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To the memory of Sgt. David Travis Friedrich, who fell fighting for his country in Iraq and never failed to Put New England First

And to Kerri Miller, for her patience and unwavering support



CAST OF CHARACTERS
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Aier, Hafiz  British prisoner who spoke flawless Arabic.

Atley, Tim  Specialist, 500th MI Battalion (Fort Gordon, Georgia). Mackey translated for Atley (a Spanish linguist) the first time he confronted a prisoner. Later played opposite Singhal during the interrogation of the brothers with a “missile” in their basement.

Berrara, Jim  Specialist, interrogator (Russian linguist), 325th MI Battalion (Reserves). A member of Mackey’s reserve unit and part of the relief unit sent to replace Task Force 500 in August.

Booker, Luke  Major, Colorado national guardsman who joined Task Force 500 in February as an Uzbek linguist. His mature appearance made him a successful character actor—he became an “FBI agent” whenever an approach called for such a prop.

Carlson, Jamie  Specialist, analyst, 500th MI Battalion. Part of the original Task Force 500 element in Afghanistan and responsible (at age nineteen) for analysis and research related to interrogations.

Cassidy, Evan  Staff sergeant, interrogator (German linguist), L.A. National Guard. Cassidy was left at Kandahar after major interrogation operations were concluded; he eventually rejoined what was left of the main body of the task force when Kandahar was completely closed in July.

Cathcart, David  Sergeant, interrogator (Russian linguist), 103rd MI Battalion. Cathcart was part of the Serial 93 element that originally deployed to Kandahar.

Cavanaugh, Tom  Sergeant, interrogator (Russian linguist), 519th MI Battalion (Airborne). Fitzgerald dubbed him the Celtic Warrior Reborn, and this tall Philadelphian used his imposing size—coupled with a booming voice—to great advantage. Although critics called his technique one-dimensional, his energetic tactics were almost the sole source of success in the earliest days of the deployment.

Corcoran, Dan  Specialist, interrogator (Arabic linguist), 519th MI Battalion (Airborne).

Dawson, Kim  Warrant officer class 2 (“sergeant major”), serving with the intelligence corps of one of our coalition allies. Leading his country’s interrogation section, Kim spent most of his time in the U.S. Facility. His experience was broad and included service in counterterrorism operations in East Timor.

Davis, Ben  Sergeant, interrogator (Arabic), 103rd MI Battalion. The quiet Cape Codder was one of the finest interrogators and a top Arabic linguist, noted for his unnervingly careful delivery during questioning. Prisoners could not know his most potent weapon was his capacity for forensic research.

Eamon  Civilian, FBI.

Ellis, Bill  Warrant officer class 2 (“sergeant major”), member of one of our major coalition allies’ military intelligence teams and their senior interrogator in Bagram. Ellis literally wrote the book on his country’s interrogation techniques. His vast experience and good nature made him an invaluable asset to the U.S. interrogators.

Fields, Specialist  Specialist, interrogator, Arabic linguist, 500th MI Battation. Fields led the interrogation of Ghul Jan while he was still in Bagram; when he “got too close” to the prisoner, both Fields and Ghul Jan came to Kandahar, where Fitzgerald took over—before being replaced himself by Lillian, an agent from OGA.

Finch, Lt.  Executive officer of “C” Company, 500th MI Battalion. Took over as company commander when Rawles left the theater due to illness.

Fitzgerald, Geoff  Sergeant, interrogator (Arabic linguist), 325th MI Battalion (Reserves). A highly talented interrogator, Fitzgerald was friends with Mackey from Fordham University. His larger-than-life personality and renowned humor made him a major personality among the interrogators.

Gibbs, Kate  Major, engineers, unit affiliation unknown. Replaced Vaughn and Hartmann as the liaison between the interrogators and the Joint Working Group.

Grenauld, Jamie  Staff sergeant, interrogator (Russian linguist), 323rd MI Battalion (Reserves). Day-shift senior interrogator at Kandahar.

