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Mark Felt (1913–2008) dedicated this book to the stalwart special agents of the modern FBI, present and former, whose skill, dedication, and integrity have served the U.S. so well for over nine decades. When permitted to do their jobs, these agents have evenly enforced our laws without regard to power or privilege, protecting both our civil liberties against unnecessary governmental incursion and our lives against criminal and terrorist assault. Mark hoped that by telling his story, those who have criticized these agents will reevaluate, and come to view them as the principled protectors of society that they are.


John O’Connor dedicates his work to his late father and former (1940–43) FBI Agent, John C. O’Connor. The senior O’Connor taught his son, by example, the FBI technique for picking up used cocktail glasses without compromising the latent fingerprints, always loudly announcing “FBI John!” when so doing. Although this was the sole FBI technique he taught his son, he always practiced the core FBI values of fairness, loyalty, and honesty, thus proving himself truly worthy of the sobriquet “FBI John.”

















PREFACE TO THE 2017 EDITION BY JOHN O’CONNOR






In Felt,* Mark Felt and I gave Watergate a brand new, incisive perspective––from that of a crack FBI agent leading the investigation and definitely not, like the hundreds of other books tackling the subject, from that of a journalist or historian.


For those unfamiliar with Watergate, Deep Throat was Mark Felt, who died aged ninety-five in December 2008. He was an FBI special agent and later the Bureau’s deputy director who had anonymously fed the Washington Post’s Bob Woodward (working with Carl Bernstein) snippets of information, making sure they concentrated on specific issues, that led to the resignation of President Richard Nixon in 1974. Felt knew that Nixon and his administration were lying, trying to cover-up the 1972 break-in to, and bugging of, the Watergate HQ of their political rivals, the Democratic National Committee. Nixon eventually jumped before being impeached, while sixty-nine people, many leading figures in the administration, were indicted, with forty-eight found guilty. Felt kept his role as Deep Throat a secret for nearly thirty-three years until he and I, his lawyer, revealed it in Vanity Fair magazine in 2005.


He cleverly managed to foil the obstruction of justice while avoiding any embarrassment to the FBI, but he clearly had clashing ethical concerns. To show his pivotal part in toppling Nixon’s White House administration, we melded (in the original book) the story of Felt’s moral upbringing with that of his career in the FBI. We added information in the public and private domain, from Mark’s own 1979 memoir to conversations with his family and friends. We provided inside knowledge of federal investigative and prosecutorial protocol. And now, for this new edition, I have included some strikingly pertinent material only recently uncovered, both by dint of hard work and serendipity.


While elucidating what we viewed as Mark Felt’s noble enterprise, we touched on several corollary issues that strongly resonate now more than ever. What is the proper balance between the demands of popularly elected politicians and those of civil servants sworn to perform their duties without regard to politics? How far should a journalist go, in the interest of writing an accurate story, to describe a key source who wants to remain anonymous? What ethical standards should apply to leakers who must also conform to the law? And should the same civil liberties protecting citizens from political oppression also apply to, and shackle, law enforcement’s anti-terrorism efforts? This final question actually applied to Mark when he was prosecuted in 1980. He’d been accused of illegally authorizing FBI agents in the early 1970s to break into the homes of suspected supporters of the terrorist group Weather Underground, which had launched a bombing campaign in Washington. Ironically, Nixon testified on Mark’s behalf, stating that the FBI was authorized to carry out such break-ins and, although found guilty in 1980, Mark was pardoned by President Reagan in 1981.


In the light of the issues, it is clear that this edition is even more relevant in 2017 than it was in 2006, given the political and legal crosscurrents now dominating the news. As William Faulkner famously said, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” Watergate and its issues are still with us.


 


* Published in 2006 as A G-Man’s Life.

















INTRODUCTION TO THE 2006 EDITION BY JOHN O’CONNOR






I


It was one of those events that divide history. Before dawn on the morning of June 17, 1972, five intruders wearing surgical gloves and business suits were found hiding in a small office at the Watergate, a luxury complex located along the Potomac River in Washington. The crime itself was a curiosity; there didn’t seem to be much worth bugging or stealing in the office, part of a suite occupied by the Democratic National Committee. But within two days, agents of the Federal Bureau of Investigation had linked the intruders to the White House. The investigation intensified into a war of wills between FBI agents determined to follow these links and senior officials of the Nixon administration determined to hide them. Over the next two years, the confrontation shook the U.S. government to its constitutional foundations.


As the scandal developed, the headlines grew bigger and darker. Nixon’s men had subverted the democratic electoral process and obstructed the criminal justice system. The Internal Revenue Service, the Federal Communications Commission, and other government offices were manipulated to punish political enemies and harass opponents. White House agents committed burglaries and conducted illegal electronic surveillance. The investigation spread from the FBI to the courts to Congress. On August 8, 1974, President Richard M. Nixon resigned in disgrace.


American politics still can be classified as either Before Watergate or After Watergate. In the end, the “national nightmare” led to the destruction of a presidency and criminal cases against dozens of government officials. But what survives from that era is the series of reforms that came in the aftermath. Today, Washington operates by new standards of openness and accountability. Presidents face stronger scrutiny by Congress and the press. Since Nixon’s time, the use of presidential power has been examined microscopically, and any scandal worth its salt has become a “gate,” from “Iran-Contragate” to “Monicagate.” But “Watergate” above all has entered the political lexicon, standing for abuses of epic proportions—and for the forces that worked against those crimes.


The phenomenon we now call Watergate began to take shape years earlier, in the first months of the Nixon presidency. It was a time of war in Vietnam and confrontation at home, pitting the children of a growing counterculture against their parents in the “silent majority.” Nixon came to office in 1969 on a promise to withdraw from Vietnam honorably, yet his first move was to expand the war, targeting enemy sanctuaries in neighboring Cambodia. When news of the administration’s secret bombing campaign leaked out, the antiwar movement exploded—and so did Nixon’s staffers, enraged by the unauthorized disclosure. On White House orders, the FBI tapped the phones of administration officials and journalists in search of the leaker. When the leaks continued, Nixon’s men ordered up a more aggressive program of break-ins, bugging, mail opening, and other measures. The FBI and other intelligence agencies resisted them. So the White House organized its own “Plumbers,” a group of extralegal operatives tasked to stop the leaks.


Once the Plumbers had set up shop, it was all but inevitable that they would delve into politics. Nixon’s men called on their services to gather intelligence and disrupt the plans of the administration’s opponents. Much of this work proceeded in the netherworld of political competition until that June night in 1972 when a security guard discovered the break-in at the Watergate—and a Washington Post editor assigned junior reporter Bob Woodward to the story.


When we think of Watergate, we think of Woodward and Carl Bernstein, the reporters who pursued the case, and the force they unleashed: the tremendous power of modern investigative journalism. Today’s era of adversarial reporting, for better or worse, offers financial rewards and critical acclaim to journalists who make sensational, politically charged investigative breakthroughs.


Watergate also established the rights and duties of whistleblowers—government and business employees who report illegal activities in the workplace. In 2002 three whistleblowers, Coleen Rowley of the FBI, Cynthia Cooper of WorldCom, and Sherron Watkins of Enron, were named Persons of the Year by Time magazine. The deference we afford these truth tellers today and the various whistle-blowing statutes that protect them testify to the power of Watergate’s most mysterious figure and one of the most sensational secret agents of all time, Woodward’s confidential source, the man dubbed Deep Throat by a Post editor.


