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​Marauding Through the Night
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from The Iliad by Homer

But no sleep for the headstrong Trojans either. Hector would not permit it. He summoned all his chiefs to a council of war, all Trojan lords and captains. Mustering them he launched his own crafty plan: “Who will undertake a mission and bring it off for a princely gift? A prize to match the exploit! I’ll give him a chariot, two horses with strong necks, the best of the breeds beside Achaea’s fast ships. Whoever will dare—what glory he can win—a night patrol by the ships to learn at once if the fleet’s still guarded as before or now, battered down at our hands, huddling together, they plan a quick escape, their morale too low to mount the watch tonight—bone-weary from battle.”

So Hector proposed. All ranks held their peace. But there was a man among the troops, one Dolon, a son of the sacred Trojan herald Eumedes. He was rich in bronze, rich in bars of gold, no feast for the eyes but lightning on his feet and an only son in the midst of five sisters. This one volunteered among the Trojans: “Hector, the mission stirs my fighting blood—I’ll reconnoiter the ships and gather all I can. Come, raise that scepter and swear you’ll give me the battle-team and the burnished brazen car that carry great Achilles—I will be your spy. And no mean scout, I’ll never let you down. I’ll infiltrate their entire army, I will, all the way till I reach the ship of Agamemnon! That’s where the captains must be mapping tactics now, whether they’ll break and run or stand and fight.” 

How he bragged and Hector, grasping his scepter, swore a binding oath: “Now Zeus my witness, thundering lord of Hera-no other Trojan fighter will ride behind that team, none but you, I swear—they will be your glory all your life to come!” 

So Hector vowed—with an oath he swore in vain but it spurred the man to action. Dolon leapt to it, he quickly slung a reflex bow on his back, over it threw the pelt of a gray wolf and set on his head a cap of weasel skin and taking a sharp spear, moved out from camp, heading toward the fleet—but he was never to come back from the enemy’s beaked ships, bringing Hector news. Putting the mass of horse and men behind him Dolon picked up speed, hot for action now, but keen as a god Odysseus saw him coming and alerted Diomedes: “Who is this? A man heading out of the Trojan camp! Why? I can’t be sure—to spy on our ships or loot the fallen, one of the fighters’ corpses? Let him get past us first, into the clear a bit, then rush him and overtake him double-quick! If he outruns us, crowd him against the ships, cut him off from his lines, harry him with your spear and never stop—so he can’t bolt back to Troy.” 

No more words. Swerving off the trail they both lay facedown with the corpses now as Dolon sped by at a dead run, the fool. Soon as he got a furlong’s lead ahead, the plowing-range of a good team of mules—faster than draft oxen dragging a bolted plow through deep fallow ground—the two raced after and Dolon, hearing their tread, froze stock-still, his heart leaping—here were friends, yes, fellow Trojans coming to turn him back, yes, Hector had just called off the mission! But soon as they were a spear-cast off or less he saw them—enemies—quick as a flash he sprang, fleeing for dear life—they sprang in pursuit as a pair of rip-tooth hounds bred for the hunt and flushing fawn or hare through a woody glen keep closing for the kill, nonstop and the prey goes screaming on ahead—so Odysseus raider of cities and Diomedes cut him off from his own lines, coursing him, closing nonstop with the Trojan about to break in on the line of sentries, racing fast for the ships—when Athena poured fresh strength in Tydeus’ son so no Achaean could beat him out for the glory of hitting Dolon first, Diomedes come in second. Rushing him with his spear in a sudden surge Tydides shouted, “Stop or I’ll run you through! You’ll never escape my spear—headlong death—I swear I’ll send it hurling from my fist!” 

He flung his shaft, missing the man on purpose—over his right shoulder the sharp spearpoint winged and stabbed the earth. Dead in his tracks he stopped, terrified, stammering, teeth chattering in his mouth, bled white with fear as the two men overtook him and panting hard, yanked and pinned his arms. He burst into tears, pleading, “Take me alive! I’ll ransom myself! Treasures cram our house, bronze and gold and plenty of well-wrought iron—father would give you anything, gladly, priceless ransom—if only he learns I’m still alive in Argive ships!” 

Odysseus quick with tactics answered, “Courage. Death is your last worry. Put your mind at rest. Come, tell me the truth now, point by point. Why prowling among the ships, cut off from camp, alone in the dead of night when other men are sleeping? To loot the fallen, one of the fighters’ corpses? Or did Hector send you out to spy on our ships, reconnoiter them stem to stem? Or did your own itch for glory spur you on?” 

Dolon answered, his legs shaking under him, “Hector—he duped me so—so many mad, blind hopes! He swore he’d give me the great Achilles’ stallions, purebred racers, his burnished bronze chariot tool He told me to go through the rushing dark night, to patrol the enemy lines and learn at once if the fleet’s still guarded as before or now, battered down at our hands, huddling together, you plan a quick escape, your morale too low to mount the watch tonight—bone-weary from battle.” 

Breaking into a smile the cool tactician laughed, “By god, what heroic gifts you set your heart on—the great Achilles’ team! They’re hard for mortal men to curb or drive, for all but Achilles—his mother is immortal. Now out with it, point by point. Hector—where did you leave the captain when you came? Where’s his war-gear lying? Where’s his chariot? How are the other Trojans posted—guards, sleepers? What plans are they mapping, what maneuvers next? Are they bent on holding tight by the ships, exposed?—or heading home to Troy, now they’ve trounced our armies?” 