Guilford, First Sergeant  Most senior sergeant in “A” Company, 500th MI Battalion. In charge of “beans and bullets” (day-to-day operations) in Bagram.

Harper, Paul  Sergeant, counterintelligence agent, 500th MI Battalion. Assigned to detainee operations as a “high side” (top secret-level clearance) analyst. At Bagram he also questioned detainees connected with suspected acts of espionage. Fiancé to Walker.

Hartmann, Major  Major, Judge Advocate General Corps, V Corps. A reservist from New York, Hartmann was the main liaison between the Joint Working Group and the Facility’s interrogators.

Hasegawa, Henry Ritsuo (“Haas”)  Sergeant, interrogator (Spanish linguist), 519th MI Battalion (Airborne). Because of lack of Arabic, Hasegawa started his deployment as the clerk in the ICE. He eventually teamed up with Davis (and then later Kampf) to become perhaps the most talented interrogator in the task force. His stamina, ruthless questioning style, and relentless desire to support combat operations were unparalleled.

Heaney, Gary  Sergeant, interrogator (Arabic linguist), 323rd MI Battalion (Reserves). Heaney took over prisoner in-processing when the great Shami left and developed his own trademarks of fear-inspiring screening. He was the first interrogator new prisoners would encounter.

Hedder, Paul  Staff sergeant, interrogator (Russian linguist), 519th MI Battalion (Airborne). Replaced the author as senior interrogator in August 2002.

Holmes, Mark  Major, 519th MI Battalion (Airborne). Leader of the advance party that paved the way for Task Force 500’s replacements in August 2002.

Howe, John  Warrant officer 4. The liaison officer between signals intelligence and the interrogators.

Irvine, Chris  Warrant officer 2, 519th MI Battalion (Airborne). Daytime shift officer-in-charge of the ICE in Kandahar. Known to Fitzgerald as “the ratmaster.”

John  Civilian, FBI.

Kampf, Ethan  Sergeant, interrogator (Arabic linguist), 519th MI Battalion (Airborne). One of the top interrogators and best linguists, Kampf was among the team that pioneered new interrogation techniques to break the toughest prisoners.

Kane, Jim  Major, counterintelligence agent, USMC. Appointed the liaison between Joint Task Force 180 (XVIII Airborne Corps), which ran the war on the ground, and Task Force 500, the unit responsible for questioning detainees.

Kavalesk, Victor  Sergeant, interrogator (Russian linguist), 500th MI Battalion. Reinforced Task Force 500 from its parent unit, the 500th MI Battalion, in June 2002.

Kelleher, Jimmy  Sergeant, interrogator (Russian linguist), 325th MI Battalion (Reserves). Deployed with Mackey as a reservist when the unit was called up; spent most of the war at Fort Bragg, but was among the unit who replaced Mackey’s when Task Force 500 was relieved.

Laughton, Dawn  Specialist, analyst, 500th MI Battalion. Reinforced Task Force 500 from its parent unit, the 500th MI Battalion, in June 2002.

Lawson, Dan  Specialist, interrogator (Arabic linguist), Second Armored Cavalry Regiment. Capable of keeping up with Fitzgerald’s fast wit, Lawson was a central character of the day shift.

Lee, Jonathan  Sergeant, interrogator (Arabic), 103rd MI Battalion. A member of the original Serial 93 reinforcements sent to Afghanistan in December 2001.

Lewis, Michael  Lieutenant colonel, MI. Commander of Task Force 500.

Lopez, Eric  Warrant officer 2, 500th MI Battalion. Officer-in-charge of the Ops Section at Kandahar.

McGinty, Sean  Sergeant first class, interrogator (German linguist), 325th MI Battalion (Reserves). Childhood friend of the author and senior interrogator in Cuba.

McGovern, Sean  Sergeant, interrogator (Arabic linguist), 325th MI Battalion (Reserves). Deployed with Mackey as a reservist when the unit was called up; spent most of the war at Fort Bragg, but was among the unit who replaced Mackey’s when Task Force 500 was relieved.

