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    To my family, who supported me when I was in harm’s way and suffered through the fear. My wrestling coaches who taught me the hard lessons of life—that only by hard work, dedication, sacrifice, and mental toughness can we make a difference. And to the leaders who I was fortunate to have had as my bosses—Tom M., Randy B., and Jim P.—you believed in me and helped me learn how to take care of my people AND get the mission done!

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    A hero is someone who has given his or her life


    to something bigger than oneself.


    —Joseph Campbell

  


  
    PROLOGUE



    Manila, Philippines [image: ] February 1989


    “I’ve been targeted for assassination, sir,” Colonel James Nicholas Rowe said, speaking from his desk in Manila.


    There was silence on the other end of the line in Washington. Rowe knew that William Taft, Deputy Secretary of Defense, was not equipped to answer swiftly, but at some point he was going to have to say something.


    “Sir,” Rowe prodded. “Sir?”


    Taft cleared his throat. “How sure are we that this source is credible?”


    “Very.”


    “Is he your source?” Taft asked.


    “No, sir, he’s one of my men’s. However, this source has informed us many times on New People’s Army [NPA] movement. I have no reason to doubt that his intel will be just as credible this time.”


    Once again, there was no response but silence. Rowe had been doing this long enough to know that the longer the line seemed dead, the higher the probability that he would end up the same way.


    “Sir,” Rowe prodded, breaking the quiet.


    “I find no reason to raise the threat level or to authorize additional protection assets based on the word of a Filipino asset,” Taft said, as if he actually understood the NPA and how they operated.


    Rowe’s voice took on a sterner tone. “Sir, I ask you to reconsider. My name isn’t the only one on that list. As you can see from the documents I sent you, this threat is very real and they are planning numerous assassinations.”


    “I read the documents, Colonel,” Taft snapped, continuing to brush Rowe off. “My decision is final. I’ll reconsider if more information surfaces, but until then this conversation is over.”


    Click.


    So, Rowe thought, there would be no changes to the official threat level and no additional manpower or equipment sent to Manila. He was going to have to regroup, but that was nothing new for him, especially here. If anyone was capable of improvising and overcoming, it was Nick Rowe.


    During the Vietnam War, he served as a first lieutenant in the US Army’s 5th Special Forces Group, a member of a twelve-man “A-team.” After only three months in Tan Phu in An Xuyên Province, on October 29, 1963, Rowe, along with Captain Humberto “Rocky” R. Versace and Sergeant Daniel L. Pitzer, were separated from their team while accompanying a Civilian Irregular Defense Group (CIDG) company on an operation to drive a Viet Cong unit out of the village of Le Coeur.


    That morning, Rowe and the team left their camp and followed some canals that led toward the village where intel reports indicated that the enemy was in the process of establishing a small command post. Rowe and his men had a plan on how they were going to deal with the Viet Cong in the village. They all knew their roles, and they also knew the risk. Rowe was ready for battle the moment they crossed into enemy territory. As they passed through some thick brush and trees, the village appeared in a clearing. The only thing Rowe could hear was the beating of his heart. He knew that wasn’t right, not at all. He should’ve heard something; the reason why he didn’t only dawned on him once he got a closer look at Le Coeur.


    The enemy was gone.


    Rowe’s CIDG company decided to pursue the Viet Cong, tracking them through a thicket of twisted branches, bushes, and thick brush. Suddenly Rowe heard boots crunching the overgrowth—the only warning he got before the Viet Cong viciously attacked the company from three sides, forcing Rowe and his men to run for cover in a direction that left them cut off from their vehicles and any semblance of friendly forces. The CIDG ended up pinned down and mired in a firefight that lasted for over eight hours. Finally, as light bled from the sky amid the stench of gunpowder and scorched foliage, Rowe, Versace, and Pitzer were taken prisoner.


    Once they were in the hands of the Viet Cong, the US soldiers were separated, and Rowe was taken to the U Minh Forest in the extreme southern part of Vietnam. He was forced to live in a tiny, filthy bamboo cage but remained determined to keep the Viet Cong from learning that he was an intelligence officer currently in possession of vital information. During his initial interrogation, the Viet Cong questioned him about his background in the Army and Rowe told them he was a draftee engineer charged with building schools and working on civil affairs projects.


    The interrogations continued day after day, but the Viet Cong couldn’t make Rowe backtrack from his story. His captors gave him engineering problems to solve and Rowe quickly rose to the task, thanks to his basic training years before at West Point. Small consolation, given that his captors had nothing but time and Rowe wasn’t going anywhere.


    Still, his cover wasn’t blown until five years later, when the Viet Cong obtained a list of high-value POWs. That list identified Rowe as an intelligence officer, and the Viet Cong decided to execute him for his lies. On December 31, 1968, he was led deep into the jungle for his planned execution. All he could hear was the pounding of his heart and crackling of the ground brush underfoot, the unnerving silence of his captors taking him back to the day he’d first been captured. That silence, though, was soon broken by the sounds of a Huey helicopter. It momentarily distracted Rowe from his thoughts of looming death but, more importantly, it distracted his captors.


    He knew this was his only chance. With one swift blow he struck his guard and fled into the bush. Rowe was able to get the attention of the chopper that, after initially thinking he was a Viet Cong, landed in a clearing and scooped the colonel up. He ended up being one of only thirty-four men to ever escape from a Vietnam POW camp, where he’d been held for sixty-two months.


    Recalling those events from twenty-six years ago, Rowe knew that if he could survive his stint as a prisoner of the Viet Cong, he could survive the threat posed by the NPA in Manila and, on paper, he seemed like the perfect man to do just that.


    “I took a different route from most and came into Special Forces,” he said in an oral history interview just before leaving for the Philippines. “I had made a decision then that, as far as I was concerned, I had found what I wanted in the military, and I simply had to find a way to stay with it.”