And Dolon son of the herald blurted out, “Yes, yes, I’ll tell you everything, down to the last detail! Hector’s holding council with all his chiefs, mapping plans on old King Ilus’ barrow, clear of the crowds at camp. Guards, my lord? Nothing. No one’s picked to defend the army. Only our native Trojans hold their posts—many as those with hearth fires back in Troy—our men have no choice, shouting out to each other, ‘Stay awake! keep watch!’ But our far-flung friends, they’re fast asleep, they leave the watch to us—their wives and children are hardly camped nearby.” 

But the shrewd tactician kept on pressing: “Be precise. Where are they sleeping? Mixed in with the Trojans? Separate quarters? Tell me. I must know it all.” 

And Dolon son of the herald kept on blurting, “Everything—anything—whatever will satisfy you! To seaward, Carians, Paeonian men with bent bows, Leleges and Cauconians, crack Pelasgians—inland, toward Thymbra, camp the Lycians, swaggering Mysians, fighting Phrygian horsemen, Maeonian chariot-drivers—but why interrogate me down to the last platoon? You really want to raid some enemy units? There are the Thracians, look, just arrived, exposed on the flank, apart from all the rest and right in their midst Eioneus’ son, King Rhesus. His are the best horses I ever saw, the biggest, whiter than snow, and speed to match the wind! His chariot’s finished off with gold and silver, the armor he’s brought in with him, gold too, tremendous equipment—what a marvelous sight. No gear for a mortal man to wear, I’d say, it’s fit for the deathless gods! There. Now will you take me to your ships or leave me here—bound and gagged right here?—till you can make your raid and test my story, see if I’ve told the truth or I’ve been lying.” 

But rugged Diomedes gave him a grim look: “Escape? Take my advice and wipe it from your mind, good as your message is—you’re in my hands now. What if we set you free or you should slip away? Back you’ll slink to our fast ships tomorrow, playing the spy again or fighting face-to-face. But if I snuff your life out in my hands, you’ll never annoy our Argive lines again.” 

With that, just as Dolon reached up for his chin to cling with a frantic hand and beg for life, Diomedes struck him square across the neck—a flashing hack of the sword—both tendons snapped and the shrieking head went tumbling in the dust. They tore the weasel-cap from the head, stripped the wolf pelt, the reflex bow and long tough spear and swinging the trophies high to Pallas queen of plunder, exultant royal Odysseus shouted out this prayer: “Here, Goddess, rejoice in these, they’re yours! You are the first of all the gods we’ll call! Now guide us again, Athena, guide us against that Thracian camp and horses!”

So Odysseus prayed and hoisting the spoils over his head, heaved them onto a tamarisk bush nearby and against it heaped a good clear landmark, clumping together reeds and fresh tamarisk boughs they’d never miss as they ran back through the rushing dark night. On they stalked through armor and black pools of blood and suddenly reached their goal, the Thracian outpost. The troops were sleeping, weary from pitching camp, their weapons piled beside them on the ground, three neat rows of the burnished well-kept arms and beside each man his pair of battle-horses. Right in the midst lay Rhesus dead asleep, his white racers beside him, strapped by thongs to his chariot’s outer rail. Spotting him first Odysseus quickly pointed him out to Diomedes: “Look, here’s our man, here are his horses. The ones marked out by the rascal we just killed. On with it now—show us your strength, full force. Don’t just stand there, useless with your weapons. Loose those horses—or you go kill the men and leave the team to me!”

Translation by Robert Fagles, 1990
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Wolf Pelt is the story of an American spy in Athens. The story unfolds in the fall of 1951, a formative time in the Cold War. Greece and Turkey are on the cusp of NATO accession. The Marshall Plan is winding down its shower of money on Europe. And the disparate functions, departments, and personalities of the adolescent CIA are jostling for bureaucratic equilibrium.

My protagonist, Stavros Theofanis, has a history. For a full background, I invite you to read The Greek Boxer and American Andarte. Stavros is fictional. But other primary characters are historic. Here’s a brief biography of each reduced to one paragraph but deserving of volumes.

Frank Wisner was the father of the CIA’s covert action arm. He influenced America’s Cold War undercover work more than any other person.

Hod Fuller worked with Frank Wisner and ran Operation FIEND, the covert war in Albania. He was a World War II OSS veteran, as is Stavros Theofanis.

Thomas Hercules Karamessines was CIA station chief in Athens. He reformed the Greek intelligence service into a look-alike CIA. He too was OSS, though office bound. Much later in his career, he played important roles in the Chilean elections of 1970 and Watergate.

Of these three historic figures, only Wisner and Fuller come into play throughout Wolf Pelt. I didn’t know these men and only know their character from books. I have used the ages-old ploy of authorial license to create their dialogue and strive to fit it into reported personalities and historical context. There was an Operation FIEND, fighting between CIA’s OSO and OPC, Stay Behind Armies, Holy Bond, NATO subversion, Cultural Influence Campaigns, and . . . .You’ll get the drift. I’ve provided a bibliography if you want to flesh out any of these fascinating themes.

There are plot points I lifted from CIA annals. Igor Gouzenko’s defection to Canada following World War II is one. And Nesti Josifi Kopali’s defection to the Italians from Albania in 1949 is another. I’ve kept these accounts as close to fact as I could. If a turn of plot is factual, it is likely noted.

And, speaking of notes, Wolf Pelt is less notated than The Greek Boxer or American Andarte. This is because the plot is fictional. I don’t know whether the CIA tried to recruit the Soviet GRU rezidentura in Athens and run him as a mole or, in the lexicon of spy craft, a double. But they could have. The CIA Reading Room verifies enough irons in the fire that this fictional operation might have risen in some smoldering corner.