Pearson, Lynn  Sergeant, interrogator (Arabic linguist), 103rd MI Battalion. Solid Arabic-speaking interrogator who eventually became head of document exploitation at the Facility at Bagram.

Rabinowicz, David  Affiliation unknown. Fort Huachuca classmate of the author.

Rawles, Tim  Captain, military intelligence, 500th MI Battalion. The officer-in-charge of “C” Company, 500th MI Battalion, which was responsible for most interrogation and counterintelligence operations in Afghanistan.

Roberts, Edward  Staff sergeant, interrogator (Arabic linguist), 323rd MI Battalion (Reserves). Although his family name suggests differently, Roberts was a native Arabic linguist whose talents were always in demand. His intolerable demeanor eventually gave rise to a crisis and his departure.

Rodriguez, Joe  Warrant officer 2, interrogation technician and officer-in-charge of the detachment, 325th MI Battalion (Reserves). Chief Rodriguez was the head of interrogation operations at Bagram after various leadership roles in Kandahar. He was tireless, and his commitment and leadership were always in evidence.

Santos, David  Sergeant, interrogator (Spanish and Persian Farsi linguist), 500th MI Battalion. Originally deployed as part of the 500th MI Battalion’s mobile interrogation team, Santos took part in the massive screening operations at Sheberghan Prison early in the war. Back at Kandahar and later at Bagram, he was the reports editor at the ops (company) level.

Shami, George  Warrant officer 4, interrogation technician, affiliation unknown. The thunderous in-processing chief whose voice was known to drive prisoners to lose control of their bladders. Replaced by Heaney.

Simon  Civilian, working for one of our coalition allies’ civilian intelligence services.

Singhal, Jason  Specialist, Virginia Nation Guard. Urdu linguist of Pakistani heritage. A key player in the interrogation of the two brothers with the “missile” in the basement.

Sutter, Kevin  Major and the executive officer of the 500th MI Battalion. Among Sutter’s responsibilities was the coordination of intelligence gathered through interrogation within the community.

Stowe, Mark  Staff sergeant, interrogator (German linguist), 323rd MI Battalion (Reserves). Stowe was the night-shift senior interrogator before being replaced by Mackey.

Tafford, James  Warrant officer 2 “promotable,” 500th MI Battalion.

Talbot, Brian  Specialist, interrogator (Russian linguist), 519th MI Battalion (Airborne). Fitzgerald’s good-humored pal on the day shift, Talbot was an example of the precocious and affable composition of the interrogator ranks.

Turner, Doug  Sergeant, interrogator (Russian linguist), 325th MI Battalion (Reserves). Eager but ultimately miscast interrogator, Doug was ineffective in the “booth.” He eventually found an important niche in the administrative apparatus of the team.

Tyler, Keith  Warrant officer 1, 103rd MI Battalion (Third Infantry Division, Fort Stewart, Georgia). Night-shift officer-in-charge of the ICE in Kandahar.

Vaughn, Tom  Major, Armor, V Corps. One of two liaison officers working in the Joint Working Group when Task Force 500 replaced the mobile interrogation team operating in Bagram.

Walker, Anne-Marie  Sergeant, interrogator (Persian Farsi linguist), 500th MI Battalion. This young Michigan soldier surprised prisoners by her youthful appearance and icy tone; she lured unsuspecting detainees into letting their guard down and pounced when the moment was right.

Weikmann, Frank  North Carolina National Guard MP and senior MP sergeant in the Facility at Bagram; earlier served as the night-shift senior MP at Kandahar.



KEY TO ABBREVIATIONS AND TERMS
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Beretta—A 9 millimeter pistol and common sidearm for officers, machine gunners, and rear-echelon troops.

Booth—A cell or tent where an interrogation is conducted.

CFLCC—Combined Forces Land Component Command; name for the overall command in charge of operations in Afghanistan prior to May 2002.

Chinook—A large, two-rotor-blade helicopter used for troop and equipment transport.

Colt M-16—A shortened version of the 5.56 millimeter M-16A2 service rifle.