    Staying with it brought Colonel Rowe to Manila in 1987 to be chief of the Joint US Military Advisory Group (JUSMAG). JUSMAG was the US military element that provided counterinsurgency training for the Armed Forces of the Philippines that were in dire need of improving their combat skill sets, given the strong insurgency threat they were facing. For more than a decade the Philippines had been under attack by the NPA, a communist insurgency not unlike the Viet Cong that was dedicated to overthrowing the government. These insurgents were ruthless and known to specifically target military and police officers, striking fear into the ranks of both as a result. Once an officer or enlisted soldier was targeted for assassination, success was almost guaranteed thanks to the NPA’s Sparrow hit teams—trained killers known for their ability to go from concealment to dead shot in less than one second flat, which gave their targets no time to react.


    The Sparrows operated in small groups, with some members providing surveillance on the target while others functioned as lookouts and backup for the actual assassins. Several of these hit men had been captured and had shared some of their methods with their interrogators. The preferred weapon of Sparrow hit men was a .45-caliber Colt 1911 semiautomatic pistol, which they’d hide in their waistband. They would approach their target empty handed and then, when they were within shooting range, use their nonshooting hand to push up on the end of the barrel to raise the handle of the pistol up and over the waistband of their pants, where they could grasp, draw, and fire it in one single, smooth motion.


    Rowe’s phone call to Deputy Secretary of Defense William Taft had come in the wake of the discovery that he’d been targeted. Under very real threat, Rowe would have to keep a low profile and stay under the radar as much as possible. He knew that the Sparrow teams would most likely try to take him out while he was moving around Manila, since striking in public places was a part of their modus operandi. He took extreme precautions, taking new routes to and from work as well as trying to travel at odd hours. He began using a light armored vehicle to boot. Rowe, after all, was a master at outthinking his enemies; he was even the creator of one of the most advanced military training courses in the special operations field: the Survival, Evasion, Resistance, and Escape (SERE) course. He felt confident he could survive long enough to find more concrete evidence to push Secretary Taft into supplying the additional security that was desperately needed.


    Over the next two months, while staying on the move and continuing to avoid his attackers, Rowe worked to substantiate the informant’s claims. Unfortunately, no one had any details about the precise content of the alleged hit list. Finding members of the Sparrow team was equally as tough; these assassins might as well have been ghosts. Every potential lead turned out to be a dead end. Rowe could feel the time ticking away and, with it, his luck ebbing.


    Like many career US Army officers, Rowe was a creature of habit, waking every day at 5:00 a.m. sharp. His morning routine never varied, breakfast consisting of coffee and toast, then shower, shave, and a quick kiss on his wife’s sleeping head, all before his armored car arrived at 5:45 a.m. to take him to JUSMAG. April 21, 1989 was no different than any other day, as hot and humid as all the others, the fetid air rich with buzzing insects that included a breed of hyperaggressive mosquitos that attacked their prey in waves befitting the best infantry detachment.


    Rowe had finished buttoning his finely starched, pressed shirt when he heard his ride pull up in the driveway of the tiny bungalow he had been calling home over the past two years. No matter how hard he tried, he was never able to acclimate to the constant heat in Manila. The air was always as stifling inside his house as outside, sometimes even more so given that the thin walls held the heat like a blast oven. Buttoning up his uniform left a layer of sweat already teasing the fabric, its tightness constricting him and making him almost forget the honor that came with wearing it. Rowe exhaled deeply and then took in a big breath in the hope that the extra oxygen might refresh him, but no luck. He then proceeded to lock the tiny bungalow door and, after instinctively checking the scene around him, made his way to the armored vehicle that would take him to work at JUSMAG headquarters.


    “How are you doing today, sir?” his driver, Joaquin Vinua, asked him.


    “Very well, Joaquin. How about you?” Rowe responded as he slid into the back seat of the sedan.


    Joaquin had been Rowe’s regular driver since he had arrived in Manila. Rowe liked Joaquin. He was a nice young man, hard working, and very prompt. He was unfailingly polite and gave Rowe the quiet he needed to do his work on their excursions around town.


    “Just fine, sir. Where are we headed this morning?” Joaquin asked once he had taken his place in the driver’s seat.


    “JUSMAG headquarters, please.”


    “Yes, sir,” Joaquin replied.


    He pulled the black armored sedan out of Rowe’s gravel driveway and headed across town, leaving Rowe to his work in the back seat. He had a stack of documents a mile high that needed reviewing; at least the considerable drive time allowed for that. JUSMAG was located in Quezon City, a suburb of the capital Manila, and fell within the National Capital Region of the Philippines. Quezon City had a staggering population of more than a million and a half people living within sixty-four square miles. While major parts of Manila were stricken with desperate levels of poverty, Quezon City had been built up over the past decades from a suburb into the beginning of a thriving business district. The roads were wide and paved, in stark opposition to the unpaved, rut-strewn avenues that were common in metro areas.


    “I apologize, sir. Traffic is moving slowly today,” Joaquin said when their journey had slowed to a maddening crawl of stops and starts.


    Rowe looked up from his papers as his armored sedan entered Quezon City limits. His watch read 7:00 a.m., and he was usually at his desk by now.


    “It’s all right, Joaquin. Nothing we can do about it.”


    Rowe took a moment, as he always did, to marvel at the sight of the city that was surrounded by the devastation wrought by abject poverty. No wonder there was an active insurgency and frequent acts of terrorism within the country. Quezon City was one of the few places in the capital region where you couldn’t see the efforts being made by the NPA to burn the government to the ground. At least, that’s what the colonel had always thought.


    Not so much today.


    “Joaquin, could you speed up, please?” Rowe asked, his voice registering concern, a feeling of dread suddenly coming over him.


    “Excuse me, sir?”


    Before either could speak another word, a car pulled up next to the sedan and two hooded men brandished M16s and .45-caliber pistols.


    BANG! BANG! BANG!


    Bullets pelted the car, pockmarking the armored steel and puckering the transparent armor of the windows. Both men instinctively ducked down in their respective seats as bullets continued to impact the vehicle. The ambush happened so quickly that neither Joaquin nor Rowe himself were able to draw their pistols before a rifle round penetrated the edge of the back door of the sedan and struck Colonel Rowe in the head.


    Philippine Army Colonel Eduardo Lachica of the capital’s Regional Defense Command was later quoted as saying, “Nothing could have stopped them. This was a precision attack, with every detail planned.”