I like Greece. I have a loving family there and have visited many times. The devastation wrought on this small country by fascist occupation during World War II and the stalking Civil War that followed sets the stage for Wolf Pelt. In 1951, Greece began stepping away from the worst years of torture, fratricide, and deprivation thanks to the funding and political guidance of the United States. Its strategic sea lanes and proximity to the Soviet Block gave it two personalities. On the surface, things were getting better in 1951, and peace prevailed. But not far beneath that placid patina, a domain of spies, espionage, and anything-goes noesis percolated. The Cold War was just that, a war by other means. But not that different from traditional war. Operation FIEND, the CIA and British effort to undermine the communist government of Albania by infiltrating armed cells, was Frank Wisner’s first effort to field a surrogate Cold War army. He did it from Greece. You could call FIEND a Greek tragedy with Albanian actors.

It is trite to say that geography is destiny. Perhaps not when Napoleon uttered it before invading Russia, but trite today. Where Greece falls on the globe has presented Greeks opportunities and perils like few other countries. The dichotomy played out in 1951 as the world’s superpowers sought to arrange geography to their advantage. I offer in Wolf Pelt a pawn’s advance on the chessboard of the Great Game for your enlightenment and entertainment.
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Rain came early in October and washed away the dust of an Athens summer. The city shone anew under the season’s soft sun. The drive from Tripoli had taken three hours, an interval of anticipation and speculation. It had been a trip of necessity, not choice.

He was a day late. The downpour in the Peloponnese had waylaid him in Tripoli for the night. The Galaxy Hotel was serviceable, but the thunder and pouring rain made sleep impossible. When the storm passed in the early hours, he too passed into the silence. Come morning, he awoke abridged and muzzy. Consulting the dressing mirror, he took stock of a thirty-eight-year-old man, six foot tall and athletic. He buttoned a pressed white shirt from his grip and put on his charcoal-gray suit. The tie would come later.

He ordered coffee and a grilled ham and cheese in the hotel’s taverna. He was stirring sugar into his coffee when a liquid baritone called from his left, “Ypolochagós.” Then in English, “Lieutenant.”

Greece is a small country where news travels fast. It is easy to believe that every Greek talks to every other Greek every day. Greece, with all the modern impersonal conveyances—telephones, telegraphs, and radios—somehow maintained intimacy in all communication. Man-to-man, woman-to-man, no matter how transmitted, messages landed leavened with urgency and merit. It was The Greek Way.

Stavros set his spoon on the coffee’s saucer and turned in his chair to a tall, clean-shaven man in a scuffed and faded MQ-1 field jacket and khaki pants. He wore the boots of a worker. Even without his guerrilla growth, Stavros recognized Nikolas at once. Nikolas had been second in command of the Chómori andartes that Stavros and his OSS Operational Group had coordinated and collocated with during the German occupation. He was a brave fighter, a seasoned tactician, and an educated man. His family ran a small olive oil plant near Missolonghi, and the last Stavros knew, from six years earlier, Nikolas had been in the Nafpaktian Mountains harassing retreating Germans.

Stavros had left Greece in September 1944 when the OSS recalled his commando group to Italy. From there, he volunteered to go to China. In the desolate mountains north of Xi’an, he’d teamed with Loyal Patriotic Army guerrillas. They had radioed weather reports, harassed the Japanese, and rescued downed American airmen until the end of the war.

The Germans left Greece in October 1944. The swastika fluttered its last in Athens and retreated from the heights of the Acropolis. The jubilant hoisting of the “blue and white” returned Greece to the Greeks and unleashed a bloody battle for political ascendence. The contested soul of Greece had yet healed.

Nikolas had been a partisan in the Greek National Liberation Front, EAM, a political coalition with the Greek Communist Party at its core. He’d fought as second in command of Chómori ELAS, the Greek People’s Liberation Army. From high in the Nafpaktian Mountains, his ELAS fighters had ranged the breadth of Greece. They had battled in the Plains of Thessaly to the east, the peaks of Roumeli between, and Epirus on the western border with Albania. Most ELAS andartes had fought against the fascists, against the return of the king, against British imperialism, and for Greece. But a core, a motivated minority, had fought for communism and initiatory socialism. They were internationalists. Nikolas had fought for Greece. EAM-ELAS had welcomed the OSS commandos, schooled the Americans in The Greek Way, and provided impenetrable operational security. Not once were Stavros or his commandos betrayed or abandoned in Greece.

Stavros remained in touch with only one of the Chómori andartes, the captivating, elusive Dimitra, former kapetánios of the andarte band. It was a connection more personal than professional. They were in love, distant and circumstantial, but love. She was why he looked forward to Athens.

“Nikolas, what a surprise. Ti kanis, you look well. What are you doing in the Peloponnese? I thought you might be in Missolonghi.”

“It surprises me, Lieutenant. I thought that was you, but your suit and smooth face gave me pause. Are you not kataskopeía? What is it called today, Central Agency?”

Nikolas loved American slang and idioms. Stavros corrected, “You mean CIA, Central Intelligence Agency. And no. I’m not. I left the OSS and kataskopeía after the war. Now I teach, and I’m in Greece doing research. The suit . . . I have a meeting in Athens that requires it. I must drive there after breakfast.”

Stavros hated lying to Nikolas, but his mission demanded it. Nikolas was a potential source of information and a trusted acquaintance, a point of contact and a known quantity. Nikolas and Stavros had fought shoulder to shoulder in close combat, each man protecting the other. But his need to know about Stavros’s employment did not rise to providence. Besides, it was complicated.

Nikolas probed, “They say that a man so initiated never leaves kataskopeía. Espionage is an old and binding fraternity, no?”

“I have heard the same, my friend. But in the OSS, we were soldiers. In the beginning we were United States Army. In Greece, did we not wear the American uniforms? Spies would never wear uniforms, no?