Echo—Slang for interrogator.

Facility—Euphemism for the interrogation apparatus at a prison camp.

GTMO—Short for Guantánamo Bay, the U.S. naval garrison on Cuba.

High side—Top secret.

HUMINT—Human intelligence.

ICE—Interrogation control element; the oversight body that organizes and tasks interrogators.

IIR—Intelligence information report; highly structured template to report intelligence collected during an interrogation.

IMINT—Imagery intelligence.

IRP—Instructor role-player; a schoolhouse term for an interrogation instructor playing a source for training purposes.

JIF—Joint interrogation facility; the part of a POW compound used for questioning prisoners.

Joint Working Group—Oversight committee in charge of the search for “high value” fugitives like Osama bin Laden and Mullah Omar.

JTF 180—Joint Task Force 180; name of the overall command in charge of operations in Afghanistan from May 2002 onward.

KP—Kitchen patrol; additional duty working in the field kitchen assisting the cooks with menial chores.

LBE—Load-bearing equipment; the name for the belt and harness used to carry ammunition pouches, canteen, bayonet, and other individual fighting equipment.

MI—Military Intelligence Corps.

MIT—Mobile interrogation team; a small group (four to six) of interrogators, usually led by a warrant officer assisted by a sergeant.

MP—Military police.

N-7—Another name for strategic debriefer (see below).

NCOIC—Noncommissioned officer-in-charge (senior sergeant).

OGA—“Other Government Agency,” the name used to obscure our civilian intelligence agency counterparts’ presence in a combat theater.

OIC—Officer-in-charge.

Ops—Operations section; the overall leadership element for the interrogation element, encompassing collection, management, and dissemination (tasking interrogators and getting their reports out).

SAW—Squad automatic weapon; a 5.56 millimeter machine gun with a high rate of fire, usually issued as the heaviest weapon in a squad (nine soldiers).

Senior echo—The most senior interrogator in the ICE.

Serial 93—The group of reinforcements, of which Mackey was one, that fleshed out the Task Force 500 complement of interrogators.

Serial 99—A second wave of interrogator assets that arrived in February to bolster Task Force 500’s capacity.

SIGINT—Signals intelligence.

SIR—Summary interrogation report; a structured record of an interrogation, featuring interrogators’ observations, nonreportable information useful for further questioning at a later date, and ideas for further exploitation in the event the writer is not the next person to question a source.

SPOT report—An abbreviated IIR meant for critical information that must get the field commander’s attention immediately.

Strategic debriefer—An interrogator trained at the army’s senior interrogation school specifically to conduct sophisticated questioning of senior-level, willing sources.

Task Force 500—The group of composite intelligence personnel responsible for detainee operations; formed principally from the 500th MI Battalion out of Fort Gordon, Georgia.

Task Force Mountain—The expeditionary force that invaded Afghanistan in October 2001; composed mainly of the Tenth Mountain Division.

Terp—Slang for interpreter.

TOC—Tactical operations center; the physical establishment of a headquarters element of a military unit.

Twenty-sixth Marine Expeditionary Unit (MEU)—Name of the marine unit—roughly brigade size—that conducted operations in the south of Afghanistan.

Waziristan—Region straddling the frontier of Pakistan and Afghanistan in the north, populated by lawless and fiercely tribal peoples.



INTRODUCTION
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This is a story about the war in the shadows, of battles the public never sees—or, I should say, rarely sees. In the wake of the U.S. invasion of Iraq, the world has seen terrifying photos of Iraqi prisoners being mistreated by American soldiers. Countless articles and television segments have investigated the sick goings-on at Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, and possibly other similar activities elsewhere. This news hit painfully close to home. My fellow interrogators from Afghanistan shared my disgust and anger that our work, our units, and our corps had all been maligned. The soldiers and citizen soldiers with whom I served, and whose story is told in the following pages, felt bitterly betrayed by what appeared to be a small number of sadists operating without a shred of oversight. The scope of suspicion now seems to grow every day. Even our seemingly less controversial war against Al Qaeda and the Taliban has been drawn into the orbit of mistrust and allegation.