As Woodward and Bernstein made clear in their book, All the President’s Men, Deep Throat essentially created the Watergate story, steering Woodward to the major issues of crime and corruption that went far beyond the “third-rate burglary” of the Democratic National Committee headquarters in Washington’s Watergate complex. From the moment the book was published, guessing the identity of Deep Throat became a high-level parlor game. Deep Throat is the model for the modern whistleblower. Deep Throat introduced the era of anonymous sources that have become a staple of journalism today. Deep Throat helped reinvent the profession of investigative journalism. And Deep Throat set the high standards of government transparency that we have come to expect.


The question is not simply, Who is Deep Throat? but, Why did he do it? What motivated “my friend,” as Woodward identified him, “a source in the Executive Branch who had access to information at [Nixon’s Committee to Reelect the President] as well as at the White House”? Was he a man of honor willing to risk his career for the truth, or a man with a grudge? Why did Deep Throat remain anonymous for so many years, in spite of the fame and fortune to be gained through his notoriety?


The main question was answered on May 31, 2005, when I identified Deep Throat in a press release announcing my article on the subject in the magazine Vanity Fair. That person is my client, William Mark Felt, ninety-two years old at this writing, formerly the number two man in the Federal Bureau of Investigation. With his consent and the encouragement of his family, Deep Throat finally went public almost thirty-three years after the Watergate break-in.


The Vanity Fair article described how we identified W. Mark Felt and how his family persuaded him to reveal the secret he had intended to keep until death. Much of the article recapitulated the Watergate story for the benefit of younger readers. But what of Mark himself, his personality, moral background, and motives? How did he work his way through a time of tension and isolation, taking on not only a corrupt administration but the new, compliant FBI leadership that the Nixon administration had installed? How did this rational careerist become the nervous agent recorded by Woodward, the secret source pacing in a darkened parking garage, his jaw quivering, as he issued the warning that Woodward later relayed to Bernstein: “Everyone’s life is in danger”?


The purpose of this book is to allow Mark Felt to answer these questions in his own words. For more than three decades, the world has known him only through the work of Woodward. Woodward used only Mark’s newsroom nickname, taken from the title of a popular pornographic movie of the 1970s. “Deep Throat” was an irreverent honorific at the Washington Post—describing an impressive source with a prodigious ability to open his mouth. If this book does nothing else, let it destroy that caricature. Deep Throat was a journalistic joke; Mark Felt never accepted the name. After Woodward revealed that he had a senior source in the executive branch, thereby breaking his agreement with Mark, and after the journalist identified his confidant as Deep Throat, the retired FBI man was furious—slamming down the phone when Woodward called for his reaction.


Mark has never seen himself as a chatterbox who gave up secrets. Nor would he concede that he was a “leaker,” as journalists label those sources who impart confidential information, although Mark did pass a few tidbits to Woodward and other reporters. Mark Felt was a classic G-man (a shortened form of “government man” and a popular nickname for federal agents since the 1930s). Above all, he was a protector, a man willing to shoulder responsibility alone, if need be, to guard his family and his Bureau. In Watergate, facing immense odds, he stood alone to guard the FBI’s integrity. When the Nixon administration tried to subvert the Bureau as it had other government agencies, Mark met with Woodward to shed light on the abundant misuses of power. Woodward used Felt effectively. But Felt used Woodward brilliantly, guiding the young reporter one step at a time toward the biggest story of his life. “I suspect he did not consider that he was ‘leaking’ information—he was only supposed to confirm what I had and steer me,” Woodward wrote in his book, The Secret Man. “But the sum of all the confirmations and guidance added up to more than a leak. It was a road map.”


In writing this book we have drawn from Mark Felt’s own writings—including his 1979 memoir as well as a manuscript prepared with his son in the 1980s, his FBI memos, Mark’s private reminiscences, and many comments he made to his family, his caretaker, and me from early 2002 to late 2005. Though the debilitations of age caused Mark to lose most of his memories, he had moments when associations and attitudes came back to him (in some instances after we prodded him with his old memos), and we recorded as many of his recollections as we could. I supplemented Mark’s observations on his own trial (see here), which concluded after he had published his memoir, and to a lesser extent on Watergate, but the central analysis is his, drawn from his own writings. My introduction and epilogue are designed to provide a context for his story and to fill in gaps from the perspective of family, friends, and former associates.


His memoir, The FBI Pyramid from the Inside, gives us a narrative account of his rise through the FBI ranks from adventure-seeking agent to J. Edgar Hoover’s right-hand man. It was written at the nadir of his career, as he faced conviction for authorizing what were said to be illegal break-ins against a domestic terrorist group, the Weather Underground Organization (WUO). He lashed out at his accusers and denied leaking Watergate stories to Woodward and Bernstein (without quite denying that he had been Woodward’s source).


In a subsequent manuscript, completed after he cleared his name, Felt recounted happier times as a counterspy and crime-busting G-man (including stories that had been left out of his published book). A more relaxed author edged closer to his Deep Throat identity, providing his rationale for steering Woodward toward the Watergate story (never “leaking” information not known to Woodward, Mark claimed). During the most pressure-filled moments, as the full weight of the White House, Justice Department, and even the new Bureau leadership seemed to be closing on him, Felt saw himself as one man alone fighting for the integrity of the FBI. “I really can’t describe adequately how bad it was,” he wrote. “What we needed was a ‘Lone Ranger’ who could derail the White House cover-up.” The image is compatible with his public persona. The world came to see Mark Felt as the shadowy figure in the parking garage, pushing a young reporter to pursue justice; Felt saw himself as the masked lawman, riding alone in pursuit of justice.


Now in his nineties, Mark Felt remains alert and articulate, with a strong handshake, a lively sense of humor, and a leader’s way of making his guests feel comfortable. The important people in his life remain clear in his mind: his late wife, Audrey; his stern boss, J. Edgar Hoover; and, yes, Bob Woodward, among others. Though memories of his Deep Throat operations—arranging the clandestine meetings with Woodward, deciding how to direct the story, covering his tracks—have faded, the record as it exists gives us a compelling account of the making of the world’s most famous secret source. We have combined and edited the manuscripts to chronicle the events and influences that helped shape Felt’s hidden identity, from his days tracking Nazi and Soviet spies to his battles against the Kansas City mob to his role as protector of Hoover’s ideals at the FBI. This book adds to what has already been told about Mark Felt, his work, and his motives.


II


Mark Felt always had style. He was six feet tall, a good athlete, and kept himself trim and fit with regular exercise. He had a head of unusually thick, sandy hair that had turned handsomely silver by the early 1960s, fitting well with his clear blue eyes. His strong jaw line was accented by a lip always slightly upturned on the left side, giving the impression of thoughtfulness, which could, with slight adjustment, morph into either a scowl or an inviting smile.


His blue eyes were framed by black horn-rimmed glasses. Always impeccably tailored at work, he favored crisp blue or gray pinstriped suits with starched white shirts and Italian ties. He stood and sat ramrod straight. He commanded respect.


Mark Felt was a listener, not a talker, always observing, assessing, sensing the psychology of the speaker. When he did speak, the words were succinct. This spare style allowed him to present different personalities to different audiences. To a field agent he was questioning in his role as a high-level official with the Inspection Division, Mark could be an imposing, icy disciplinarian. To the wives of other FBI agents he encountered socially, he was a charming, attentive gentleman. To White House adversaries, he was an inscrutable bureaucrat playing his cards close to the vest. And to his superiors, he was an industrious if serene subordinate. “He reminded me of a quiet Baptist minister,” said Cartha “Deke” DeLoach, a senior FBI official who retired in 1970. “He seemed not to be a leader, but simply a fellow who was doing his job.”