“Yes, you speak true, but Greece is full, its kataskopeía decanter spills over with spies. They come from Albania and Russia and Britain and Bulgaria and Turkey, even Yugoslavia. And, of course, America, no? Very shady people, Is that right? Would Americans say shady?” asked Nikolas.

“Yes, that is proper usage, and I believe you are right. But I steer a path far from the shadows. My roads all lead to well-lighted universities and libraries. There, I have met no spies, only librarians and curators, boring people who stick their noses in books and dusty artifacts. The excitement of kataskopeía would humble their existence. And you, do you still sling your Beretta and fashion ambushes?” chided Stavros.

“No, no. I ambush only my wife on nights when this is allowed. I ambush my son for play.”

“A wife and a son! Congratulations, my friend. When did all this take place?”

“Four years ago. We married in Missolonghi, and my son arrived a year later.”

“What are their names?”

“My wife is Diana and my son, I named him Yiorgos. Yiorgos Nikolas.”

“Yiorgos for Chómori Yiorgos?” asked Stavros.

“Yes, he is my child’s godfather. Kapetánios Yiorgos saved my life after you left Greece. We marched to Patras to escort the British Second Airborne Brigade, paratroopers landing by boat. What do I know? Along the way, just before Antirrio, swine of the Security Battalion took up a sniper’s position in the hills. I was leading the main column and would have received a bullet. But Yiorgos was in the hills with a detachment, moving silently and watching for just such danger. He saw the glint from their binoculars. He circled their hide, found there were two swine, and killed them both. You know the area. It was near the Church of Saint George, north of Molykreio. Where you escaped the Messerschmitts, no?”

Stavros nodded, and with remembrance, a charged tingle rose in his spine.

“Yiorgos is a good man. Where is he?”

“He tends his bees in Kato Dafne. Golden, smooth, good honey. He says the best. He has many customers; some even travel from Athens. He has a following that believes his product improves their breathing. Some suffer from the asthma; others smoke too many Papastratos. They take the honey for a cure.”

Chómori Yiorgos had been fierce, grizzled, and as hard as the granite in the mountains. Stavros smiled. His reaction raced from fanciful to absurd to risible picturing Yiorgos a docile apiculturist in blanched canvas and veil.

“Yes. I see you smile. It is funny to picture Yiorgos so tame, but he is a cultured man. He attends the opera at Odeon of Herodes. He has heard Maria Callas every time she has performed. The war, the Italians, and the Germans made him a wolf, but now he has regressed to a puppy. He is a dear friend,” said Nikolas.

“What of you, Nikolas? What is your work these days?”

“My wife, she is from this town. Her family owns a machine shop north of here. It is not so big, but we have twenty employees. We do fine work, shipbuilding components. I spend the week here at the fabricating plant and travel to Missolonghi Saturday and Sunday. Thus, begins my ambush, no?”

“Are you a machinist?” asked Stavros.

“No. Not a true journeyman. The journeymen let me play with their machines, but no. I am not a machinist. I oversee the business.

“My wife’s family has no son to hand the business to. The Germans killed her brother when the British retreated to Crete in 1941. He was fighting in the hills with a band of local men. It was a time before EAM-ELAS. Her father is a man who worked every day to build the business and he, he is a true machinist. But he is old and cannot manage as he has. Now it falls to me. It is good work, I am fortunate.”

“Do you still process the olives in Missolonghi?” asked Stavros.

“Indeed. This my wife looks after. My mother and father rebuilt our factory after the Germans left. The Italians set fire to it after they killed my brother in forty-two. But they are Italians, so they only did half the job. Most of the machines were still working. The building they burned, but the machines we salvaged. It is a good business, but not all the year. Only at harvest is it busy.”

The news of the machine shop stirred Stavros. But he maintained his composure, smiled, nodded, and revealed nothing to his old friend.

Stavros and Nikolas talked, drank coffee, and reminisced for two hours in the taverna. They caught up on old comrades and relived blood and thunder. When the bells of Saint Basile tolled noon, Nikolas said he was going to the machine shop to meet a shipyard representative.

Nikolas said, “I must go now to the business. You should follow along. It is on your way to Athens, no? I will show you the shop.”

“It would be my privilege,” replied Stavros.

Stavros checked out, paid his bill, and met Nikolas in front of the hotel. Nikolas drove a well-worn, white-over-green Bedford OY with a canvas-covered bed. Stavros assumed it was 1930s vintage that had survived the British retreat, the Italians, the Germans, and landed in the hands of a loving Greek. In his mind, Stavros compared the old lorry to a laden village donkey or the stout mules they had packed for OSS actions. Stavros was driving a gray 1950 Morris Oxford MO saloon, a tepid excuse for an automobile. Stavros preferred his Ford flathead V-8 convertible in Missouri. The Morris forty horsepower four-cylinder engine propelled the car to seventy miles per hour. Stavros had to admit, that was plenty fast for most Greek roads. The Morris was his issue by economy and circumstance. The United States Embassy in Athens had inherited a fleet of these diplomatic cars from the downscaling British, who had fought as hard as they could against the Greek communist insurgents after the Germans fled. When the British ran out of money, they handed the cars and the insurrection to their American cousins. The CIA station chief in Athens appropriated part of the fleet and refitted the cars with standard issue plates and civilian registrations. The Morris was, as Stavros strove to be, unremarkable on Greek streets and roads.