We interrogators who deployed in the fall of 2001 have always regarded ourselves as part of something unique. We were mobilized in direct response to the attacks on our country’s capital and on one of its great cities. Ours was the first stage in what has become a dragnet of unprecedented proportions. Since the September 11 attacks, the United States has detained thousands of prisoners captured in Afghanistan and dozens of other countries around the world. CIA director George J. Tenet has called it a “worldwide rousting” of a terrorist network responsible for the deadliest attack ever on U.S. soil. The most senior Al Qaeda operatives captured have been taken to facilities whose locations have not been disclosed. Hundreds more have been sent for long-term detention at a specially built prison at the U.S. military base in Guantánamo Bay, Cuba. The war in Iraq added several facilities to this prison constellation, including the now infamous Abu Ghraib prison on the outskirts of Baghdad. But for most of those captured in the war on terrorism, the first stop was one of two U.S. prisons on the parched plains of Afghanistan. The interrogators with whom I served were the first people to greet them there.

The Facility at Kandahar was open for a relatively brief period, from the early weeks of the war in Afghanistan until the following spring. It was little more than a collection of tents and coiled razor wire laid out around a mud-walled field a short distance from the main terminal at Kandahar Airport, a terminal Americans had helped build decades before. There were fire hydrants and manhole covers around the place stamped with the words “San Francisco California Foundry.” The second American prison, at Bagram Air Base, will probably be operational for years to come, as the United States continues to scoop up Afghans and Arabs and sift them for ties to terrorism. It’s a squat, windowless warehouse, boarded up and ringed with barbed wire. From the outside, it would appear lifeless if it weren’t for a steady plume of smoke from behind the building, where several times a day barrels of waste are dragged out to be burned. A sign with the spray-painted words NO ACCESS hangs over a nondescript entrance. Inside, we went face-to-face with the enemy in battles as grueling, dramatic, and important as any in the war on terrorism. These were battles of psychology and intellect, of will instead of weaponry.

Most of this work was performed not by the CIA or the FBI, but by a relatively small cadre of U.S. Army interrogators. Some were active-duty troops just a few years out of high school. Others, like me, were reservists called away from civilian careers as accountants, teachers, computer experts, and the like. Our training generally included boot camp, at least a year at the military’s language academy in Monterey, California, and then several months studying interrogation techniques at the U.S. Army’s intelligence school at Fort Huachuca, Arizona.

When the war in Afghanistan started, the army had just 510 interrogators, including 108 of us who spoke Arabic—a tiny number for a nation about to embark on a massive effort to dismantle Al Qaeda, set up a string of new bases around the Persian Gulf, and, within a year and a half, invade Iraq. The numbers reflected years of neglect of human intelligence, or HUMINT, as it’s called in military and intelligence circles. When the Cold War ended in the early 1990s, there were cuts across many categories of military and intelligence spending, but they were particularly deep in HUMINT. Even the CIA’s clandestine service was decimated. In the army, there was so much downsizing and consolidation that by 1997 more than 70 percent of its tactical HUMINT capability—soldiers ready for battlefield interrogation and counterintelligence work—had been either eliminated or moved into the reserves and the national guard. Reserve units like mine immediately felt the budget crunch.

The cuts came at a time when the terrorist threat to the United States was escalating. The basement bombing of the World Trade Center in 1993 was followed by the bombing of the Khobar Towers barracks in Saudi Arabia in 1996, the bombing of American embassies in East Africa in 1998, and the bombing of the USS Cole warship in Yemen in 2000. When hijacked airplanes struck the World Trade Center and the Pentagon in the fall of the following year, shortcomings in specialties like mine were dramatically evident.