Mark Felt carefully developed this ability to modulate his image. He was an early student of body language, a novel concept in the 1960s. Felt was intensely curious about the psychology of sales, said longtime friend and neighbor Bea Reade Burke, a marketing consultant, often making suggestions to her about sales psychology, choice of words, and presentation. His astuteness always impressed Burke. “He saw into the trick, through the trick. You didn’t fool Mark Felt,” Burke said.


These characteristics made Felt an effective subordinate to the legendary Hoover. That Felt knew how to manipulate Hoover is beyond dispute. Felt, a great listener, prided himself on knowing how to make Hoover, an avid talker, feel that any decision was Hoover’s idea. But Hoover had captivated Felt as well. Mark bought the image of the FBI that Hoover had so masterfully sold prior to Watergate: an incorruptible law enforcement organization, pursuing the highest American ideals and values, with the best and most honorable agents the world had known.


Mark Felt took responsibility for protecting the image of the FBI. He saw the Bureau as the primary guardian of America’s rule of law and its solid middle-class values. To his way of thinking, protecting the FBI from political corruption was the same as protecting the country. He showed his instincts before Watergate developed. In early 1972, muckraking columnist Jack Anderson came up with a memo from lobbyist Dita Beard, suggesting that Nixon’s Justice Department would dismiss a serious antitrust case against ITT in exchange for a $400,000 political contribution from the corporation. The White House wanted the FBI to declare the memo a forgery, but Felt stood by his lab’s conclusion that it was probably authentic.


At times, Felt had to protect the FBI from itself. He engaged in a multiyear bureaucratic war with the associate director for counterintelligence, William Sullivan, who was as abrasive and scruffy as Felt was smooth and well groomed. Sullivan had risen to power within the FBI on the strength of his anticommunist investigations, which Hoover used astutely on Capitol Hill to bolster the Bureau’s image and budget. As a counterintelligence official, Sullivan had amassed power in the secret world of electronic surveillance and other spook-like operations, rarely dealing with the rank-and-file agents who represented the FBI to the public. Felt, on the other hand, had risen to power in the Inspection Division after distinguished service as a field agent and supervisor, and as such was the chief enforcer of correct behavior throughout the Bureau.


No two Bureau officials could have been more different, and their conflicts came to a head when Sullivan supported (and likely coauthored anonymously) a massive constitutional incursion known as the Huston plan. This White House initiative called for the CIA, FBI, Defense Intelligence Agency, and National Security Agency, among other services, to undertake a massive campaign of electronic surveillance, wiretaps, mail openings, and warrantless entries, an effort that would have served Nixon’s political strategy more than legitimate national security needs.


It was Felt’s ultimate victory in derailing this plan that led Nixon to form the so-called Plumber’s Unit to perform outlaw operations, now that the White House could not count on governmental agencies to perform the skullduggery. Although the defeat of the Huston plan was a major blow for Sullivan and ultimately helped force him from the Bureau, it also pushed Sullivan deeper into the Nixon camp, where he not only helped the White House fight the Washington Post but also probably fingered Mark Felt early in the Watergate probe as the Post’s key source.


By the time Hoover died suddenly on May 2, 1972, Felt had become a bogey on the White House radar screen. Determined to tame the FBI, Nixon bypassed the logical inside candidate to succeed Hoover—Felt—and appointed L. Patrick Gray, an undistinguished political loyalist, as the new director. Many analysts have speculated that Felt’s resentment at being passed over prompted him to attack the Nixon administration as Deep Throat. Felt admits he was disappointed not to get the top job, but insists that he worked to make a smooth transition. Gray kept Felt as number two and delegated most decisions to the established pro. Gray came to his office at headquarters so rarely that he was known as “Three-Day Gray,” and Felt was happy to run the Bureau on a routine basis. Before the Watergate burglary, Felt kept the FBI machinery running efficiently, controlling all the major FBI cases and decisions. He also guarded the Bureau’s integrity against a chain of command that now included an ethically challenged White House. The Lone Ranger was in the saddle.


Felt quickly showed that he understood the uses of the press in his new role. Less than a month after Hoover’s death, the new FBI team had to contend with the attempted assassination of Alabama governor George Wallace, who was shot and paralyzed while campaigning for the Democratic presidential nomination in Laurel, Maryland. Felt sensed that the incident could blow into a violent political storm, fanned by conspiracy theories on both the left and the right, each side claiming the other had reason to eliminate the conservative Democrat for political advantage. Then the results of the hard-charging FBI investigation were leaked to Bob Woodward of the Washington Post, whose lengthy report dispelled both notions, casting would-be assassin Arthur Bremer as a crazed loner. Felt had protected the Bureau and the country before a gathering threat could gain momentum.


Years after Watergate, Felt was still in this protective mode. By the mid-1970s, the massive crackdown on government abuses unleashed by Watergate—and in large measure by Deep Throat—had turned on the FBI itself. For Felt, the climax came in August 1976. He showed up voluntarily to testify before a Washington grand jury investigating charges against numerous lower-level FBI agents for warrantless break-ins conducted in 1972 and 1973 against friends and relatives of the Weather Underground Organization. The WUO had bombed fifty government buildings and had received training in North Vietnam and Cuba, both active enemies of the United States. By stepping in front of the grand jury and national press and accepting responsibility for ordering these break-ins, Mark Felt ruined the government’s cases against these field agents and made himself the prosecutor’s bull’s-eye, a target who was later indicted and found guilty. Mark Felt shouldered this responsibility to defend what he saw as the FBI’s lawful battle against foreign-inspired terrorism.


His trial followed years of governmental harassment. Mark Felt endured long stints as a witness or potential target in the investigations inspired by the post-Watergate catharsis. He remained emotionally strong and defended his actions and those of the Bureau firmly and coolly. He refused to break, refused to turn on Gray and others in exchange for soft treatment, and ultimately refused a sweetheart, no-jail misdemeanor plea that would have extricated him from the stress of the WUO trial. Mark Felt would never admit that his FBI had acted inappropriately. During trial, Felt watched impassively as his actions were defended by witness Richard M. Nixon, who, as Felt knew, hurt the defendant in front of an urban jury clearly dismissive of the disgraced ex-president.


Felt looked forward to a peaceful retirement with his beautiful wife. Audrey Felt, however, was deteriorating emotionally from the stress of the investigations and prosecutions involving her husband. Even after President Reagan pardoned Mark in 1981 and thus ended his legal problems, Audrey’s decline continued. In 1984, while her husband was running errands, she walked into the guest bathroom in their apartment near Washington and shot herself in the temple with his .38 service revolver. Mark came home and found the body. Their son, Mark Jr., lived nearby and was there to console his father. For years, Felt kept Audrey’s suicide secret, even from his daughter, Joan, explaining that her mother had died of heart failure. As he had protected the Bureau from Watergate, he now wanted to protect family and friends from unnecessary trauma and shouldered the personal burden, as he had his political burdens, mostly alone.


III


I first met Mark Felt in late April 2002, in the modest Santa Rosa, California, home he shared with his daughter Joan, a busy single mother of three scratching out a modest living as a college Spanish instructor. I found a man with an enviable shock of white hair, a firm handshake, and a welcoming smile, making steady eye contact. He spent most of his hours in an apartment converted from an attached garage, a comfortable arrangement that gave him access to the yard without the burden of stairs. He moved about with the aid of his Zimmer frame, assisted by his gentle Fijian caregiver.


I had long suspected that Mark Felt was Deep Throat. I had spent the summer of 1970 working as an intern in the Justice Department, and from 1974 through 1979 I was an assistant United States attorney in San Francisco, working mainly with FBI investigators. Consequently I understood the flow of investigative information within the Justice Department. Based on Woodward and Bernstein’s best-selling book and my knowledge of the federal criminal process, I had concluded that Felt alone had the motive, means, and opportunity to be Deep Throat. While I had come to believe this in the late 1970s, my law practice and family life kept me too busy to take the time to prove my thesis.