    “They [the attackers] just opened the window of their car and started firing,” said Rick Austria, a nineteen-year-old cashier at the STP Shell service station near where the attack occurred. “They sprayed him with bullets from the back, then they cut off his car and sprayed it again from the front. You couldn’t count how many times they fired.”


    The lone bullet that had pierced the exterior of the colonel’s vehicle was truly Murphy’s Law at work, since the only part of the sedan that wasn’t armored was a small seam near the top of the rear window. The fatal bullet had managed to sneak through this gap and find Rowe inside the cab. The hooded assassins escaped unimpeded through traffic, leaving Rowe’s armored vehicle stalled among the snarl of cars in the traffic circle where the ambush occurred.


    Rowe and Vinua were rushed to a nearby military hospital, where Vinua was treated for non-life-threatening wounds. Colonel James Nicholas “Nick” Rowe wasn’t as fortunate, dying of his wounds at the age of fifty-one and leaving behind a wife, two sons, and two daughters.


    “This act will only strengthen American resolve to stand with the government and the people of the Philippines led by President Aquino,” said US Ambassador to the Philippines Nicholas Platt at the time. “We will not be deterred by terrorists. Nick would have it no other way.”


    Quiapo, Manila [image: ] June 1989


    “This isn’t going to be easy. We’re going to have to attack quickly and with force,” Captain Andrada of the Philippines National Intelligence Coordinating Agency (NICA) told his men. Everyone on the six-man team nodded. They had gone over the plan at least a dozen times and now, as they stood before the building where the raid would take place, the men nonetheless felt a deep sense of foreboding about the prospects for the mission’s success.


    The Sparrow hit team had taken refuge along the Pasig River outside Quezon City, the perfect location for terrorists looking to avoid a sneak attack. Most of the shanty homes in this section of town were joined together with their back sides pressed up against the river, not allowing law enforcement to stage an assault from the sides or rear. That left the front as the only means of access, unless they approached from the river—hardly an inviting proposition at night and even less so during the day, where their movements would be visible to the general public. So today the team was going to take the precarious risk of entering through the front. A dangerous move, but less so than daring the river currents that were running wild from the March rain.


    “When we hit the door I want you to move like you got fire ants in your shorts, do you hear me?” Andrada barked, reiterating the urgency for speed.


    “Yes, sir!” the men replied in unison.


    Andrada exhaled, knowing it was now or never. “GO! GO! GO!”


    The seven men ran, guns drawn, toward the middle unit of a four-unit building. Andrada kicked the door in and Tomas, the youngest on his team, entered the home first. The others followed—moving left and right to get out of the “fatal funnel” of the home’s entranceway. The team broke up into two-man elements, splitting up the house and following their plan to divide and conquer each room. It was exactly as their American allies had trained them.


    “Clear!” yelled Tomas from the back bedroom.


    Four more “Clear!” responses echoed through the house as all of the rooms were entered and secured by the team.


    “Assemble on me!” Andrada roared as his officers gathered in the living room of the house without encountering a single hostile. “Damn it! The fuckers got away!”


    “Now what, sir?” Tomas asked.


    “Search the house. See what we can salvage from this mess,” Andrada said, doubting that they would find anything useful.


    It appeared that everything had been trashed, suggesting someone had tipped off the Sparrow hit team that the forces of NICA were coming. There was no other explanation for why the targets had decided to destroy everything and flee. Andrada was just about to return to NICA headquarters to report on the raid’s failure when one of his officers came in, waving a piece of paper.


    “What have you got there, Castillo?” he asked the man.


    “I’m not sure, but I think it’s something important,” Castillo said, handing the scrap of paper over to Andrada.


    The page contained a list of names. The top name on the list was someone Andrada knew as a senior US government official: James Misleki. Only a very select few people in the country knew that Misleki was actually the CIA’s chief of station.


    The second name on the list was the late Colonel Nicholas Rowe.


    * * *


    Andrada sat in the small waiting room outside the office of the head of NICA. Director General Joseph “Vito” Cruz’s secretary peeked up from her desk at him, her curiosity almost getting the better of her. Andrada fidgeted nervously, holding a photocopy of the page containing the list of names marked for assassination by the NPA. He didn’t know if passing along this information from NICA would make a difference for the chief of station; Colonel Rowe had known of the threat lodged against him, but they’d gotten to him anyway.


    “The director general will see you now,” said Cruz’s secretary, laying the phone back in its cradle.


    “Thank you,” Andrada said and showed himself into the DG/NICA’s door under her watchful eye.


    “Hello, sir,” Andrada greeted.


    “Good day, Captain. So to what do I owe the privilege of your company?” Director General Cruz asked him.


    Andrada handed DG Cruz the piece of paper and explained how it had been discovered in the aftermath of the failed raid. If Colonel Rowe’s death wasn’t confirmation enough that the threat from the NPA Sparrow teams was real, this list would provide all the evidence needed to raise the threat level and spur CIA chief James Misleki to increase his security resources to the appropriate level, something that was denied Colonel Rowe.


    “I will handle this situation personally,” Cruz said, “and I appreciate both your service and the fact that you brought this directly to me.”


    “It’s my duty,” Andrada replied, “but also my pleasure. We have to show the Americans that we are doing all we can to address these threats.”


    Cruz showed Andrada to the door, then returned to his desk and dropped into his cushy chair. He knew it would only be a matter of time before another American would fall to a Sparrow bullet if something wasn’t done. So he picked up the phone and placed a direct call, specifically to the office of the CIA’s chief of station.


    “Hello, this is Director General Cruz of NICA and I have an urgent matter to discuss with Mr. Misleki,” he told the woman who answered.


    Cruz knew that the conversation would be followed by an equally urgent meeting, during which he would share all of NICA’s considerable intelligence on the NPA Sparrow teams. What he didn’t know was that Jim Misleki wasn’t about to run from a fight.


    “You think I should pull up stakes and go home,” Misleki said, after Cruz had briefed him. “Turn tail and run.”


    “It’s something to consider, until NICA forces can get a handle on things.”


    “And how would that look to our enemies, never mind our friends? This makes my mission here all the more vital. I’m not going anywhere,” Misleki countered.


    “With all due respect,” Cruz said, his tone measured, “I’m sure Colonel Rowe thought the same thing.”