The friends drove in tandem three kilometers north to a corrugated building set in a field off the road to Kalavrita. The Bedford chugged at a steady speed and only issued a rare puff of blue smoke. There was a tidy painted sign at the entrance to the property that read Tripoli Metal Fabrication. They walked through the front office and past Nikolas’s secretary, a pretty, shy young Greek woman. Inside the machine shop, Nikolas introduced Stavros to the workers, men in their forties and fifties with a few younger and only one much older. He said Stavros was an old friend and an American Greek who fought with the andartes. The workers nodded their appreciation. Nikolas called him Professor Stavros. This took Stavros by surprise, and Nikolas saw his expression. Nikolas said, “Come now, Lieutenant, did you not know that your men and some of our fighters called you professor? Was that a secret? I may have offended some pledge by telling you, no? I believe Kapetánios Dimitra was the first to call you such.” Then he laughed at Stavros’s embarrassment.

Nikolas went on, “What are you researching in Greece, my friend? We never discussed this at the taverna. Something ancient?”

Stavros faced the group. He said, “I am studying the Athenian Navy from the time of Themistokles, the fifth and fourth centuries BC. I hope to author my PhD dissertation from the research. I might like to interview some of you. Your ancestors built the triremes, no?”

The assembled workers met his chide with puzzled looks. Greeks have a robust sense of humor, but not all American comedy translates well.

He spent the next half hour touring the plant. Nikolas needed to attend his meeting and handed off Stavros to the old man, Epaminondas. It was an ancient name shared with a Theban general. Stavros tried to converse and said, “I have come across your name in Xenophon’s Hellenica. Epaminondas was a prominent leader, a great man.”

His taciturn guide nodded and smiled, revealing a litany of missing teeth.

But when the pair arrived at their first machine station, Epaminondas was a fount of narration and wisdom. He explained in detail and duration the equipment and the processes. The plant was tooling and balancing propeller shafts for reworked liberty ships. Greek shipping magnates, most of whom weathered the war in London and New York, had purchased these mass-produced American workhorse vessels following the war. Those in New York got a jump on the investment, while their countrymen in London waited on the cash-strapped British government and banks to release insurance payouts.​[1] The liberty ships were sturdy boats for their day, but now needed retrofitting and rebuilding. With the outbreak of the Korean War in June 1950, only a year before, Greek shipping flourished, and owners scrambled for seaworthy vessels to meet demand. Nikolas was in a sound position and negotiated a healthy contract, certain to keep Tripoli Metal Fabrication busy for months.

Epaminondas lectured Stavros on acceptable bearing misalignment limits, uniform load distribution across bearings, shaft strength limits, crankshaft deflections, and coupling bolt strength.​[2] Then he spent five minutes talking about misalignment tolerances for clutches and flexible couplings and concluded, “But, for this work we have not to worry about such things.”

When the old man started a monologue on hull deflection and thermal deviations, Stavros interrupted his host. He said, “Sir, Epaminondas, your knowledge is vast. You are a walking encyclopedia. I wish for more time to absorb your expertise. However, I have an important meeting in Athens, and I must leave now for the drive. Thank you for your patience and valuable time. I hope someday to visit with you again and we can continue my education.” Little did Stavros know of his need for education.

Nikolas walked up behind Stavros as he tried to uncouple from Epaminondas and asked, “Has our foreman made of you an apprentice?”

Stavros smiled and nodded. He said, “Epaminondas is a stream that overflows with knowledge. I am too shallow to contain it.”

Nikolas smiled. Then he told Epaminondas, “You better check on the others. We may work this weekend. The shipyard wants to speed up our delivery schedule.”

Epaminondas nodded, bowed, then set off to supervise the work.

Stavros said, “Thanks for showing me around. This is an impressive operation. You have good men at work here and plenty of work to do, no?”

Nikolas said, “We will be busy for months. The shipyard agreed to pay the overtime and a premium for the quick delivery. Still, there will be no ambush in Missolonghi this weekend.

“Here, this is my address and telephone at the shop. In Missolonghi, you can ask anyone, and they will know of the olive plant.”

Stavros took the paper and said, “You can reach me through the American Embassy. I’ve been staying at the Grande Bretagne in Athens. There you can leave a message.”

“The Grande Bretagne, eh? College professors are well cared for, no?” chimed Nikolas.

“I am fortunate to be working on a special grant from my Uncle Sam,” revealed Stavros.

Nikolas smiled. He knew well the reference to Stavros’s benefactor.

The old friends shook hands and hugged. They promised to stay in touch and not let another six years pass before talking once again. Nikolas walked Stavros to the parking area. Stavros fired the Morris, turned right on the road to Kalavrita, and began three hours of dread and anticipation.

Ten kilometers north, Stavros left the road to Kalavrita and joined the road to Corinth. As the road straightened, he reached for the radio and turned the power knob. A crackly noise escaped from the dashboard speaker, and Stavros finessed the tuner until he found the band for Ethniko Idryma Radiofonias, EIR, the Greek National Radio Federation. From the two o’clock news update, he learned the EIR had joined with twenty-two other stations to form the European Broadcasting Union. This registered as a positive development to Stavros, who believed that Greece and Europe needed all the unity they could muster. Unity, on the side of America, was his reason for being in Greece. After the news, EIR began broadcasting a series of recorded concerts from young composers of the Athens Conservatory. The first selection was from 1949 entitled Study for Two Violins and Cello by a promising composer, Mikis Theodorakis.

The lilting chorus lifted his spirits. He slid his hand under the center of the dashboard and found an unremarkable bolthead, part of the dashboard frame. With a quarter twist, a padded compartment dropped. Stavros removed a .45 Colt M1911 pistol. He steadied the oversized steering wheel with his knees, held the gun in his right hand and press-checked the slide just far enough to be reassured by the brass in the firing chamber. He slid the weapon back into the compartment and secured the secret panel. A profound cello registry accompanied his thoughts, and the asphalt’s hum conveyed the Morris.
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​Chapter 2
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“I thought I’d never find this place. Sorry I’m late. I’ve spent more time in Istanbul than Athens and even less in the Plaka. Besides any symbolism attached to meeting here, do they have decent food?” he asked in a soft southern drawl.