As I wrote in Vanity Fair in 2005, my hobby became an obsession in early 2002. One spring evening, my wife, Jan, and I served a meal of pasta and grilled chicken to our daughter, Christy, and seven of her friends from Stanford University. Some of the students had just come back from a sabbatical in South America, and traded adventure stories in the serene setting of our home in Marin County, overlooking the San Rafael Hills. I told them about my father, an attorney who had served in Rio during World War II as an undercover agent for the FBI. One of Christy’s friends, Nick Jones, said his grandfather, also an attorney, had joined the Bureau at about the same time—in the early 1940s—and had made his career there.


“What’s his name?” I asked. “You may have heard of him,” Nick said. “He was a pretty senior guy in the FBI… Mark Felt.”


I couldn’t believe it. I had known Nick for three years—a bright, hardworking kid who was going to make something of his life. In many ways he reminded me of myself as a young man; I was even encouraging him to follow in my footsteps and study the law. And now here he was telling me for the first time that his grandfather was the top FBI man I had singled out as Woodward’s key source.


“Mark Felt!” I said. “You’re kidding me. Your granddad is Deep Throat! Did you know that?”


“You know, Big John, I’ve heard that for a long time,” Nick answered calmly. “Just recently we’ve started to think maybe it’s him.”


I spoke with Nick about why his grandfather may have been clinging to his anonymity, worried about what his former colleagues might think of his meetings with Woodward. As a sympathetic former prosecutor, I suggested, I could help dispel his concerns. We let the subject drop after a few moments and rejoined the group. But several days later, Nick called me, saying his mother thought I should talk to Mark. I agreed to drive up to the Felts’ home in Santa Rosa that Sunday.


There I met Joan Felt, an attractive former actress working hard at two teaching jobs—and Mark, a relaxed and congenial man approaching ninety. As far as I knew, Mark had never told his family of his secret identity. I launched into a discussion of Deep Throat’s contributions, hoping to elicit some kind of reaction. When I mentioned that young prosecutors of my acquaintance admired Deep Throat for helping protect the integrity of the justice system, I could see his eyes soften, as if I were offering him absolution. Nonetheless, he held firm against revealing his secret: “I’ll think about what you have said, and let you know of my decision.”


About ten days later, Nick called again and asked me to make a second visit. He said his grandfather now was inclined to admit that he was Deep Throat. I could see why the family might be getting anxious. A reporter for the Globe tabloid, Dawna Kaufmann, had called Joan and asked whether her father was the source. Joan mentioned that Woodward had shown up at the Felt home unannounced three years earlier and visited her father. Kaufmann then wrote an article headlined “Deep Throat Exposed!” She quoted a young man, Chase Culeman-Beckman, who claimed that while he was attending summer camp in 1988, his friend Jacob Bernstein—the son of Carl Bernstein and writer Nora Ephron—said his father had told him that a man named Mark Felt was Deep Throat. Ephron and Bernstein, long divorced by 2002, both denied that Bernstein had disclosed the secret; they said their son was merely repeating his mother’s guess that Felt was the secret source.


Soon after the Globe article appeared, in late April 2002, Joan received a call from Yvette La Garde, who became her father’s friend and companion after the death of her mother. “Why is he announcing it now?” La Garde asked. “I thought he wouldn’t be revealed until he was dead.”


“Announcing what?” Joan asked.


La Garde hesitated but finally gave up the secret she had kept for years: Felt had told her he was Woodward’s source but had sworn her to silence.


Joan went straight to her father and told him of her conversation with La Garde. “I know now that you’re Deep Throat,” she said.


“Since that’s the case, well, yes, I am,” Mark replied.


Joan urged her father to give up his secret immediately, so that he could have some closure—and accept the praise that was his due. Felt agreed, then changed his mind.


But Yvette La Garde had already shared the secret with others. In 1987 or 1988, she had told her son Mickey and his wife Dee of Mark’s identity. Mickey, who had a top secret clearance and worked as an army lieutenant colonel in Europe, said he had kept quiet about the disclosure ever since.


We later learned from Woodward’s most recent book, Secret Man, that at least one other person knew: Stan Pottinger, an assistant attorney general in the mid-1970s, had stumbled onto Mark’s secret. As Pottinger later related the incident to us, Mark arrived with his usual imposing swagger to testify before a grand jury investigating the FBI’s break-ins against the Weather Underground. During his testimony, Mark jokingly mentioned that some people in the White House thought he was Deep Throat. Then a juror raised his hand and called Mark’s bluff, asking directly, “Were you Deep Throat?” Mark turned pale and denied it, said Pottinger, who was in charge of the proceeding. At that point, Pottinger went off the record, got up from the prosecutor’s table, walked over to the witness chair, and quietly reminded Mark that he was under oath. Deeming the question to be irrelevant, Pottinger offered to withdraw it if Mark preferred. The flushed witness snapped: “Withdraw the question.”


Three decades later, his secretiveness finally was fading, at least among family and friends, and Mark began to come to terms with the prospect of the whole world knowing his hidden identity. One afternoon, he took his usual car ride with Atama Batisaresare, an assisted-living aide. This time, however, instead of enjoying the outing Felt obsessed over his past. “He did tell me, ‘An FBI man should have loyalty to the department,’” Batisaresare told Joan and me. “He talked about loyalty. He didn’t mention he was Deep Throat. He told me he didn’t want to do it, but ‘it was my duty to do it, regarding Nixon.’”


On the Sunday I talked to Mark Felt, he was debating with himself about whether or not his former Bureau colleagues would see him as a decent man. I told him that agents and prosecutors now thought Deep Throat was a patriot, and he now had an opportunity to tell his story his way. Felt later told Joan that he also worried “what the judge would think.” If his secret came out, in other words, could he be prosecuted for his actions as Deep Throat? We continued to reason with Mark, and the more we talked the more comfortable he became with the idea of revealing his role. He seemed to be disputing the implication of the nickname he was saddled with—the idea that he blabbed a lot of secrets—while conceding that the nickname was his. On several occasions he told me, “I’m not Deep Throat,” but then added the admission that Vanity Fair used for its headline: “I’m the guy they used to call Deep Throat.”


Once we were certain that Mark Felt was ready to go public, the family asked me to negotiate a deal to publish his story. Joan did not want her father’s life history consigned to the subsidiary role it would have if it were told posthumously by Bob Woodward. The family wanted a story about Mark while Mark was still alive, and not another story about Bob Woodward after Mark’s death. The family wanted Mark to take pride in his role as a hero and be recognized as such by the public.


Even after admitting his identity, however, Mark stoutly refused to publish his secret. Joan could not win him over with visions of family glory, so she tried a new tack: she had gone into debt paying school bills for her three sons, and perhaps his book would bring some modest financial relief. Ever the caring father and doting grandfather, Mark finally agreed, but only if his friend Woodward collaborated. Although Mark’s memory had become impaired with age, he was still in firm control of his decision making, and obviously respected by Joan and family.


I first called Woodward in May 2002, telling him that Mark had revealed himself to me and the family and asking if he would collaborate with us on a “coming out” book. I followed up with several more phone calls, and Joan and Mark Jr. also talked with Woodward.


Woodward refused to confirm Mark’s identity but asked to talk to him to confirm that he was competent and willing to reveal his secret. Woodward scheduled two visits to the Felt home but canceled them. Then, after Joan confided to Woodward that Mark would not reveal himself without Woodward’s cooperation, Woodward cut off further discussion of the project.