    Misleki knew all too well that Rowe had attempted to go through the Defense Department to raise the threat level and had gotten nowhere. Asking for help in-house, from his own people based at the CIA in Langley, would produce far better results. The help had to come fast, though, or he’d be joining Nick Rowe on the long list of Sparrow victims.


    Wisconsin, 1989


    “Tom, Tom, you have a phone call!!” my stepfather Richard yelled up the stairs, drawing me from the tiny bedroom in the house that I had lived in since I was born. It was just a few weeks after that list had been found outside Quezon City, Philippines.


    “Yeah? Who is it?” I yelled back as I slipped into a pair of jeans.


    “It sounds important, so get down here!” Richard said, holding the phone on its long extension cord.


    I hit the stairs at a run, made the turn into the living room, and gave Richard a rueful grin. “I hope I haven’t kept the president waiting!” Then I grabbed the phone and said, “Hello?”


    Richard could tell by my facial expression that something was up.


    “Are you kidding me?” I asked the person on the other end of the line. “Really, who is this?”


    Richard’s curiosity was peaked as he watched me.


    “If this is a joke, it’s not funny!”


    Richard looked at me and mouthed silently, “Who is it?”


    I put my hand on the phone receiver and said, “It’s some guy who says he’s with the CIA.” I took my hand away. “I really don’t like practical jokes!”


    Then my stepfather watched my expression turn somber as the conversation continued.


    “Yes, sir…. No, sir…. Yes, sir. I am definitely interested…. Thank you, sir. I will be there. Thank you again, sir,” I said, hanging up the phone and looking back at my stepfather. “Richard, you’ll never guess what just happened. I have an interview with the CIA next week!”


    Richard was normally a stoic guy, but this news got even him excited. “Whoa, so that was the CIA?”


    “Yes, in the person of Michael Weston, a recruiter.”


    I had forgotten that, two months before, I’d seen a CIA adver­tisement in the Milwaukee Journal and had sent in an application. I thought the call had been from one of my wrestler buddies giving me the razz. But it was the CIA for real, and now I had an interview.


    “Wow, what an opportunity. You have to give it your best shot,” Richard said, grinning.


    He was ex-Navy and had served a tour teaching engineering classes at the Naval Academy. So the notion that I would be serving my country clearly impressed him, even made him proud.


    “Definitely. And then some. Gotta get the suit pressed and shine the shoes.”


    I met the recruiter at a downtown Milwaukee hotel the following week. He went over my résumé and asked me a bunch of probing questions about whether I had done drugs or had a criminal record. He told me that the next step was to wait for the letter that would let me know if I’d made it past the initial screening and was eligible for the formal set of interviews in Washington, DC. To say I was excited was an understatement. I had always wanted to be in the federal service, having seriously considered the Marines in college and later thinking of applying to the DEA or FBI.


    In the meantime, I went back to my normal life as a twenty-six-year-old born and raised in the small suburb of Greenfield on the south side of Milwaukee. I had recently received a master’s degree in communications from the University of Wisconsin–Whitewater, and while looking for a “career” job I was doing my thing, which amounted to coaching wrestling and working at a J.C. Penny catalog warehouse.


    Several weeks later, I received a letter telling me I’d made the initial cut and giving me instructions on when I was to fly out to Washington, DC, for the next phase of the process. I was nervous. I really had no idea what to expect, because no one I knew had ever worked for the CIA. I didn’t even know anyone who knew a CIA employee. I hit the library and did some research on the “Agency,” especially its structure and history, to familiarize myself with what I was getting into.


    I flew out to Washington on a Monday and went to the hotel they arranged for me in Tysons Corner, Virginia. The next morning a bus came and picked me up from the lobby, along with several other people, and took us to a building only a few miles away where the Agency began to process us. We filled out forms, signed documents, and waited for our interviews. I sat with a whole bunch of people, and no one made eye contact or spoke to each other. A surreal experience, to say the least.


    When I was finally called in for my interviews, a really nice lady who I took to be the secretary escorted me up to the third floor and introduced me to my first interviewer. He introduced himself as “Bob,” no last name mentioned. I found that strange, but I had no time to consider the anomaly because he jumped in immediately with questions about my background, hobbies, work history—pretty much everything. I was then moved to other offices, where I had several other sessions with more “first name only” interviewers. The last interviewer told me not to tell anyone that I had applied for employment at the CIA, at which point I fessed up to the truth that, as someone from the Midwest, interviewing with the CIA was a big deal, so of course I had told all my friends. He then told me, with a totally serious expression on his face, that I’d have to go back and tell everyone I didn’t get the job. He said if I made it through the background investigation and polygraph, that my employment at the CIA was not to be discussed—for my entire career.


    “Are we clear?” he asked me.


    “Yes, we are,” I said, a bit stunned by the fact that if I got the job, I’d have to spend the next twenty or so years living a double life.


    The secretary showed up and took me to a small room where I took a personality test and had to provide a writing sample. Once I completed those, I was done for the day. Before I left, I asked the secretary how I could get thank-you letters to the individual interviewers that I had met. She looked surprised and then gave me her name and address. It was a trick I’d learned from a job-hunting book called What Color Is Your Parachute? I figured I had nothing to lose and thought the gesture might have some effect. (Sure enough, I was told later that I was the only one of the interviewees from the batch of prospective hires who’d done so and that it had indeed had a strong impact on my getting hired.)


    The next morning, I took a polygraph test and then flew back to Milwaukee wondering if the CIA was my future. Keeping with the instructions, I told everyone I’d been rejected. They were disappointed but soon forgot about the whole thing, just as I’d hoped.


    Several months later I received a generic letter in the mail saying I had been accepted into “federal service,” accompanied by a reporting date. I told people I’d been selected for a different federal job and would soon be moving to the Washington, DC, area. Some of my friends believed me, though others were convinced I was really joining the CIA in spite of my protestations otherwise.


    The last week of August 1989, I packed up my 1982 Toyota Tercel hatchback with all my possessions and drove off to start my career in the Central Intelligence Agency, arriving in time for my official “Entrance On Duty” date of September 5, 1989.


    So, as the CIA’s station chief in Manila, Jim Misleki, feared for his life, I began work at Agency headquarters where plans were already being hatched to keep him and countless other endangered government employees alive.