The great might of the United States military has been on frequent display since the September 11 attacks, with stealth aircraft dropping precision-guided bombs, unmanned planes firing Hellfire missiles, columns of tanks racing across deserts, and Special Forces soldiers slithering up to unsuspecting targets. The technical wizardry of the nation’s billion-dollar spying apparatus has been no less active. But one of the most crucial weapons in the war on terrorism may be the abilities of a relative handful of soldiers and spies trained in the dark art of getting enemy prisoners to talk.

The principal dangers America faces are no longer embodied by armies and weapons, but by individuals and intentions. These threats posed by terrorists can’t always be detected by satellite or deciphered from interrupted communications. In this asymmetric war, sometimes the only hope for unearthing a plot may rest on our ability to unlock the secrets in an operative’s mind. To succeed, interrogators have to know what they’re doing. The wrong approach can squander a potentially valuable source—and, in the war on terror, one missed clue could result in unnecessary deaths. These were not nickel-and-dime stakes. We have seen how clues that might have prevented the September 11 hijackings may have been ignored. We know what happened and can count the cost.

Often the first task for interrogators is sorting out who’s been caught, distinguishing the fighters from the farmers, the terrorists from the townspeople—to some, evil from good. Prisoners might be captured at gunpoint on the field of battle, rounded up in predawn raids on safe houses, or turned over by warlords or foreign intelligence services with agendas of their own. The intermittent release of prisoners from Guantánamo Bay underscores the extent to which this aspect of the mission is still a work in progress.

But the main objective of interrogation, as the army’s field manual on the subject states, “is to obtain the maximum amount of usable information possible in the least amount of time.” That imperative meant one thing before September 11, when our training still focused on large-scale conventional conflicts. It has taken on another meaning since then.

There are rules to this game. The Geneva Conventions try to be explicit. Article 3 forbids “violence to life and person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel treatment, and torture.” It also bars “outrages upon personal dignity, in particular, humiliating and degrading treatment.” The atrocious behavior of American troops in Iraq’s Abu Ghraib prison is the most recent, and perhaps horrific, example of how things can go terribly wrong. I do not think I will ever understand how fellow soldiers could do what they did. It may also be impossible to grasp fully how destructive their actions were—to the reputation of the intelligence corps, to our country, and to a world hoping for better from those who wear the army’s uniform. It doesn’t matter that those accused so far are mainly MPs. All soldiers, and to a greater extent, intelligence soldiers, are tarnished, if only by our proximity.

The abuses at Abu Ghraib are unforgivable not just because they were cruel, but because they set us back. The more a prisoner hates America, the harder he will be to break. The more a population hates America, the less likely its citizens will be to lead us to a suspect. One of our biggest successes in Afghanistan came when a valuable prisoner decided to cooperate not because he had been abused (he had not been), but precisely because he realized he would not be tortured. He had heard so many horror stories that when he was treated decently, his prior worldview snapped, and suddenly we had an ally.

Al Qaeda trained tens of thousands of fighters at its camps in Afghanistan, and only a tiny fraction of them are pictured on Washington’s most wanted lists. For every Khalid Sheikh Mohammed, the September 11 mastermind captured in Pakistan last year, there are hundreds of lower-level Al Qaeda alumni who are all but anonymous. Some may be harmless, others not. If you’re an interrogator, your job is to determine which is which and to get them to tell you what they know.

How far to go in that pursuit was a difficult enough question when an interrogator’s fellow soldiers might be threatened, when the objective was to spare a troop from walking into a minefield a certain prisoner helped lay, or into an ambush another prisoner knew was planned. Of course, those possibilities were always in play for us in Afghanistan. But beyond those immediate concerns, what if a prisoner sitting across the table knew about some plot in the United States, some attack that might claim your sister or brother or parents? And even absent that possibility—after all, some of bin Laden’s principal lieutenants knew nothing about September 11—what if a prisoner could provide a scrap of information that might lead to bin Laden or members of his inner circle? That was a real possibility. There were dozens of prisoners who had been close to bin Laden in the days and weeks before their own capture. How far should we go to get that information?