After some time passed, Woodward contacted Joan by e-mail, generally inquiring about Mark’s health and exchanging niceties but avoiding further talk of collaborating on a book with the family. Woodward still hesitated to identify Deep Throat while Mark Felt was alive, worrying that his source had not given his permission knowingly and willingly. When I earlier had suggested publishing a collaboration posthumously, Woodward adamantly refused. I tried to change his mind, arguing that if he agreed to our scenario, the family would not reveal the story without him. When I emphasized that we were certain without a doubt that Mark was Deep Throat, Woodward twice warned me, “There will be some surprises.” The family took his response as proof of something Woodward was hinting to me: that Deep Throat was a composite character, not an individual. Although this suggestion alarmed Joan—and Mark Jr. even more so—I never put much stock in it. I assumed that Woodward must have other reasons for refusing to cooperate.


I could see the commercial sense in Woodward’s position. In talking to the journalist as an FBI insider, Mark Felt had no intention of promoting himself. The name we all knew him by, Deep Throat, was a play on the fact that Mark spoke to Woodward on “deep background,” meaning that any information Mark provided could be used, but only without any reference to the source. The very existence of the source was to be kept secret. Nonetheless, Woodward partially exposed Mark’s identity in 1974 by revealing, in All the President’s Men, the role of Deep Throat. The tantalizing tidbits about Deep Throat’s knowledge and motives in that book helped convince me—among others—that Mark Felt was Woodward’s source.


I also knew from the book that Woodward and his source were friends. So I assumed that he would not reveal Deep Throat’s existence (thereby creating a sensation that would enhance book sales) without Mark’s permission. Mark ethically could have given this permission after his retirement in 1973, presumably for a share of the book’s proceeds. That would explain Woodward’s reluctance to pay Mark a second time, as I was proposing.


Given these assumptions, I was stunned to learn from Woodward’s recent work, The Secret Man, that no deal enabling Woodward to expose his source had been struck. Woodward admitted that his original deal with Mark included a promise never to reveal in print that he had an important source like Deep Throat. Since millions, if not billions, of people had heard of Deep Throat by May 2002, obviously this part of the deal had been breached.


In their historic collaboration over Watergate, Felt and Woodward used each other, each to his own ends. The difference between them is that Mark always kept his word. The Felt family understands, though, that Woodward was under no obligation to collaborate with them. The Felts got to know Bob well in recent years, and they regard him as a good friend.


Whatever Woodward’s reasons, the fact that he would not be involved in a joint project allowed the Felts to tell Mark’s tale from his and their perspective. Mark Felt, the family knew, loved the FBI, upheld its integrity, and protected its honor, priorities not shared by Woodward. Mark Felt, they knew, had been a hardworking public servant, a highly intelligent, capable man who could have made a lot of money in private industry. But he believed in what he and the FBI had done to protect America. He was proud of J. Edgar Hoover and proud of his career. He was hurt by the FBI’s tarnished image after Watergate. Perhaps a book by Mark and his family could help restore the FBI’s lost honor.


Mark’s book, The FBI Pyramid from the Inside, was poorly published. It received little promotion and indifferent editing. Mark’s decision to hide his identity as Deep Throat cost the book headlines. And his staunch defense of J. Edgar Hoover played poorly at a time when the Watergate scandal had produced a backlash against over-reaching by government institutions across the board, including the FBI. Mark’s warnings against foreign and domestic terrorists struck many as an attempt to justify FBI civil rights abuses, although in the light of 9/11 his warnings appear tragically prophetic. In short, the book was a failure of timing and tone, although it provided a vivid portrait of FBI culture.


Mark Felt and other FBI leaders were prosecuted for approving warrantless entries against people suspected of supporting terrorists, the so-called black bag jobs named for the satchels that contained break-in tools. Today, when we have learned to take antiterrorist measures more seriously, it is time to acknowledge Mark Felt’s wrongful 1980 conviction by a kangaroo court. His FBI was part of the solution to society’s challenges, not part of the problem. In retrospect, he took the appropriate, tough approach to foreign-inspired terrorism.


Mark’s emergence also gives perspective on a form of public discussion that Watergate elevated: investigative reporting. The work of Woodward and Bernstein was a watershed, destroying the old tacit agreement by which the press kept quiet about “sensitive” information like the sexual peccadilloes of John F. Kennedy and the unethical dealings of Lyndon Johnson. But the Washington Post reporters were not working alone. Mark Felt’s collaboration with Bob Woodward demonstrates that modern investigative reporting was not invented primarily by two energetic journalists, but by an experienced government investigator who married traditional, headline-grabbing journalism with the rigor of sophisticated professional investigative techniques. Watergate and Deep Throat raised the bar for the media, introducing the standards of vigorous investigation and reporting a complex political narrative, not just isolated stories. No better practitioner of this new field of in-depth reporting now exists than Woodward, exemplified by his many significant post-Watergate works. This form of journalism can greatly influence public attitudes and can keep government and business officials accountable.


And just as Deep Throat’s anonymous collaboration with the media protected his Bureau from political corruption, so too did the publication of his exploits embolden other lower-level governmental and business employees to publicize wrongdoing and withstand pressure and threats. Had it not been for the Post’s Watergate reporting, the Nixon administration would have finished its second term bathed in glory, our transparent institutions would be considerably more opaque, and honest employees would be paralyzed by intimidation.


Mark Felt’s actions during Watergate are best explained not by his bureaucratic infighting in 1972 but by values he embraced in 1922. Mark calmly and assuredly risked his job and his family’s security because it was the right thing to do. Why he was so strongly motivated by conscience boils down to the things that mattered most to this young man growing up in small-town, pretelevision America: his mother, his moral training, and his dog.


IV


In the early 1900s, life in Twin Falls, Idaho, reflected the common values of small-town America. Mark’s father, Earl Felt, a product of the University of Chicago, was a general contractor who built a home for his family on several acres just outside Twin Falls. Mark’s mother, Rose Dygert Felt, was unusually well educated for a woman of the time, especially a middle-class woman in a western state. She graduated from Drake University, an excellent religiously affiliated liberal arts college in Des Moines, Iowa.


In family reminiscences written for posterity, Mark’s younger sister and only sibling, Janet (now deceased), recalled catching bees in mason jars among the apple, cherry, and pear trees her father planted. Mark and a friend dug a swimming hole beside a shed. In winter, the Christmas tree was lit by real candles. “March winds and kites,” Janet wrote, “April Fool’s Day and May Day (we danced the May Pole dance) with baskets of flowers and candy. Lovely June, staying up late playing Kick the Can, Hide and Seek and Kidnapping. The Fourth of July was the greatest. We kids would get a dime each to spend and this actually was plenty! Always some politician would talk long and loud from the bandstand. We had a Ferris Wheel and a Merry-Go-Round.”


Both sides of the Felt family could trace Welsh, Scottish, and German ancestors almost as far back as the Mayflower. * The extended family had Presbyterian roots but included Quakers, Puritans, Baptists, and Congregationalists. Earl Felt and later his son avoided the rituals of formal religion, but their values were cemented in the gentler Presbyterian ideals of generosity and social justice. Mark and Janet regularly attended church dances as preteens and teens. Theirs apparently was not a revival-style evangelical congregation, but a cooler and more cerebral institution in the mainline Presbyterian tradition. Self-control is emblematic of Presbyterianism, as well as sensitivity to the needs of others, considerate behavior, and a deep sense of responsibility for one’s actions. From the age of six, Mark was responsible for cutting and bailing hay in the summer and rising early in the winter to feed the horses.


Although Earl Felt administered the occasional whipping to young Mark, his mother was the dominant disciplinary force. Mark in his middle age often related that he “would rather be beaten ten times by my dad than hear my mother say once that she was disappointed in me.” Rose Felt, always cerebral and level-headed, imposed a high standard of conduct on young Mark.