     


     


    Author’s Note


    Methodology


    I have chosen to tell this story as a first person narrative account, especially since the majority of this book is about things that I experienced or did firsthand. Once the basic material had been approved by the PRB, I worked with two assistant writers to create a “novelized” approach to the subjects. Although written as a narrative, this is a work of non-fiction. No major events or time lines were altered significantly.


    Accuracy


    I have included accounts of some events in which I was not directly involved. The information about these events was acquired through personal interviews with participants, and from a review of relevant accounts, reports, articles, and books. In some cases, I have had to use some “poetic license” with certain dates and have consolidated events to provide a better narrative. But in all cases, I have tried to keep the circumstances and events as true to the facts as possible. Any inaccuracies in detail are my fault alone.
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    PART ONE



    THE POC


  


  
    1


    CIA Security Field Office [image: ] 1990


    “Per your initial CIA orientation, you are not to discuss your CIA affiliation with anyone outside of your immediate family. This is especially important while you are working as a background investigator,” Assistant Special Agent in Charge (ASAC) Andrew Connors said to the newly arrived group of security officers as he showed them around the Security Field Office. “You are now an integral part of the Office of Security. Personnel security is a key skill within the multidisciplinary aspects of being a CIA security officer. If you successfully complete this tour you will be well on your way to becoming a Multi-Discipline Security Officer.”


    The group of recruits nodded in understanding while trying to keep up with Officer Connors, whose fast walk was more like the average individual’s jog.


    A head popped out of the cubicle next to mine as the fledgling Agency security officers passed by. “Tom…Tom? Hey, Pecora! Calling Investigator Tom Pecora!”


    It took a second for me to hear my name being called. I was knee deep in a pile of paperwork that only seemed to grow no matter how fast I worked.
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    “What do you need, Brad?” I answered back.


    Brad McNickle was the guy in the neighboring cubicle. He was twenty-two years old and fresh out of college, meaning he’d been lucky just to land this job. He had all the right traits to be in the position, along with a slight case of ADD that he’d managed to hide from the review board.


    “Did you hear Connors?” Brad asked me.


    “Background noise. Kind of like the radio at this point.”


    “Well, have you ever noticed how he gives the exact same speech to new officers every single time? I mean, he doesn’t even change a word. And every time I hear it, I get more confused. Why the hell can’t we tell anyone but our parents what we do? It’s not like it’s some sort of risk to national security, or security of any matter. Don’t you find it to be sort of bullshit?”


    I’d only been working as a security officer for the CIA for a few months now, but overall I had to disagree with Brad. He was right in the fact that not telling people where we work was a drag, but those were the stipulations with becoming part of the greatest intelligence agency in the world.


    “Rules are rules,” I said with a shrug.


    “Fucking stupid rule if you ask me. I’d be more upset if my girlfriend knew that I worked for the CIA and all I did all day was interview friends and coworkers of current and future engineers, secretaries, and janitors working for defense companies. I wonder if James Bond started out that way? Is there like a James Bond: The Early Years book? That’s the one I want to read.”


    I started to laugh. “Nope.”


    I suppose it shouldn’t have been much of a surprise that a lot of us young officers had based our career choice on the lifestyles of our idols from movies and books. We identified with those heroes, and I guess I was really no exception. I’d always been a voracious reader and entertained dreams of saving the world, like James Bond, since I was a kid. But Brad was right: our jobs couldn’t be further from that, nothing like the books or movies. It was paperwork. Lots and lots of paperwork. Brad and I spent our days conducting background investigations on current and future government contract workers whose companies worked on classified projects. Besides the engineers and other technical personnel, we also interviewed the support staff who would be working on the sites—the cleaning crew, administrative personnel, and so on. Not very exciting stuff, to say the least, and far from the rarified, adventurous air of James Bond. I felt like a typical grunt working in an equally typical human resources department, going from defense contract site to government contract site, asking the same list of questions and getting the same boring answers.


    I didn’t realize it at the time, but that was a true test of discipline, gauging who could handle all the mundane drudgery; being a prime reason why it was one of the first jobs the Agency assigned to new security officers. To test our mettle, loyalty, and patience, I guess. As my father used to say, “Success is the management of boredom!” Even so, interviewing references, pulling personnel records, reviewing financial reports, and visiting neighborhoods to learn about the subjects of our investigations was monotonous, especially for a twenty-seven-year-old who thought that working for the CIA was going to be more like a movie than the typical game of life.


    Even though I craved adventure, I hadn’t originally planned on joining the CIA. I attended Marquette University for my bachelor’s degree, then the University of Wisconsin–Whitewater for my master’s. Other than the summer I spent bartending in England after I graduated college, I’d rarely traveled from my hometown. Hardly the recipe for a daring life full of intrigue and adventure and, in fact, not really a recipe for anything meaningful at all.


    Back in college I’d considered joining the US Marine Corps, but after successfully completing the first six-week segment of USMC Officer Candidate School (OCS), I decided to not attend the required second six-week session of OCS training in order to continue my education. I had certainly never thought of applying to the CIA; it was truly the last thing on my mind. It wasn’t until I saw that employment advertisement in the local newspaper that I even considered a career with the CIA. That ad flipped a switch in my head, shining a light onto the calling I’d been looking for. Or so I thought.


    As I continued to fixate on the thought that I was no more than a hapless bureaucrat, ASAC Connors smacked a thick file down in front of me.


    “Pecora, this case needs to be closed ASAP. Push everything else off your plate. Start with interviews with his neighbors. If you leave now you can get there and be on your way back before dark.”


    “Sir,” I started, “I’ve got several other cases that need immediate attention. Maybe Brad should take this one.”


    Officer Connors glanced at Brad, who was leaning back in his seat, chewing on his pen as he listened to his Sony Discman.


    “I thought about it, but he’s such a smart-ass I’m worried he’ll get himself killed in this particular neighborhood,” Connors said, knowing full well Brad was listening. “High crime rate, with gangs and such. Don’t want to order a man to his death over a background check.”


    “Fair enough,” I said, gathering up what I would need for the interview.


    Connors started to walk away, then swung back around. “One more thing, Pecora. Never second-guess my orders again.”


