achieve these organizational goals. There was a letter from
an employee who took an “early out.” He explained how great the whole
early retirement process had been for him. “Better hurry, it won’t last,” he
advised. Another message discussed California Congresswoman Maxine
Waters’s accusation that the Agency had created the crack cocaine epidemic
in the US. Later investigations debunked this preposterous charge.

HQs and my base chief were happy with me. I kept on pouring drinks
into drunks and listening to the loose talk that came back up. All the same, I
was having a difficult time getting approval to ask my sources to work for
the Agency. I couldn’t see why HQs should be so shy about operations
against rogue states—especially rogue states who were thumbing their
noses at US and UN sanctions.

HQs worried that if we shut down a big bank, our host country might
persona non grata (PNG) the base chief, and he didn’t want to get PNG-ed
again. The chief admitted to me that he had sat on some of the more
incriminating information that I’d given him.

I couldn’t empathize—I was always within 24 hours of getting kicked out
of the country myself. One advantage I had over the embassy employees,
however, was that the host country didn’t know about me, so if they got
mad at the US government, they wouldn’t come looking to punish me for it.

During our next car meeting, I pushed the chief to approve formal
recruitment of several bank sources. He became nervous and frustrated, and
vented by swerving and cursing at some pedestrians. It was a tense
encounter.



I talked about the Godfather in an effort to encourage the chief to be
more aggressive. The chief didn’t like him. The Godfather’s energetic style
intimidated some in the Agency. Also, the Godfather was arrogant and had
no patience for cowering introverts. Back at HQs, he’d shove a fistful of
receipts to anyone nearby, and say, “Here, do my accounting.” He’d done
that to the chief once. The chief whined, “I sent a female officer out to work
with the Godfather on a case, and he made a pass at her while they were in
a hotel room preparing for the operation.”

When 1 felt like I’d pushed him too hard, I sent him messages with
nothing of substance in them—messages that seemed official but required
no work. These I called “happy letters,” and they never failed to do the
trick.

As time went on, my intel reporting had a positive effect. The US
government was able to locate and freeze rogue state money based on my
reporting, hammering one bank’s profitability. Another bank was shut down
following US pressure on the local authorities. Though a relatively minor
player in the rogue state money game, that bank had issued traveller’s
cheques that had been used to finance aspects of many terrorist attacks.

WINTER IN THE MIDDLE EAST was mostly pleasant and cool. Swarms
of flies appeared for a couple of months, making it unpleasant to be outside.
Flies in earlier times had laid eggs in the eyes that could lead to blindness.
Blindness was very common in old men. Since there was so little rain, there
were no storm drains; when it did rain in winter, sometimes for two weeks
straight, the country turned into a muddy flood plain.

Things proceeded as usual. I made the rounds of embassies and
individual targets. At one point I volunteered to go to Somalia, but my base
chief kept me around: He was afraid to let his power be undermined by
losing personnel in his command. In addition to the operations I generated
myself, my local station assigned me several agents to handle. These



fellows had been recruited in the past by other case officers; my duty was to
meet to collect and process the intelligence they provided. They were poor
quality agents, but I did the best I could to run them properly. I performed
extensive surveillance detection before meeting them. It was a benign
environment and I never saw anything, but for their safety I kept up the
discipline.

I usually met my agents at night. They’d bring takeout meals: lamb
burgers, shawarma sandwiches dressed with french fries, or meat porridges
with brains and bread soaked in grease. I loved exotic food and looked
forward to each evening’s surprise. We drank soda, first using Kleenex to
wipe the desert grit off the tops of cans. Often my agents all but poisoned
our meeting sites with insect repellent. Another spot was cooled with
“Iranian air conditioning,” a centuries-old method by which hot air would
rise up wind towers and cool air would drop into the house.

Within the Agency, I’d heard stories about case officers’ inventing false
agents, rather than going to the trouble of recruiting them. They’d create
plausible intelligence reports and process them into the system. I myself
never saw any completely fictitious case. More often I saw weak agents
whose production was fluffed up to look more impressive.

I continued to handle my local agents and to work on other targets,
including the banks. I was stimulating plenty of activity, but I realized that
I’d need to move out into the region to hook some bigger fish.