The army’s interrogation training focuses on sixteen basic “approaches” to making people talk. The manual is explicit on the subject of torture. “The use of force, mental torture, threats, insults, or exposure to unpleasant and inhumane treatment of any kind is prohibited by law and is neither authorized nor condoned by the U.S. government.” Every interrogator learns that by rote. But the manual carefully tiptoes around what is allowed, saying the use of force should not be confused “with psychological ploys, verbal trickery, or other non-violent and non-coercive ruses used by the interrogator in questioning hesitant or uncooperative sources.”

There is no ambiguity, and yet there is ambiguity. What is humane and what isn’t? Certainly the disgusting abuse at Abu Ghraib was inhumane. It was also counterproductive: any experienced interrogator will tell you that degrading prisoners does nothing to help the collection of intelligence. But is keeping a prisoner from getting a good night’s sleep inhumane? And if the interrogator himself has gotten even less sleep, does that change the equation? The Geneva Conventions are clear, but they cannot possibly offer specific answers for every situation. As readers will see, there were numerous times when our jobs and the Geneva Conventions collided. As readers will also see, we took those conventions very seriously. But, as we all know, every orchard offers up some bad apples. Those stories are here, too.

The early story of the war in Afghanistan was one of frustration and failure for us. Many Al Qaeda prisoners had been trained to resist, and our schoolhouse methods were woefully out-of-date. But by the end of the period covered in this book, our small group of “soldier spies” had engineered a breakthrough in interrogation strategy, rewriting techniques and tactics grounded in the Cold War. By the time of our departure from the baking, arid plains of Bagram, we could boast that virtually no prisoner went unbroken. And we didn’t do it by pretending to wire a prisoner up or using the MPs to humiliate them.

Broken does not mean that we uncovered all that there was to know. In the movies, one key evil genius knows all and conveniently spills the pertinent information in a quick two-minute stretch. Real espionage doesn’t work that way. Interrogators find tiny bits of the truth, fragments of information, slivers of data. We enter a vast desert, hundreds of miles across, in which a few thousand puzzle pieces have been scattered. We spend weeks on a single prisoner, to extract only a single piece—if that. We collect, and then we pass the pieces on, hoping that someone above us can assemble them. Of course, sometimes we did some assembling ourselves; by figuring out bigger pictures, we could better question the prisoners in our custody. We could only hope that those who got our information used it wisely.

Sometimes, we had our doubts. As readers will see, we were hampered again and again by a lack of cooperation between agencies. The civilian intelligence agencies almost never shared information with us; the FBI was willing but seldom had relevant information to share. We would often find the truth the hard way—by ourselves. But we would, and did, find it.

It has been claimed by many that the torture of Iraqi prisoners in Abu Ghraib was done in order to soften up the inmates for interrogation. There have also been reports that prisoners in Iraq and in Afghanistan may have died during interrogation sessions with CIA agents. As this book reveals, most American interrogators conducted themselves with honor and grace under pressure. The spy game is messy and brutal and unforgiving. But it is also necessary. Because civilian intelligence agencies with which we worked were sometimes less than cooperative, I can’t claim to have detailed knowledge on all of their activities in the secret war against Al Qaeda. I do discuss some of the issues surrounding their approach to interrogation, and how it differed from ours. And I do think that what I have to say about other agencies, and the army itself, can help put into context the recent discussions about interrogators and prisoner treatment.