Frank G. Wisner wore a tan, conservative summer-weight suit. He was stocky and well traveled. Stavros rose at his chair to shake his hand. When Wisner pulled his chair back from the two-top table under the leaning lemon tree, the wooden legs grated against the rough cobble. The commotion scared away the black-and-white cat begging at Stavros’s feet.

Stavros said, “Sir, good to see you. Yes, the food is fantastic. Great salads and grilled octopus. I wasn’t thinking about symbolism when I picked the place. But a restaurant named for the world’s first actor might qualify. Everything in this corner of the Plaka relates to the theater.” Stavros looked over his shoulder toward the Theater of Dionysus, only yards away on the eastern slope of the Acropolis.

“What was his full name? My classical history fails me,” asked Wisner.

“Aristotle called him Thespis of Icaria. He developed tragedy as an artistic style,” said Stavros.

“Actor and tragedian. We might use that as a position description, right? Only sad actors need apply? I’ll send a note to Personnel and Administration and see what they say. They’ll send back a ream of rules and regulations it would trample.”

Stavros nodded at his boss’s levity, relieved at his good mood. Frank Wisner was fair, educated, practiced, and driven. But the driven could overshadow the practiced. He was a man who ran warm and cool, high and low. The world was on his shoulders with a war to win, cold though it might be. Stavros respected Wisner without reservation and felt honored to have one-on-one time with the CIA Deputy Director of Plans. Wisner’s title diminished his all-knowing role as chief of covert operations and intelligence. His promotion was the latest snapshot of the fast-forward bureaucratic whirlwind that was America’s intelligence services following abolishment of the OSS.

Stavros first met Wisner in Cairo in early 1944. Wisner had entered Egypt just before Christmas 1943 on a following wave of beautiful people, Americans working for the Red Cross, the OSS, and the Office of War Information. He was part of the ballooning American Mission.​[3] He was a reports officer, an analyst. He worked with paper and sorted half-truths and lies from usable intelligence. His work at OSS HQ consumed him, but it would never be mistaken for exciting. He sought the company of Secret Intelligence Branch spies and Special Operations Branch commandos, people like Stavros, people with stories he wanted to hear.

Even before Cairo, Wisner had been a devotee of cultural immersion. From a wealthy and cultivated Mississippi family, he had been treated to a grand tour of Europe before entering college. Cairo only reinforced his notion that analysts couldn’t understand a country and assess intelligence without knowing the people and their ways. The British Special Operations Executive officers he worked with only confirmed this. In understated caution, they warned the energetic greenhorn that it was important to study foreign cultures but to guard against going native. Thus, it was in the spirit of cultural expansion that Wisner met Stavros.

On a day trip to Camp Huckstep, the sprawling Allied supply base near Cairo where the OSS Greek Operational Groups were awaiting deployment pretending to be truck drivers, Wisner overheard a conversation. Stavros and his commandos were bantering about a Greek dance on the sidelines of a basketball game. Interrupting a vivid projection of how the local girls would find them irresistible, Wisner asked if he could tag along. He said official Cairo bored him.

Stavros liked the man and saw no harm in him coming. Having someone from the American Mission and the OSS head shed might help if any of his cocksure comrades found their way into the clutch of local police.

They hit it off that night, but the dance was a bust. The commandos, in their British paratroop boots and new Eisenhower jackets, cut a dashing cast in the ballroom of the Grand Hotel. But the Greek girls kept a haughty distance, stuck on themselves. It disappointed the Americans that there were no line dances, no Kalamatianos. The Greeks in Egypt only danced American style. Stavros and Wisner met at Huckstep two more times. Over coffee in the mess, they discussed everything from women to world views. Then Stavros’s Operational Group shipped out to Italy in February.

Stavros held a master’s degree in world history. He taught at Park College in Kansas City and lectured at the Army Command and General Staff College at Fort Leavenworth. In April 1943, he relinquished his draft exemption and volunteered for the Army’s 122nd Greek Battalion. When that unit disbanded in September, the OSS recruited Stavros and 186 other Greeks for commando service in the Old Country. OSS commissioned Stavros a first lieutenant and gave him command of an operational group.

Wisner was two years older than Stavros, with a wife and two children. He had earned his bachelor’s and law degrees from the University of Virginia. He practiced law on Wall Street but never fit in. He joined the US Naval Reserve six months before Pearl Harbor and earned the rank of commander. But reviewing legal briefs and managing the censorship branch offered little challenge. He transferred to OSS just prior to meeting Stavros in Cairo. He was engaging, motivated, and full of ideas. Stavros liked him.

So did Wild Bill Donavan, the head of OSS. In June 1944, while Stavros and his commandos were learning The Greek Way by ambushing Germans in the Nafpaktian Mountains, Donavan appointed Wisner chief of OSS Secret Intelligence Branch Istanbul. In neutral Turkey he made fast work cleaning up Operation Dogwood, an OSS chain gone to seed that the Nazis were using to sow disinformation. In August he transferred to Romania in charge of OSS SI operations in all southeast Europe. In Bucharest, he evacuated 1,350 British and American airmen scattered throughout the country and held prisoner by the quisling government. With a successful coup d'état by King Michael, Romania moved into the Allied Camp. In the chaotic shuffle, Wisner evacuated the POWs just hours ahead of the Soviet Army’s advance and under the noses of the retreating Wehrmacht and Luftwaffe. The Germans left in such haste that Wisner came to possess a trove of sensitive oil production data and shipping records. Romania was the largest supplier of Axis oil during the war, and most of the Allied airmen were downed trying to bomb it to rubble. The industry data allowed analysts to infer much about Nazi war capabilities. It was an intelligence coup alongside King Michael’s, and Wisner’s reputation grew, as did his promotional appeal.