* 6 %

Trying to Hustle the East

And the end of the fight is a tombstone white with the name of the late
deceased And the epitaph drear: “A fool lies here who tried to hustle

the East.”
Rudyard Kipling

I sent off requests for approval to travel to more distant countries in the
region.

I was learning. I knew that if T wrote: “I want to travel to your
operational area to find human sources,” the response from Agency
managers would have been a terrified, “No!”

So I obtained approvals by telling stations that I needed to come onto
their turf in order to do my software solutions business. To convince people
I was a real software man, I argued, I’d have to travel their region selling
our products.

Once on foreign turf, I lulled the Agency managers into complacency by
sending studiously boring after-action reports. The managers would come to
see me as harmless, and I'd be able to increase the tempo and scope of my
operations before they’d even noticed what was happening.



SUNSETS IN THE MIDDLE EAST were beautiful, the dust in the air
amplifying the brilliant red and orange. Before catching a midnight flight to
another country in the region, I always went for a jog through the
countryside to loosen up.

I ran through the outskirts of Shi’a villages. The animosity between Shi’a
and Sunni had heated up and the Shi’a villages were restless. A group of
Shi’a teenagers threw a few insults and stones at me. I growled and made as
if to chase them, and they fled wildly. That wouldn’t work too many more
times, I thought. Still, even during troubled times, most of the region was
safe—unlike, say, Baghdad.

I traveled to Muscat, Oman, the prettiest of the Gulf Arab countries.
Muscat had roadside art and sculpture and its buildings were constructed
with an attention to detail and craftsmanship. In other Gulf countries,
buildings were often little more than functional, cinderblock affairs. In the
rest of the Gulf, men wear a white thobe during summer and a gray or black
one in winter. In Oman the men wear pale lavender thobes.

Not seeing many potential sources, I moved on to Syria, where I’d lived
as a child. I’d been very young and of course my memories were faint, but I
wanted to see the place again. I rented a car and drove around Damascus.

I remembered the name of the neighborhood in Damascus in which I"d
lived more than twenty years prior, and drove to see it. It all came back to
me. | turned a few corners and found myself gazing up at the apartment
building in which I’d lived. Older buildings quickly became run-down and
people in the region usually built new ones rather than bother with upkeep
or renovation. Our old place was now used by immigrant laborers. There
were extra doors on our landing, showing that the apartment had been
divided up, and twenty pairs of shoes were lined up outside the doors.
Cement blocks where my father had installed a swing set for the



neighborhood were still there, the swing set itself taken down probably
years ago.

Across the street was a cluster of “temporary” cinderblock buildings
constructed for Palestinian refugees during the 1960s. I remembered
walking to the bakery one day with a few coins in my pocket. A mob of
Palestinian boys moved toward me, and I ran, but more boys came from the
opposite direction. I took the coins with which I’d meant to buy bread and
flung them in the air. The mob shifted direction like a school of fish and
headed for the coins, giving me time to flee.

During the Six Day War in 1967, our Palestinian neighbors believed Arab
radio reports that Arab armies were pushing the Israelis into the sea. They
loaded up their cars and headed back home, only to be stopped far from the
border with the news that things hadn’t gone so well after all. But then,
Palestinians have an uncanny ability to support the loser. In the first Gulf
War, Palestinians in Kuwait had backed Irag. The Kuwaitis returned to
power and promptly ejected the Palestinians.

As a police state, Syria kept our people on edge. I wasn’t able to develop
operations at that time in Syria, though in later years I developed a couple
of minor targets.

Moving on to Kuwait, not long after the Iragi occupation, war damage
was still visible in shoddy bunkers and burned-out buildings. The Agency’s
relationships in Kuwait seemed set up merely to communicate between the
two governments, with few Agency operations independent of the Kuwaiti
government. I didn’t see much I could do there, so I moved on.

DUBAI WAS A THRIVING PORT CITY in the midst of a huge
construction boom. The conventional wisdom was that it was taking the



lead in the Gulf as an offshore banking center, and today it even competes
with New York and London as a financial hub.

Dubai was also the region’s trading center. Iran was under a variety of
sanctions and its markets were dysfunctional, so Dubai had become the
place to conduct Iranian business. When Iranians wanted to buy military
hardware or weapons technology, they generally had it shipped to Dubai
and then diverted to their own country.