    I exited the Security Field Office and took the elevator from the third floor down to the garage. The field office was located in a typical office building in the area, innocuous and utterly unremarkable, unless you happened to stroll through the outer door and were confronted by an ultra-secure inner door equipped with state-of-the-art security locking hardware.


    My “G-Ride” was a government-provided white Chevy Cavalier. I was required to drive the Cavalier to and from work and to all work-related locations. The snag was that I wasn’t allowed to drive the car for any non-work-related matters, which meant that I needed an additional car. This left me with two cars to laboriously find spaces for on the crowded city street on which I lived. It was another example of the CIA being diametrically different from the world I’d envisioned, far more about bureaucracy than adventure and heroism. Everything came with a catch, even a simple work car, and rules and regulations piled atop one another.


    What would James Bond have made of this?


    I started my thirty-minute drive from downtown to the center of a suburb to meet the subject’s neighbors. The subject, one Michael White, had recently applied for a maintenance position at a local government contractor. They were short on maintenance personnel, so this investigation had turned into a rush job and Michael was one of the most skilled candidates on their list. Because of that, I was on my way to interview his neighbors who lived in the middle of the “crime/war zone” suburb, as it was classified.


    Because of the rampant drug trafficking, gang activity, and drive-by shootings, the unrelenting violence in the area had continued to escalate. The homicide rate was at an all-time high, and bullets flew through the air like snowflakes on Christmas in my hometown of Milwaukee. So there I was, driving a G-Ride into a war zone, unarmed unless you counted the blue ballpoint pen in my pocket and the old-fashioned tire iron in the trunk. Well, I assumed the tire iron was there, as I had never actually checked.


    I parked directly across the street from a house next to the subject’s residence. The neighbor’s house was a small cottage-style home that was easily the nicest on the block. A chain-link fence surrounded the tiny but well-maintained yard, making it obvious that this resident worked very hard to keep their home up to a higher standard, making the most of what little they had.


    The interview was off to a good start before it had even begun.


    I grabbed my briefcase, scanned my surroundings, and decided it was safe to head toward the house. I got out of my car and started to walk across the street.


    BANG! BANG!


    I immediately crouched and looked for cover. I was trying to pin down the origins of the shots when I saw the source of what, for a second, I had been certain was a drive-by shooting with me as the target:


    A beat-up Oldsmobile, two driveways down, had backfired. Seriously? That was just pathetic….


    I laughed to myself, hoping it would calm my nerves and slow my pounding heart. Then I straightened up and walked up to the front door of the residence, keeping my head on a swivel as I scanned the neighborhood for any real potential threats.


    A few nosy neighbors were staring at me as I knocked on the front door, repeating the process when there was no response.


    “Coming, coming,” a woman I had listed as a “Mrs. Melville” said from inside the home.


    “Take your time,” I called back, which sounded strange coming from the same man who’d just mistaken a backfire for a drive-by!


    Mrs. Melville opened the door. She was an older woman, possibly seventy-five years old, with a pleasant smile and big, deep-set eyes that radiated warmth and kindness. It wasn’t hard picturing her taking pride in having the best house and yard on the block, and I had the sense she took similar pride in setting an example for her younger neighbors.


    “Yes, how can I help you?” she asked, her voice soft and sweet, no suspicion underscoring it at all.


    “Hello, my name is Thomas Pecora and I’m a federal investigator,” I replied, launching into my standard spiel. “I’m here to talk to you about your neighbor, Michael White.”


    “Awfully jumpy for a federal agent, aren’t you?” she quipped.


    The lady must have been watching when I got out of my G-Ride and seen me react to the backfire. I chuckled, wondering if James Bond enjoyed a similar reaction to the sound of backfiring cars.


    “You sure you’re in the right line of work, young man?” she asked, still laughing.


    I smiled. “Well, maybe not,” I said, inwardly wondering what she’d make of the fact that I worked for the CIA. “Your neighbor has applied for a job that requires we conduct a background investigation.”


    “Well, then come on inside. Happy to help my neighbor in any way I can.”


    Like many of the neighbors that I had interviewed, Mrs. Melville sang her neighbor’s praises, but, unlike many neighbors, she did so spiced with anecdotes and genuine pathos that made me believe she was being both truthful and accurate. I looked in her eyes and saw the high regard she had for Michael. She was no more objective than any of the other neighbors that I’d interviewed, but I had the sense she was more in tune to the goings-on of the neighborhood as exhibited by the care and devotion with which she tended her home and yard. A woman who took great pride in making things the best they could be, both people and places.


    The interview was short and sweet, conducted over lemonade and cookies she served on a neat tray embossed with a floral design. I was able to conclude the interview well before dark and made it back to my car for the ride back to the office without any more perceived bullets flying.


    Brad, still at his desk, asked me how the interview went.


    “Another neighbor who claims the subject is perfect,” I replied. “Apparently only saints apply for government work.”
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    I wasn’t sure what was harder, surviving crime-filled suburbs or the monotony of my day. I knew that there was purpose in the work I was doing, but I wasn’t sure if I was going to survive the basic training of paperwork.


    To break up the boredom, as a kind of way station before I found what I was really looking for, I decided to spend my free time as an assistant wrestling coach at a local junior college. Wrestling had always been a huge part of my life. I was the first state-champion wrestler from my high school and attended Marquette University on an athletic scholarship. I’d compiled a stellar record in college, competing twice at the Division I National Championships, and in my senior year was ranked eighteenth in the nation. I figured that if the CIA career didn’t pan out for me, I could always become a full-time wrestling coach. The assistant coach job at the junior college wasn’t action-packed or glamorous, but it was fulfilling and kept me on the mat.


    “How’s your team doing?” Brad asked me.


    “Four and O,” I told him proudly.


    “Nice!”


    “Guys are doing great. They’re working really hard.”
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    Wrestled at the US Freestyle National Championships, 1991.


     


    “The coach thing seems to suit you,” Brad said sincerely.


    “Thanks, man. It does seem to be a good fit. I’m not made for sitting at a desk all day.”