That message required repetition. Always something of a daredevil, Mark boasted to his grandsons that several times as a boy he had climbed the towering arches of the Twin Falls bridge, perhaps 100 feet above the water. Later, when he was an FBI trainee learning to fly, an instructor offered him the controls for a routine maneuver and hung on as Mark executed a loop-de-loop.


In a quiet but firm voice, Rose stressed self-discipline and self-control. During the Watergate and post-Watergate years, Mark confided to friends how difficult it was for him to learn self-control as a rambunctious young boy, but how important it was to his success as an FBI agent.


Mark showed leadership talent in high school, where he won election to student offices. From his teenage years through his pivotal role at the FBI, his leadership skills evolved from the mission his mother gave him, not a quest for power. “You have a responsibility to others,” Rose taught him. “Fulfill it.”


The organized religion of his youth did not play a major role in his adult life. Perhaps that separation came in childhood, after his father brought home a puppy with curly brown hair that the family named Mickey. “We were both in ecstasy over this adorable dog,” Janet wrote. In the course of three years, the dog became an indispensable part of family life. After someone poisoned Mickey, “we all were devastated,” Janet wrote, “especially Mark [ten years old at the time]. For one whole day, Mark could be heard praying aloud. He would go from one room to another, upstairs and downstairs, and then back to the kitchen where Mickey lay on the floor beside the range. As sick as he was, Mickey always wagged his tail when Mark would lie down beside him.” After the dog died, Janet wrote, “Mark lost all faith in God right at this time, and nothing Dad or Mother would say helped any.”


Mark Felt achieved a sense of serenity in a vigilant sensitivity to others and hard work. He worked methodically throughout his career, never complaining about long hours. Yet virtually no one describes Mark Felt at any time in his life as overwrought, depressed, anxious, or burned out. “He was never the edgy, nervous guy Woodward portrays in All the President’s Men,” said Mark Jr. “When he made a decision, no matter how difficult, he carried it out without worry.”


During Mark’s prosecution, his attorneys remember, he was stronger and more emotionally stable than they were. “When the verdict came down against him, he made great efforts to comfort me, as if I were the one who should be upset,” said Mark Cummings, then a young counsel on his team and now an experienced white-collar defense lawyer in the Washington, D.C., area.


Larry Callahan, a San Francisco lawyer who represented a key witness, described Felt’s calm. “He was amazingly unfazed by the trial,” said Callahan, a former federal prosecutor and now a defense lawyer who has been through his share of trials. “He seemed more interested in talking about his daughter Joan and her problems than his own.”


Mark worked his way through the University of Idaho in the 1930s, during the Depression. He fed and stoked the frat house boilers daily and washed dishes at a sorority house. He still managed to get good grades and be elected president of his fraternity. The same pattern emerged in his early days in Washington, where he worked his way through George Washington University Law School while employed at the office of Sen. James P. Pope. (After Pope was defeated in 1938, the new senator, D. Worth Clark, kept Felt on.) In addition to a full-time job and law studies, Felt became the first person to be elected head of the Idaho Society (Idahoans living in Washington) who was not a congressman or senator. A coworker, Dr. Edward Hill, now a retired physician in San Francisco, described Mark Felt as a meticulous worker who handled the high volume of correspondence and constituent requests with great diligence, even though he attended law school and then studied for the bar while working in the office. “He was something of a prankster and played several practical jokes on me,” related Hill. In one case, Hill arrived at work to find his desk bare. He worried that he had been fired until he discovered that Mark had swept the desktop contents into a bag and hung it from a ceiling pipe in the corner.


Mark Felt’s ambition was directed, as his mother would have wanted, toward the common good. He and two other young lawyers in the senator’s office began reading and discussing communist literature, still an acceptable intellectual pursuit in Depression era America, years before Stalinist repression became widely understood. Mark seemed to be interested in communism because it critiqued self-seeking behavior, supposedly exacerbated by the capitalist system. The utopian ideal expressed as “from each according to his ability, to each according to his need” was an accurate rendering of Rose Felt’s loving but stern prescription for her son’s conduct. Mark was no ideologue, but his views differed from those of the Senate isolationists who frequented Clark’s chambers. They often justified their soft stance toward Nazism by evoking fears of Soviet communism. As always, Mark Felt looked evenly at both sides of the ideological spectrum.


Felt’s fascination with communism gave way to a more practical outlet for his social idealism, and he applied for employment with the Federal Trade Commission (FTC) after graduating from law school. The FTC’s mission was to ameliorate the wrongs of the capitalist system by ridding it of unfair or misleading commercial practices, a goal Mark found worthy. The reality differed from the promise, however, as the young lawyer soon discovered that his work often centered on commercial battles in which neither complainer nor target was free of covetousness. Moreover, the work was boring. And Mark’s early assignment—to ask people about their uses of and attitudes toward toilet paper—was a less than ideal introduction to the agency’s work.


When Mark passed the D.C. bar exam in 1940, he became eligible to apply to the FBI. The disenchanted young lawyer saw the opportunity to move to an organization that was truly effective and enjoyed wide public support, if not adulation. Director J. Edgar Hoover, using the media skillfully, had created a clean-cut, square-jawed image of FBI agents as vanquishers of all American enemies: mobsters like John Dillinger, Nazi spies, communists, violent criminals, the Lindbergh kidnapper.


Mark, like so many agents who worked for Hoover, respected what he saw as Hoover’s well-conceived, efficient system, and made its preservation an end in itself. Mark appreciated the practical uses of Hoover’s spectacular public relations efforts. Universal respect for the FBI simplified the individual agent’s job of obtaining cooperation from citizens and local law enforcement officers. “Our job was half done before we closed the car door,” said longtime agent Phil Basher.


Mark Felt became a true believer in this system. His people skills, his penchant for hard work, his meticulousness, and his unflappable demeanor made him a model agent, one with the savvy for career advancement. But he never let himself appear too eager for promotion as he moved up the ranks. “He never wore his ambition on his sleeve,” said coworker Joe Ponder. As Mark once told his daughter, “Finesse was my strong suit.”


In the early 1940s he began his FBI career in a field that required great finesse and strong analytical ability: counterintelligence. During these years, Mark learned the cloak-and-dagger techniques that would be so important in his secret contacts with Woodward: how to shake off a tail, how to pass messages without detection, how to avoid raising suspicion in his group. He quickly made a name for himself by uncovering a key Nazi spy who had slipped the notice of more seasoned investigators. Throughout his career, Mark supervised counterintelligence agents and worked with undercover operatives. Joan recalled coming home once to find a scruffy “radical” sitting in her living room—an FBI man briefing her father on a leftist group the agent had penetrated. As the head of curriculum at the FBI Academy at Quantico, Virginia, Mark was responsible for educating the new agents in basic counterintelligence tactics. As he rose to the top of the hierarchy, he became intimately familiar with the FBI’s infamous counterintelligence program (COINTELPRO) run by Sullivan, which coordinated informants and agents who infiltrated radical organizations.


In sum, Mark Felt knew more than most FBI people about spy-craft. Part of this craft was to create a “legend” for an agent who sought infiltration to disguise his law enforcement status. Creating a legend often involved building “credentials,” for example, a prison record, to bolster the agent’s radical bona fides. It also could involve erasing personal history. Before Mark Felt became Bob Woodward’s secret source, Felt hid the fact that they had been friends for two years. Woodward was just as discreet. During his Watergate reporting, and indeed during the thirty-year search for Deep Throat, no one ever determined that the reporter and the FBI official had a personal connection.