When I first started traveling to Dubai, the Agency had a “standdown” on
operations against Iranians there. It lasted for several years. Its origins were
murky, but it appeared that HQs was concerned that the Iranian government
would retaliate dramatically against Agency interference. It wasn’t clear
what form that retaliation was meant to have taken—maybe terrorism,
maybe aggressive surveillance of US diplomatic installations. In either case,
our “stand-down” communicated to the Iranians that they’d cowed us
without, as it were, firing a shot.

In conversation with HQs and the local turf managers, I implied that I’d
been running into people during the course of my software solutions sales.
It made my activities seem less risky. It looked to me like there would be
serious operational potential in Dubai, so I made phone calls, knocked on
doors, and set up appointments.

New CIA managers in the region agreed with me that we shouldn’t cease
Iranian-targeted operations just because there were hazards involved.
Together we were able to chip away at the stand-down policy, until at last
we were given approval to initiate activity.

I traveled to Dubai as often as once a week, staying at the airport Marriott
and setting appointments with shady Iranians and possible terrorist bankers
throughout the city. Some of the old city still existed but it was quickly
being demolished to make way for the construction of new office and



apartment towers. From its highspeed powerboat racing, golf courses, and
Russian prostitutes, it was easy to see what element Dubai served.

I paid a visit to the offices of a trading company involved in shipping
weapons components to Iran. “I’m Ishmael Jones,” I said, “from Acme
Software Solutions. We need shipping in the region for some of our
products, and I wonder if I could get some quotes on pricing and delivery
terms.” I wasn’t sure yet whether the office was an Iranian government
entity or whether it actually did some legitimate business, but two Pakistani
men responded to my questions and we exchanged business cards.

The Agency shied away from recruiting Gulf Arabs, for fear that if
something went wrong, their governments would be offended. Pakistanis,
however, were ideal; they were in the country solely to make money, most
of which they sent home to their families. The Gulf Arabs considered them
inferior. In my situation, I considered them a godsend.

I left the office and, several days later, called the more knowledgeable of
the two men I’d met. “I am still evaluating different shippers,” I said. “On a
different topic—well, let me be blunt. Your English is strong. You
obviously know your business. My company is getting a foothold in the
region, and I wonder if you’d be interested in working for us. I’d like to
speak to you further, in confidence, of course.”

He agreed to meet, as I’d expected. Pakistanis had no job security and
were eager to keep abreast of new opportunities. We met in a back room at
my hotel. I explained that I needed someone like him to help my company
in Dubai by keeping me informed of the flow of trade in the region. I
handed him $500 to get him thinking about my offer. I ended the meeting
abruptly, to encourage the impression that I was a very busy man, and we
made an appointment to meet again the following day. I hadn’t obtained
permission from HQs to pay the man. There hadn’t been time.



During our next encounter, I explained what I wanted from him:
descriptions of the goods his company shipped, and where they were
shipped to. He agreed to provide the information.

The case moved into the ordinary drudgery of espionage. We met in hotel
rooms, where he fed me reams of material. I studied it carefully and turned
the results into intel reports. I also studied books and periodicals to learn
which of the materials were applicable to weapons manufacture, and my
Pakistani friend helped by pointing out which of the shipments were
mislabeled or contained items not on their manifests. Some weapons parts
seemed commonplace or had other commercial uses. A small cooling
mechanism, for example, turned out to be a missile guidance component,
used to cool missile guidance systems in order to make them accurate. In
the movies, the vapor seeping out of missile heads as they prepare to launch
is caused by these coolers.

As the operation progressed, the Pakistani man became more concerned
for his security, so we began to hold our meetings at Al Ain, an oasis on the
border with Oman. (Al Ain means “the source” in Arabic.) The oasis was a
good place to glimpse the old Emirates-style architecture, but it was hot as
ever, shifting only from coastal humidity to dry heat inland. In Al Ain, we
usually met in a hotel room, but occasionally we met out in the oasis. In the
date grove it seemed almost dark, and the temperature dropped a good 30
degrees.