With evacuation of the airmen in Romania, Stavros and Wisner’s OSS careers overlapped once more. Stavros infiltrated China in the fall of 1944 and led guerrillas rescuing downed American flight crews. When President Truman abolished the OSS in October 1945, Wisner first went back to his legal practice, then to the Department of State. In September 1947, President Truman signed the National Security Act creating the Central Intelligence Agency. Wisner left State and reentered the world of mirrors in 1948 as CIA assistant director of policy coordination. He developed expertise in downed airmen and tactics of evacuation, escape, and evasion. He wrote Stavros, a subject expert in downed airman, who after the war returned to teach at Park College and work on his doctorate.

Late in 1948, Wisner took over the misleadingly named Office of Policy Coordination. The OPC’s charter was as robust as its name was innocuous. A National Security Council directive put OPC in charge of “propaganda, economic warfare, preventive direct action, including sabotage, anti-sabotage, demolition and evacuation procedures; subversion against hostile states, including assistance to underground resistance groups, guerrillas and refugee liberation groups, and support of indigenous anti-communist elements in threatened countries of the free world.”​[4]

Wisner set out to recruit Stavros and others like him. He targeted former OSS operators and spies, men who lived clandestine lives and knew survival. The pitch was simple. The world is divided into good and evil, light and darkness, freedom and slavery. America stands for dignity and progress and the USSR for enslavement. In this epic struggle for the soul of civilization, the Soviets would leave no avenue uncontested.

He recited the 1948 bombshell that Time magazine editor, Whittaker Chambers, had confessed to spying for the Soviets. Chambers then implicated Alger Hiss at Department of State, unveiling a shadow war. Communists had breached America at the highest levels of government, and Uncle Sam was playing catch-up.

Nuance abounded, Wisner admitted, but the big picture was clear. The initiation of the Cominform, the Communist Information Bureau, in 1947 had been a springboard for international revolution and a reincarnation of the Communist International disbanded in 1943. Wisner pointed to the February 1948 Soviet-backed coup d'état in Czechoslovakia, then the Blockade of Berlin in June. That same year, France and Italy tottered under communist-led strikes, and the Partito Comunista Italiano appeared poised to win Italy’s general election. Greece was still fighting communist guerrillas in the country’s north.

In 1949 the Soviets detonated an atomic weapon, and the Chinese Communists came to power. In the jungles of Central Luzon just north of Manila, communist and Huk rebels advanced with little resistance. In June 1950, the Soviets and Chinese supported the invasion of South Korea. Wisner saw communism threatening, not only because of its military might, but for its insidious ideological appeal.

Wisner foresaw a strategic battle for cultural and ideological supremacy amid a concurrent counterinsurgency and political war. That was his world. He commanded a bottomless budget with minor oversight. He would oppose Soviet influence in political and cultural circles anywhere and everywhere, in Europe and America. His Operation Mockingbird planted CIA-sourced stories throughout American newspapers, television, wire services, and radio. His network touched leading outlets from CBS, The Washington Post, Newsweek, The New York Times, and The Christian Science Monitor.​[5] Similar cultural tendrils he seeded across the globe.

His offshore clandestine work, active measures, direct-action projects, were impersonal, targeted, and unrestricted. Thus, the need for hardened operators, people who would do what needed done.

On the world stage, the US offered economic support to the ravaged, war-torn European economies through the Marshall Plan. Military support radiated through a new alliance called NATO, the North Atlantic Treaty Organization.

Stavros bought the appeal in early 1949 and entered his own world of mirrors. His cover was as natural as the feral feline weaving between his legs. He was a professor. He stayed at Park College, teaching, and researching. In late 1949, the President of Park College received two well-dressed visitors from “a government agency.” They suggested a healthy educational grant could be forthcoming if the college arranged for the “loan” of Stavros. The president allowed an indeterminate sabbatical, and Stavros began orientation and training in Washington.

Downed airmen were important, but Wisner saw Stavros in another role. Those plans and modifications thereto were the tedious predicate for their meeting. At Thespis in the Plaka on a warm October night under an ageless full moon, conversation veered from friendly to business.

“We’ve got a lot to talk over. Do you have the time?” asked Stavros.

“You are the last thing on my list for today unless either of the two men around the corner comes by and whisks me away for something urgent,” answered Wisner.

Just then, a server in his fifties brought a tray to their table and placed in front of Stavros a beer and a basket of small fried fish. Both men were silent as the waiter set the table. Then the waiter asked Wisner if he’d like to order. Wisner told him a beer would do for now, and they could order dinner in a few minutes. The waiter left, and the conversation resumed.

“First, how did your trip to Crete go?” asked Wisner.

“Interesting,” offered Stavros. “Souda is a near-perfect location for naval staging. The Greeks have been using it since before time. The Venetians used it, the Ottomans, the Germans. It’s deep water and defensible.

“The wind can be tricky when it blows due west. There’s a funnel effect over Chania between the Akrotiri Peninsula and Cape Drapano. But this is rare, and at twenty-five knots, it’s not prohibitive for larger vessels. Otherwise, it’s fifteen kilometers east to west and two to four kilometers north to south and protected. I’ll file the report tomorrow.