In the FBI, agents learned to keep secrets and compartmentalize, and nobody built more compartments than Mark Felt. He isolated his family life from his Bureau life, hid aspects of his personal life and aspects of his professional life, and of course walled off his secret identity from his public identity. When Woodward contacted Felt out of the blue by telephone early in 2000 and said, “I wish I could persuade you to remember and talk more,” his old source hesitated, Woodward related in The Secret Man. Then Felt said, “Let’s just… I’ll hang up. And this closet door can be a closed door.”


As associate director in charge of the Inspection Division, Mark Felt had access to sensitive information about every agent in the Bureau, and he was known for his discretion. But he was kept in the dark at first about such operations as the Kissinger wiretaps, which the White House ordered installed to eavesdrop on national security officials and reporters.


Discretion was an important qualification for rising to the top in Hoover’s FBI. Another was an ability to get along with the director. Hoover’s first rule was clear: Don’t embarrass the Bureau. FBI trainers and supervisors pounded rule number one into new recruits, supervisors enforced it, and inspectors punished violators. The mandate covered every aspect of an agent’s life, from the way he dressed in the morning (business suit and tie) to the hours he devoted to his work (many and long). An ambitious agent had to move his family every two or three years to get the broad experience that Hoover required for promotion. It was a proud feature of Hoover’s vaunted system that an agent could move from one office to any other without skipping a beat. But the families of these agents experienced profound stress as they pulled up stakes and moved again and again to new homes and new schools, frequently in the absence of the man of the house. Several wives committed suicide. Even then the mandate to avoid embarrassing the Bureau applied. One wife, it was said, made sure to can all her fruit for the winter and write a neat explanatory note before taking her life.


Throughout Mark Felt’s career, his wife, Audrey, encouraged his ambition. A Phi Beta Kappa graduate of the University of Idaho, Audrey Felt, like many women of her generation, merged her life into her husband’s, helping pick out his natty attire, selecting his ties, and decorating his office. When Mark became the Bureau’s number two official, Audrey installed small spotlights to shine on his desk and made sure the desk itself was slightly elevated.


But the stresses of Mark’s FBI career also weighed on Audrey, who had a high-strung personality. After a dozen years of six-day workweeks, frequent moves, and a social life that did not stray far beyond the uptight FBI culture, Audrey collapsed of nervous exhaustion in 1954, when the family was living in Seattle. She recovered but remained fragile, and as young Joan developed into a strong-willed and beautiful woman, Audrey and her daughter clashed constantly. Mark had to work hard as an FBI agent during the day and just as hard as a family mediator at night.


In the 1960s, toward the end of Mark’s career, American society was changing rapidly. When Joan moved to a California farm, took up the alternative lifestyle, and joined a religious community, the Felts could see this happening in their own family. Across the country, opposition to the Vietnam War was growing, lifestyle issues—sex, drugs, and rock and roll—were dividing generations, cities were burning, and radical political ideas were catching hold.


The FBI could not avoid these social storms, and many of its actions later put its agents in the political and legal spotlight. On orders from the Kennedy administration, the Bureau bugged the rooms of Martin Luther King, Jr., attempting to monitor the influence of two advisers with communist links. Never straying far from Hoover’s policy, Felt supported the King operation but not the efforts of Felt’s rival, counterintelligence chief Sullivan, to harass and threaten the civil rights leader.


Felt backed away from the Nixon administration’s plan for an intelligence war against its enemies—the so-called Huston plan, which Sullivan helped create and Hoover ultimately rejected. Felt’s quiet war with Sullivan was not just a squabble over policy but a showdown over the future of the FBI. The White House staff pushed the Huston plan as a key tool in its efforts to control political enemies, especially those opposing the administration’s strategy in Vietnam. As an architect of the plan, Sullivan’s political aim was to win White House support in his power struggle with Hoover. Felt sided with Hoover, and understood that if the Huston plan were approved, a White House functionary would be coordinating and directing the FBI’s most sensitive missions, many of doubtful legality, while robbing the Bureau of its cherished independence.


Sullivan broke with Hoover publicly in October 1970. Sullivan remarked after a speech that the New Left was a threat to America, and the day of the old, Soviet-style Communist Party USA was over. Hoover, who had evoked the Soviet threat for years as a way to scare money out of Congress—largely using intelligence gathered by Sullivan—went ballistic. But Sullivan’s aim was clear. He likely was speaking at the behest of the White House, which was seeking to calm anticommunist fears at a time when the president was negotiating U.S.–Soviet arms agreements and laying the groundwork for his 1972 trip to China. In August 1971, Sullivan wrote a letter to Hoover boldly suggesting that the director retire. But Sullivan played his hand too soon: Hoover fired him, leaving Felt as the unchallenged inside candidate to succeed the director.


That didn’t ease the way for Felt. Eight months later, after Hoover died, the White House installed outsider Gray as FBI director. A month later, a security guard caught the Watergate intruders. The case could not have come at a more sensitive time for the FBI—or for Mark Felt. He and the Bureau’s Hooverite old guard no longer had their director to stand up to the politicians, not to mention Hoover’s famous personal files, which supposedly contained embarrassments to use against any politician who crossed the FBI. Felt takes the doctrinaire Hooverite position—no files were used to blackmail politicians, although the personal files that did not end up in the control of Gray and Felt were destroyed after Hoover’s death. In short, Hoover’s intimidation factor died with him, leaving the FBI vulnerable to political assaults on its independence.


Mark Felt’s actions that summer as Deep Throat, he suggests in this book, were intended to throw a spotlight on the White House so that it could not impede the FBI investigation. Such motives are common in Washington. What began as garden-variety leaking, though, soon evolved into something much riskier. In October 1972, Felt and Woodward began the daring, courageous collaboration that became a crucial element in the toppling of a presidency.


Until now, Watergate has been popularly understood as a story about the heroics of two aggressive, savvy young reporters, and that version is true as far as it goes. But at the heart of the Watergate story is the senior FBI source who had worked more than thirty years as, in effect, an investigative reporter for prosecutors and grand juries.


The most difficult part of Mark Felt’s role as Deep Throat was not avoiding detection at his meetings with Woodward, but evading suspicion as he worked with colleagues searching for the leaker. In the summer of 1972, he and Gray ordered subordinate agents to be grilled under oath. Later he convinced Gray that Attorney General Richard Kleindienst’s suspicions of Felt were absurd. In the first version of his book, Mark quoted himself telling Gray, “Pat, I haven’t leaked anything to anybody. They are wrong.”


“I believe you,” Gray answered, “but the White House doesn’t. Kleindienst has told me on three or four occasions to get rid of you, but I refused. He didn’t say this came from higher up but I am convinced it did.”


In that version of his story, Mark appealed directly to his readers: “I never leaked information to Woodward and Bernstein or anyone else!”


Mark’s supporters argue that he was not lying, even if he was playing games with the truth. (After all, he met with Woodward only, never with Bernstein.) And in his own mind, he did not see himself as lying at all. In Mark Felt’s way of compartmentalizing his various roles, it was perfectly logical to hunt down leakers as an FBI official by day, then to help Woodward interpret those leaks as an unofficial source by night.


In the end, credit Deep Throat with guiding Woodward toward the larger story of Watergate—the complex web of criminality that went far beyond the burglary itself. After a long night in the parking garage, Woodward emerged with the key elements of the story that he and Bernstein produced on October 10, 1972, elevating the tale of a strange little burglary into a national political crisis. They set the tone in their first paragraph on page 1:




FBI agents have established that the Watergate bugging incident stemmed from a massive campaign of political spying and sabotage conducted on behalf of President Nixon’s re-election and directed by officials of the White House and the Committee for the Re-election of the President.