I made progress in Dubai, but apart from moments of calm at Al Ain, the
afternoons were dull, still, blazing hot, and lonely—the times I missed my
family the most.

I VISITED PAKISTAN to generate further operations. On my flight to
Karachi, I looked over and saw the Godfather a few seats away. He
recognized me and winked. He showed off his charisma by meeting and



engaging everyone sitting nearby. The man lived on airplanes and in hotel
rooms; he seemed to be everywhere at once.

Outside the airport in Karachi airport, the Godfather disappeared into a
waiting limousine while I waded through a throng of competing taxi
drivers. Karachi was like a post-apocalyptic British village, with British-
style street and traffic layout. At the hotel, there were employees
everywhere, milling about on every floor. The walls, lampshades, books,
and so on looked like they’d been handled by thousands of hands.

After a few hours of sleep, I woke up eager to explore the city. Karachi
buses were decorated colorfully, and there were lots of three-wheeled cabs.
I rented a taxi for the day and my driver took me to the zoo, where we
watched lions lolling behind alarmingly flimsy-looking fences. Then we
headed for Muhammad Ali Jinnah’s massive mausoleum. Jinnah was the
founding father of Pakistan, having played an important role in the partition
of India, in which hundreds of thousands were murdered and millions fled
their homes. Today he is revered—in part, perhaps, because he died well
before the effects of his policies took hold.

Always on the lookout for a new location in case my current assignment
fell through, I evaluated every new country as to how easily I might move
my family there if necessary. I evaluated the local housing and the schools.
The Clifton Beach neighborhood was nice. Sometime ruler Benazir Bhutto,
who was assassinated in December 2007, had a house in Clifton Beach with
its own gun turret. On the banks of Karachi’s river a massive outdoor
laundry spread like a quilt, different colors for different tanks of dye.

At the end of my trip, I sent a long message to HQs listing the most
boring details of the trip, to lull them into thinking that my visit posed no
risk. But I wasn’t able to generate operations in Pakistan. The Agency
bureaucracy wouldn’t respond. Rumors within the Agency suggested
discord among our people there. Soon after, an officer received a one-way



ticket home for mishandling firearms; another got the boot for his relations
with a local girl, whose father complained.

I ROAMED THE GULF REGION attending events. I went to an oil
conference in Bahrain where the region’s distinctive garb was on full
display. Omanis wore the lavender thobes with their distinctive wraparound
cloth headdresses, without the agal, the black loops used by other Arabs to
hold the headdress in place. Iranians wore dark suits and white shirts
without ties. Saudis wore red and white checked headdresses held in place
by the agal. Arabs from the Levant preferred black and white checked
headdresses. Southern Gulf Arabs wore white headdresses with black
tassels hanging from the agal.

The American ambassador held a cocktail party for conference guests.
He was a real estate developer and had been appointed to his post by the
President. Since I wasn’t a member of the State Department, the
ambassador didn’t know about my relationship with the Agency and
confided that he got his job by donating $200,000 to the President’s
campaign and another $100,000 about a year later. Despite this method of
obtaining his appointment, he seemed just as competent as a career
diplomat. At any rate, Arab countries tend to prefer an ambassador with a
personal connection to the President.

I got myself appointed to a couple of company boards so that I could
look busy in a legitimate way. I went to the king’s majlis—a ceremony in
which anyone may meet or petition him—and joined the long line to
exchange Ramadan greetings with him.

The Moon Sighting Committee prepared to do its duty. Ramadan is a
lunar month and in order for it to begin, the committee has to confirm the
appearance of the new crescent moon. The holiday is marked by daytime
fasting and evening feasting. Extra shipments of live sheep arrive from New



Zealand and Australia, and the abattoirs run around the clock. Many people
put on weight and sleep most of the day.

ON A TRIP THROUGH CYPRUS, I spotted Max at the Larnaca airport.
We glanced at each other, realized that neither of us was engaged in an
operation, and sat down at an outdoor café to catch up.