“The Soviets have an anchorage south of Crete, about seventy kilometers. It’s their Black Sea picket. It’s under command of their Operational Formation Mediterranean Sea. They have supply vessels and maintenance units there, and only eight warships, Komar class. Wooden hulled fast boats with the Termit missiles.​[6] That’s what the photos looked like to me. I’ve sent the film per channels. My contact reported no sub conning towers. The rest were all supply ships, two dozen in all.

“The rain waylaid me in the Peloponnese. I spent the night in Tripoli and ran into an old andarte friend. I’m ninety-nine percent sure it was happenstance. His name is Nikolas. He runs a machine shop doing marine contracting. He showed me around the plant, and it’s impressive.

“Nikolas is a good man. The Italians killed his brother, a monk, and burned his family’s business. He joined EAM-ELAS and rose to stratiotikós in the Chómori unit. He was never KKE, so I doubt he’s palling around with them now. He could not have known I would stay in Tripoli. Hell, I didn’t know. His business, Tripoli Metal Fabrication, is as legitimate as they come, so I think he’s clean, no attachments.

“I’ll write up a contact report.”

“What about your NATO contacts in the Circle? It looks like the Greeks are onboard and we’ll formalize their ascension early next year. They’ll come in along with Turkey. Their entry will anchor a three-thousand-mile defensive line from Gibraltar right up to the Soviet border,” stated Wisner.

“Our Athens Group is supportive. They like our aid and they like Americans. They are not always comfortable with our military approach to the communists, but they like that the communists have lost and that the British have left. The population, at least in Athens, is hungry for peace and economic recovery. They’ve been at war for over a decade,” answered Stavros.

“Who came up with the name?” asked Wisner.

“O kýklos érevnas kai proódou? The Research and Progress Circle?” asked Stavros.

“Right,” said Wisner.

“A friend of mine suggested it. She knows how Greeks think,” answered Stavros.

“That would be Dimitra?” asked Wisner.

“Right,” answered Stavros.

“You know we’ve got concerns about her and your, um . . . connection?” prodded Wisner.

“I’ve been up front, sir. We met in Chómori, fell in something approaching love, and separated in 1944. Now she lives her life, and I live mine. She earned her PhD and digs artifacts for a living, and I, as far as she knows, research ancient navies. We see each other when it’s convenient.”

“It’s her past, Stavros. Her membership in KKE that sends up red flags, no pun intended.”

“I understand. But I was with her when she renounced party discipline. I know the danger she was in. She worked her magic with social democratic friends and VIPs. They cut a deal with the KKE to get her out without a trial or inquiry. I was there.

“She has great insight and contributes a pro-American voice to the group. Plus, her contacts are invaluable. The Circle has movers and shakers from political organizations, publishing, academia, and cultural groups. They hold sway. Just what we want, right? Influence among those who create culture, thoughts, policy, and ideas.”

Wisner nodded, then said, “You understand why we’re cautious.” 

Stavros nodded.

Wisner kept his thoughts to himself. He knew Dimitra from photos and appreciated Stavros’s attraction. Dimitra gave suitable cover for his detached, love-sick professor circulating in Greece to research shipbuilding and ancient nautical prowess.

Wisner went on, “Just keep up the contact reports. You don’t have to pen anything salacious, just who, what, where, when, and why. Okay?”

Stavros nodded.

“Back to NATO,” offered Wisner before launching into a recitation of postwar events.

“The Brits told Truman in February 1947 that they were finito. They couldn’t afford another war in Greece. The KKE had reorganized and rearmed, and the Brits didn’t want the fight. Truman told the world in March that the US would stop communist expansion, and his first order of business was Greece. In July, Griswold came to Athens, set up the American Mission, and began weeding out rightists. He got rid of Zervas and installed Sophoulis, reined in the torture and atrocities, and set them on a political and military strategy. The Greeks liked American money, which I believe came to four hundred million above the board.​[7] He controlled the money, so he controlled the Greeks.

“General Van Fleet took over in February 1948. He spent two hundred million and organized a hundred local militia battalions. He freed the Greek Army from positional defense and used them to pursue the KKE.​[8] He pounded the guerrillas wherever they popped up and pushed the communists out of Central Greece in a month. They retreated north, and he crushed them in late 1949. That’s when NATO came to the front burner.”

Stavros thought about the communists he’d fought alongside against the Germans, members of the KKE. They were good men and women. Not once had his American commandos been betrayed, exposed, or abandoned. But things change. Now, the KKE was a puppet of the Soviets and Yugoslavs. And when the Yugoslavian support withdrew in 1949, they had fallen. Stalin and the Soviets had abandoned them even earlier. He felt sorry for them, at least for the individuals he knew to be Greeks first and communists second. The thought of their last stand on Mount Grammos under the hell of napalm B sobered him.​[9]

Wisner went on, “The Greeks have never been the problem for NATO. The problem was that the Brits didn’t want them included. They wanted a separate Middle East defense pact. The Scandinavian and Benelux countries feared Greece would drag them into an unwanted Mediterranean war.

“Then, enter the Soviets and Chinese communists. The Soviet bomb and the Korean invasion changed the calculation. When the Greek government sent troops to Korea, it was the cherry on the cake. The Brits relinquished their objection and both Greece and Turkey will ascend early next year. I understand General Bradley is standing by for the initial integration planning.

“We expect the Greeks will allow military installations. That’s our interest in Souda, among other places. We’ll set up airfields and support bases, some monitoring stations, and other infrastructure.

“So, I’m here to say excellent work. Your Circle and their influence has helped with the friendly acceptance of NATO. And NATO is the linchpin to containing the Soviets.

“Now, we should talk about something delicate. First some good news. I want you in Washington with me. I want somebody who knows Greece right next to me. I plan to work you out of this assignment over the next year and put you behind a desk at HQ. It’s a promotion and a raise.
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