V


Mark Felt could not anticipate that the FBI’s reputation would become a collateral victim of Watergate. This was largely the work of forces beyond anyone’s control. Late in his reign, Hoover had lost his PR magic. The old rules of cooperation with the administration in power had led him to investigate Reverend King and place wiretaps on government officials and journalists. But after Nixon fell, these old rules came crashing down on the FBI, and past investigations became damaging liabilities. The Bureau was also hurt by the 1971 break-in at the FBI office in Media, Pennsylvania, where the radical Berrigan brothers liberated documents uncovering the secret counterintelligence program against leftist radicals. And in 1973, the FBI’s sloppy handling of an Indian takeover at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, added to complaints about Bureau “abuses,” though Mark blamed Justice Department planners for contravening FBI procedures.


Watergate was the catalyst for the FBI’s new problems. Woodward and Bernstein’s reporting from October 1972 through February 1973—much of it guided by Deep Throat—helped provoke the Ervin Committee’s Senate Watergate hearings and the Rodino Committee’s House impeachment hearings. These dramas in turn led to the explosive 1975 hearings of the Church Committee on intelligence abuses by the CIA and FBI.


The Watergate-inspired hearings gave the media fodder for reams of anti-FBI reporting, not all of it fair. These proceedings, in which Mark Felt was a key witness, became a public relations disaster for the FBI, casting it as a thuggish, discriminatory organization that held itself above the law. In the virulently antiestablishment atmosphere of those days, White House political crimes like the break-in at the office of the psychiatrist treating Daniel Ellsberg (who leaked the Pentagon papers on the Vietnam War) were denounced, but so were valid FBI operations that could be justified on legitimate national security grounds. Radical leftists like those of the Weather Underground were traveling to Cuba for training, calling for revolution, and staging violent attacks. In response, the FBI did its job: it went after the WUO, with Mark Felt leading the charge—an operation that brought him years of legal troubles.


Early intimations of his personal problems appeared in late February 1973. Just before L. Patrick Gray commenced his doomed hearings to be confirmed as permanent director of the FBI, Time magazine reported the existence of the Kissinger wiretaps—based on a leak by Felt (who also informed Bob Woodward of the taps). These leaks were likely intended to embarrass Sullivan, a key FBI operative in the Kissinger case, scuttling any possibility that Sullivan would succeed Gray. Yet Gray ended up embarrassing himself. Asked about the taps at his hearing, he responded that “there is no record of any such business here of bugging news reporters and White House people.” His answer was too clever by half. There was “no record” in official files simply because Sullivan had secreted the Kissinger records in his own office, as Gray well knew.


As a result of Gray’s clumsiness, prosecutors later pressured Felt to testify against Gray in a perjury investigation. Felt, never easily bullied, refused to give the prosecutors the testimony they wanted and Gray slipped off the hook for the time being. Next the prosecutors shone their spotlight directly on Felt. A New York Times correspondent, John Crewdson, reportedly had received numerous FBI investigative files on the activities of Donald Segretti, an agent of the White House “dirty tricks” operations that attempted to disrupt the Democrats during the 1972 campaign. Likely spurred on by the Nixon White House, the special prosecutor began a leak investigation that centered on Felt—though he denied ever meeting Crewdson. But if Felt was Deep Throat, as Nixon and his men suspected, the likelihood increased that he was capable of leaking the Segretti documents to Crewdson. Woodward’s description of Deep Throat had stoked book sales, but in the process he had also increased the criminal jeopardy of his key source.


After Felt fought off those charges, he confronted accusations that he had approved break-ins against the Weather Underground radicals. The ensuing ordeal lasted almost five years, a prosecution that ravaged Felt’s reputation and undermined Audrey’s tenuous hold on mental health. Felt, indicted with Edward Miller (associate director for counterintelligence) and Gray for the break-ins, steered the defense. The witnesses included five former attorneys general as well as former president Nixon; all except Ramsey Clark, attorney general for President Johnson, agreed with Felt’s claim that such break-ins were justified by the interests of national security.


Most of us reading this testimony today—after 9/11 and after court decisions approving “sneak and peek” antiterrorist activities reminiscent of the old black bag jobs—would say that the two strongest witnesses, Felt and Nixon, carried the day. Charges against Gray were dropped for lack of evidence. But jury members were publicly disdainful of the disgraced Nixon and, in those highly charged times, the FBI. The inexperienced judge, recently appointed by President Jimmy Carter, instructed the jury in such a way that the outcome was inevitable. On November 6, 1980, Felt and Miller were convicted in the proverbial New York minute.


A few months later, the newly elected president, Ronald Reagan, pardoned both men, but Felt’s honor had been tarnished by the conviction. He continued to push his case to clear his name completely, until the court of appeals dismissed the appeal in 1983 as moot in light of the pardon.


With the prosecutions and investigations behind him, Mark Felt tried to salvage what was left of his crumbling personal life. He continued to worry about Joan, who eluded her disapproving mother by leaving home for a remote mountain farm. Her father quickly found her and reestablished communication but continued to worry about her wellbeing into the 1980s. Audrey deteriorated as a result of the stress, and after her suicide Felt privately unleashed his invective against the government he served so long and so well, charging it with killing his wife.


Later Mark struck up a romantic friendship with Yvette La Garde, a beautiful French-born widow ten years his junior. As their relationship deepened, so too did Mark’s concern for Joan as a single mother of three boys in California. As he realized he would need to leave Washington and Yvette to be with Joan, one romantic night he gave Yvette something he had given to no one else: his secret identity. Years later, as he sat in his easy chair suffering from memory loss, Yvette would help Joan unlock his secret.


Mark sometimes bristled when asked about the persistent rumor that he was Deep Throat. He would unleash a tight-jawed, principled denunciation of Deep Throat’s disloyalty. But at other times, especially later in life, he would respond with winking, nondenial denials. Uncharacteristically, Mark Felt was not of one mind about Deep Throat. He defended the secret source as good for the country, but he insisted that a loyal FBI agent would never violate rule number one.


Over time, the bitterness began to ease for Mark Felt. As an architect of the Watergate story, he had upheld the principles of fairness, transparency, and honesty. The experience had cost him a peaceful retirement with his wife, yet in his later years he experienced enduring love from his family and Yvette. Starting in 2002, when Mark’s secret became known to his family and me, his legacy began to redeem his honor.


His grandsons Nick, Will, and Rob told Mark what a “cool guy” Deep Throat was. Joan, his loving daughter and ex-flower child, and Mark Jr., a retired military officer and airline pilot, each validated Deep Throat’s heroism. I chimed in, having some credibility as a former Justice Department prosecutor. Each of us, experiencing Watergate in a different way, regarded Deep Throat as a hero.


The purpose of this introduction is to prepare you to hear Mark’s voice as a balanced man, one who does not try to collapse the tension inherent in a free society by viscerally moving left or right on any issue. I expect you will see him as a kind man who tried to act generously toward each human being he encountered and to follow his conscience in his work. More importantly, you will see a public official who tried passionately to protect the civil liberties of all Americans, while refusing to view the U.S. Constitution as a suicide pact benefiting terrorists.


Whatever you think about Mark Felt’s actions, you will recognize him as an honest and above all honorable man.


 


* George Felt (originally “Feltch,” meaning “field,” likely of Dutch or Flemish origin), a stonemason from Wales, came to Massachusetts in 1628 with a Puritan group headed by Winthrop and Endicott. The ancestors of Mark’s mother also came to the New World to escape religious discrimination. Charles Dygert, a devout member of the Reformed German Church living in Strasbourg, immigrated from Alsace in the early 1700s after France conquered the territory and imposed Roman Catholicism.
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