    Just as I said that, a notice flashed across my computer:


    ANY SECURITY OFFICERS INTERESTED IN ATTENDING A SPECIAL PROTECTIVE OPERATIONS COURSE (SPOC) SHOULD APPLY HERE


    Intrigued, I continued to read. Those accepted to the course would make up a new elite security team called the POC, or Protective Operations Cadre. It sounded like an amazing opportunity to get into the action. At the time, I didn’t know the training course was developed to field a new type of security team to respond to attacks like the one that had happened a couple years before in Manila, when Colonel Nick Rowe was assassinated. The POC had been created to make sure the Agency did not lose someone like the Army lost Colonel Rowe. I decided instantly to apply to be part of a team that was going to save lives, the polar opposite of being stuck behind a desk all day running background checks.


    I submitted my application for the POC in May of 1991. There was nothing to do but wait to hear back. I was on pins and needles and needed to find a way to occupy my time while I was anxiously waiting, so I decided to ramp up my focus on wrestling, get myself back on the mat as a competitor and not just a coach. I entered a few competitions and after several wins I was invited to compete in, of all things, a US Olympic trials tournament in Las Vegas.


    I’ve heard it said that after wrestling at the high school and collegiate level, everything else you’ll ever do in life will be easy. Though I’m not sure about that, I am sure that the martial and competitive aspects of the sport brought out the same risk-taking nature in me that made the Protective Operations Cadre so appealing. A wrestling match isn’t long, but those brief moments are incredibly intense, and I never felt more alive than during them. In retrospect, I think what drew me first to the CIA, and then the POC, was my desire to continue to experience that intensity and experience off the mat. I craved the challenge that kind of lifestyle would provide. Maybe I would’ve found that in the Marines if I’d gone that route, because what I really wanted to do was make a difference. And I wanted to find a way to live my life off the mat the same way I had lived my life on it.


    I headed straight from work to the gym every day and hit the mat hard. Not a day went by when I didn’t do some kind of training. Then the day came. Several other wrestlers and I drove to Las Vegas for the US National Freestyle Championships, an Olympic trials tournament.


    I hadn’t been to Vegas for a decade, and the changes to the city left me immediately amazed. The hotels, the lights, the people…but I didn’t let myself get lost in the distractions. I was there for a purpose and had to focus. I was there to compete. I kept my eyes forward and headed straight up to my hotel room. The first matches were scheduled for the next morning.


    I headed down to the Las Vegas Convention Center, which was hosting the tournament, to check out the venue and orient myself. It was much larger than I had expected, way bigger than the national tournament venues I’d competed in during college. I had never wrestled in front of so many people before. But I wasn’t about to let that distract me. After all, once you’re on the mat, it’s you and your opponent. All the people watching and cheering no longer mattered, as if they didn’t exist at all.


    I took off my shoes and walked onto one of the mats and crouched down into position and bounced around. At that moment, John Smith, the most successful American wrestler ever, walked into the venue and over to the mats. Smith had won two NCAA championships at Oklahoma State and the Goodwill Games title in 1986, followed by the Pan-American Championship and the World Championship in 1987. In 1988 and 1992 he was the Olympic champion, and from 1989 to 1991 he won three straight World Championships. He defended his Goodwill Games title in 1990 and his Pan-American gold in 1991. From 1986 through 1990, Smith’s international record was 150–3. No other American had ever managed more than three world titles; Smith won four in six years.


    “I see I’m not the only one who likes to get to know my surroundings,” he said to me in his Oklahoma twang.


    I smiled, feeling more than a little awestruck, coming up just short of asking him for his autograph. “Yeah, makes it easier at match time.”


    “That it does. I’m John Smith.”


    “Tom Pecora,” I greeted, shaking his hand.


    “Well, Tom, good luck tomorrow,” he said, sincerely.


    “Thanks. You too.”


    I gave John a nod and left the gym.


    The competition began at 9:00 a.m. the next day. By a strange twist of fate, I ended up facing John Smith that day. He had destroyed his first three opponents, beating them by fifteen points or more. I was a complete nobody on the national Olympic scene, so I guess John didn’t take me all that seriously when he stepped onto the mat. Each match consisted of two three-minute periods and, if Vegas oddsmakers had been consulted, I wouldn’t have been expected to last through the first.


    I have to say that first period was probably the best three minutes of wrestling in my life, as I attacked and defended every second with the score 0–0. The crowd had begun to pay major attention to our match, given that Smith not scoring a single point was virtually unprecedented. I spotted him in his corner of the mat during the break between periods recalibrating his mind. He had looked past me, a mistake he now had no choice but to acknowledge. In wrestling, you have to focus totally on the match you are in and not think about your next opponent or the matches ahead. But it was too early in the tournament for a match this tough for someone of his level, and Smith was not expecting to meet the big-name competition until the semifinals.


    But first he had to get there. I knew he was going to come at me with everything he had, and I was right. By the end of the second period I was down by several points, so with twelve seconds left and nothing to lose, I tried a “Hail Mary” move; a throw. It was glory or disaster—the latter, as it turned out, since the match ended with me on my back pinned during the final two seconds. I gave it my all and knew there was no disgrace in losing to one of the best wrestlers in US wrestling history. I decided to retire from the sport after that match, going out having wrestled the best! John Smith went on to win that tournament and then to the Olympics, where he won his second gold medal.


    I returned to the field office a little down from the loss but energized from the excitement of the competition, again hoping the day would arrive when that feeling would be business as usual. And that opportunity finally came less than one month later, when I got word that I had been accepted to attend training for the Protective Operations Cadre.
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    It was a hot, muggy day in July when I stared out the window of the taxi, trying to see how many landmarks I could spot on the way to CIA Headquarters in Langley, Virginia, knowing it would be my last opportunity for sightseeing during training. I have to admit that I had some butterflies in my stomach, a mix of nerves and excitement. I’d been working at the field office for more than a year, but this was what I wanted, what I craved. Real action, a chance to make a difference.


    I was dropped off at the main gate area at the CIA Headquarters complex, where I flashed my identification and was cleared to enter. I walked up the road to the headquarters building, passing through the large glass exterior entryway. As I stepped through the main entrance of the building, I felt proud to find myself before the large CIA seal that was centered on the floor just before the security guard post. After badging in, I walked to the front office area of the Protective Operations Division and stepped up to the receptionist’s desk.