During our lengthy training course, Max had used his spare time wisely,
creating a self-study course with an impressive reading list, and then
visiting HQs during slow days in training to press experts for answers to his
questions. He was putting this knowledge to good use in his overseas
assignment. His operations had a violent bent. His focus was the
elimination of terrorists—long before this became a matter of such urgent
necessity—and his strategy was to identify them and then to pass their
information to the country most likely to want them dead. At one point he’d
found a way to tap an enemy communications cable, and the Agency had
given the how-to to an allied secret service. Our ally did a good job of
setting up the tap, but unfortunately they also booby-trapped it to prevent
tampering. The local police and security services investigated, triggered the
booby traps, and ruined the operation.

In an unrelated operation, Max had been assigned to handle an agent who
was giving us good intelligence. Before taking over the case, Max read the
agent’s file at HQs and learned that the agent had been recruited in textbook
fashion. A case officer serving as a State Department diplomat had bumped
into the man at an embassy cocktail party. Realizing the man had access to
intelligence, the case officer learned they shared a passion for golf. Three
golf outings later, the man agreed to provide intelligence and became an
agent for the CIA.

Something about the case bothered Max. It was just too perfect, too easy.
Yet the agent’s record since recruitment was excellent. His intelligence was
frequently corroborated, and when he said something would happen, it did.



The case officer who recruited the agent was praised and later assigned to a
management positions at HQs.

Still, Max questioned the agent relentlessly, until one day the agent broke
down and admitted he was a double agent. He worked for the same allied
intelligence service responsible for booby-trapping the cable tap.

Our ally had set us up from the beginning. They knew our modus
operandi. They had spotted our case officer attending diplomatic parties and
learned he was an avid golfer. They confirmed that their man knew how to
play golf and assigned him to meet our officer at the next party.

In a further twist, the intelligence supplied by the double agent was
indeed accurate and valuable. The ally had created the operation because
they thought the CIA would take the intelligence more seriously if it came
from an agent than if it were delivered to the CIA by the ally. For example,
if the Turkish government, an ally, delivered information to us on the
nefarious deeds of the Greek government, we might not take it seriously
because of the history of conflict between the two countries. Max’s case
entailed the same concept.

He and I continued to compare notes. Max had some intelligence leads
located in areas in which I would have more hope of gaining HQs approval,
and I had several leads for him, and we continued to exchange ideas until
we left for our separate flights.

I MADE SEVERAL MORE TRIPS to Pakistan and after each one typed up
an innocuous after-action report. I couldn’t get any traction with our
bureaucrats there. They continued to permit me to make an occasional visit,
but wouldn’t reply to the operational proposals I’d begun to send. I kept

trying.



In January of 1993, an illegal immigrant from Pakistan named Mir Aymal
Kasi fired on Agency employees in Mclean, Virginia who were sitting in
traffic, waiting for a light to change so they could turn left into HQs. He
murdered two Agency employees and wounded three others. He fled and
made his way to Afghanistan.

The search for Kansi (Kasi’s name was misspelled as ‘Kansi’ at the time,
and it stuck) pushed other operational activities aside in Pakistan and
derailed my hoped-for operations there. It then spread like a cancer to other
operational areas in the region. Our people in Pakistan suddenly had no
patience for my requests for approvals to do ordinary intelligence work on
topics like nuclear weapons proliferation. Now, whenever I sent inquiries to
our offices in Pakistan, replies came back stating they had no time for such
things because they were “chasing Kansi.”

A strange dynamic had overtaken the Agency’s operations in the region.
No one was truly chasing Kansi; Kansi was no closer to being caught than
he’d been in January 1993. Rather, “chasing Kansi” had become a new
excuse to avoid the meat and potatoes of intelligence work. Chasing Kansi
gave bureaucrats the opportunity to spend money and devise grandiose
plans without really doing anything.

Martin, my colleague from my first assignment, was involved in one of
the Kansi boondoggles. He went to Afghanistan with several colleagues, all
posing as businessmen and asking around for anyone who may have seen
Kansi. Martin was unsettled by it all. “My Agency companions left me in a
field in a rural area of Afghanistan and I didn’t know where they’d gone or
when they’d come back to pick me up. I walked to the outskirts of a village,
waited and worried. Finally, after dark, they came back and picked me up.
We didn’t learn anything during the operation, but we all got medals for our
good efforts.”

The Kansi chasing slowed my operations for a year. Then a
representative of the Inspector General’s office, a retired case officer, came



to the region on a routine visit. I picked him up in my car and we