    “Tom Pecora,” I announced. “I’m here for the Special Protective Operations Course.”


    The receptionist never looked up from her work as she picked up the phone.


    “Another one for SPOC training,” she said, and placed the receiver back on its hook. “Someone will be with you momentarily,” she followed, barely looking up at me. “Have a seat over there, please.”


    I waited for almost twenty minutes. The reception area where I was sitting had become crowded with other personnel I assumed were there for the SPOC training too. Eventually, a man walked out. He was in his mid-forties, sharply dressed in a well-fitted suit. He stood tall in front of the group of us and cleared his throat.


    “Pecora?”


    “Yes, sir,” I said, standing.


    He gave me a quick nod.


    “Barclay?”


    “Yes, sir,” the man who had been sitting next to me said and stood.


    “Tyler? Smith? Gonick?”


    The other three men from the bench all stood.


    “I’m John Gleason, one of the officers who’ll be spearheading your SPOC training. Follow me.”


    We followed Gleason to a large auditorium, where I saw that a number of uniformed personnel as well as plainclothes individuals were already seated. The uniformed personnel were called Security Protective Officers (SPOs), and they were the federal law enforcement–trained uniformed guard force that protected the Agency headquarters, along with any other CIA sites in the Washington, DC, area.


    The plainclothes personnel were like myself, Multi-Discipline Security Officers (MDSOs), also known as Security Generalists. The best way to describe MDSOs would be as the “officer” grade of security, since we were required to have a college degree and our career track led directly to the higher-level management positions.


    I was one of several officers from Security Field Offices and HQS (headquarters) elements to attend the SPOC training class—the first of its type ever conducted by the CIA in support of the newly created Protective Operations Cadre.


    Once we were all settled, Gleason addressed the room.


    “Welcome to the first SPOC course. This is going to be a grueling month of training, and we appreciate your willingness to participate. Some of you will find that this is not the right choice for you, while others will find that this is exactly what you’ve been searching for in your career path. If you successfully complete the training, you’ll be eligible to volunteer for temporary deployments from your full-time positions. As of right now, this will not be offered as a full-term assignment. At this point, it’s a volunteered paid position, to be filled in conjunction with your full-term assignment. That means you’ll need permission to take time off to accept POC assignments, just as you did to come to this training. While this may change in the future, that’s the current policy. And now that we’ve got that piece of business out of the way, it’s time to address your training.”


    Gleason went on to explain that the POC unit was going to specialize in low-profile protection along with elements of standard protective operations, military tactics, and heavy weaponry. The basic core of the training would follow the US Secret Service doctrine, the kind of protective practice that, had it been employed in Manila a few years before, would have likely kept Colonel Nick Rowe alive.


    SPOC training was to take place at several locations around Virginia. They were going to cram in a lot of instruction in a short period of time. I’d received some related training upon entering the CIA as a Security Generalist that had included an intensive twelve-week orientation to security covering basic firearms (pistol and shotgun), how to conduct background investigations, and other security-related topics. The SPOs had initially undergone police training at the Federal Law Enforcement Training Center (FLETC) in Glynco, Georgia. Coursework at FLETC included police procedures, police-community relations, criminal law, first aid, laws of arrest, search and seizure, and physical defense techniques.


    SPOC training would be different from any previous training the Generalists or SPOs had received. Besides basic protective operations training, the SPOC also focused on antiterrorism driving, surveillance, and countersurveillance. A number of different trainers and training methodologies were utilized to address the complex nature of protective operations support in the foreign field. In addition to the basics of protective operations, we learned a lot about the covert tactics developed by DEA undercover officers as well as traditional special operations techniques and procedures that had been developed by the US military, particularly special operations forces.


    Key contributions to the training course came from both official government sources as well as the private sector. One notable private sector company was very involved in training government and US military personnel. It had been founded by experienced US military veterans, and it specialized in training personnel to understand how attackers (terrorists, criminals, and so forth) target their victims, as well as how to use surveillance detection and countersurveillance methodology against them and to fully comprehend the strengths and weaknesses of modern protective operations. Thoroughly dedicated professionals, these instructors brought a civilian mindset to the topic, meaning they were intimately acquainted with dealing with the realities of the field. They knew firsthand the kind of street-level dynamic that had cost Nick Rowe his life and were thus best equipped to help teach us how to prevent another tragedy like that from happening.


    We also trained at a commercial driving school with a full-fledged racetrack where we had access to high- and low-speed paved road circuits, unimproved and off-road training areas, skid pads, classrooms, and several firing ranges. The instructors at that school taught us about the diverse disciplines of antiterrorism driving, accident avoidance, and driver proficiency as well as some specialized firearms training.


    The training was based on groundbreaking studies of vehicle-related terrorism incidents, feedback and intelligence from client alumni around the world, and the expertise of the highly skilled and experienced training team. The driving course also was where we completed our initial firearms training. The shooting school was staffed by an instructor who was a former Force Recon Marine and world-class competition shooter, as well as a former special operations soldier who’d been on the failed “Desert One” Iranian hostage rescue operation years before during the Carter administration. Besides having expertise in security driving, we were expected to become highly proficient in our firearms skills.


    Tough stuff—the real deal, in other words. Just what I’d been hoping for.


    During my initial MDSO training, I had received instruction on the standard sidearm of the Officer of Security at the time, a .357-caliber revolver. During the SPOC course, we were introduced to a new firearm, a 9mm semiautomatic pistol, and trained on the 5.56mm automatic rifle and a pump shotgun. It was a formidable arsenal that nonetheless fell under the “light weaponry” category when compared to what we might end up facing in the field.


    To compensate for a lack of heavy weaponry, our intense training regimen included becoming skilled in the art of surveillance detection and countersurveillance methodology, because one of the prime tenets of the new unit was learning how terrorists targeted their victims. Indeed, the POC was going to be operating in hostile environments, mainly outside of the United States and often in war zones, so it was imperative we knew how to operate effectively in stealth mode. We were taught that since the bad guy was always going to have more firepower, it was important to be as invisible as possible.


    Because if they can’t find you, they can’t shoot you! And that meant the men and women we’d be charged with protecting would stay alive.
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