This is a true story, but one thing interrogation teaches you is that the truth is a slippery creature. This book is a collaborative effort that involved numerous people. My coauthor, Greg Miller, spent hundreds of hours interviewing the characters in the book, double-checking my memories, and adding details that I could not have known at the time. Our aim was to produce a complete and accurate account, and like any interrogator worth his salt, I knew that relying on a single eyewitness was a risky proposition. Because of the sensitive nature of the subject, certain details in this book had to be obscured. We have changed virtually all of the names of the interrogators and the prisoners to protect their safety. Disclosing the identity of a soldier who interrogated Al Qaeda prisoners or the name of a detainee who betrayed his cause would potentially put either in harm’s way. In certain instances, we have changed the locations of events because saying where something happened would also expose individuals or operations. This applies in particular to a story about a young prisoner we call Hadi. The events in his life are exactly as described, but the setting of the story that brought him into our custody was altered. As a member of the Military Intelligence Corps, I was obligated to submit the manuscript of this book to the army for a security review. The purpose of the review was to determine whether the manuscript contained classified information. As part of that process, the army asked me to refrain from naming certain U.S. intelligence agencies, military units, classified documents, coalition partners, and intelligence collection platforms. In most cases, we simply refer to these subjects in more generic terms. We have altered the names of certain charities and other organizations, as well as the names or numeric designations of certain military units. Often, the specific entities or individuals will seem obvious. Though some material was removed and certain details obscured, the army did not censor my account of events, and the changes made at their behest did not materially alter the book. Finally, for security reasons, I cannot use my real name; Chris Mackey is a pseudonym.

To understand the secret war against Al Qaeda, one absolutely must understand what went on in the cages, in the booths, and in the prisons. One must understand not only who was being questioned but also who was doing the questioning. We were in a desperate race, hoping to foil another 9/11. Every interrogation held the promise of saving lives if we did it well, and costing lives if we did not. Right now, as you read this, interrogators are trying to find yet another piece of the puzzle before it is too late. This is our story.



PROLOGUE: THE ABATTOIR
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As always, it happened at night. A cargo plane touched down in darkness, its lights doused to avoid attack, and lumbered across the rutted runway toward what had once been the passenger terminal of the Kandahar airport. Its rear ramp lowered, revealing a ragged train of enemy fighters in bare feet and rags, emerging like aliens in the red-hued light of the cargo hold. Their heads were covered in burlap sacks, but their breath was still visible in the frigid air. Some were wounded, others had relieved themselves, and all stank. They were bound together in long chains. As they were spirited down the ramp, if one were to stumble, he would pull the others down with him.

On the tarmac, MPs swarmed in from all sides, shining flashlights in the prisoners’ concealed faces and screaming a stream of commands and obscenities audible even over the roar of the plane as it pulled away and made its escape into the Afghanistan sky. They led the prisoners toward a barbed-wire enclosure that only the U.S. Army could call a “reception area.” Unlike the rest of the cantonment, it was illuminated by stanchions of lights that gave it the feel of a high school football stadium. It was accessed through a long, rickety door made of sheet metal and topped with concertina wire. The prisoners ambled through under the gaze of MPs in towers above, who kept their weapons at the ready.

With a mighty thud the prisoners were hurled, one by one, into a three-sided sandbag “pin-down.” Rubber-gloved MPs armed with surgical scissors made them lie on their stomachs and began cutting away the rags. At the first snip of the scissors, the prisoners howled and wailed and struggled to roll over, fearing there could only be one purpose for being held facedown and stripped. The screaming stirred the line of prisoners still waiting in the reception area to states of supreme agitation.

The pin-down was the entry point to an abattoir-like tent tunnel through which the prisoners would pass as they were processed into U.S. custody. This is where it began.

Once they had gone through a quick intelligence screening, the prisoners were examined by a doctor. He scanned the prisoners’ torsos, arms, and legs, moving a gloved hand quickly across their skin, searching for scars and fresh wounds that might need dressing. He checked their mouths with a gloved finger, and searched their eyes with a flashlight, looking for any sign of disease. Then an MP would shout one of the few phrases he had mastered in Arabic: “Wa’ all’an lill act el emptihan!”—“And now for the ass inspection!” One MP would put his knee into the back of one of the prisoners’ knees while the other put his hand on the prisoner’s neck and pushed it down until the prisoner was properly positioned. The doctor’s probe always prompted new shrieks from prisoners convinced they were about to be raped.

From there the prisoners were forced down on a dusty, stained mat at the end of the tent, always good for another round of wailing, but usually a bit more restrained, the facedown routine having been established. The MPs would remove the shackles and coat the prisoners with lice powder. At about this point the prisoners would be photographed and fingerprinted by FBI agents trying vainly to match the frequently misspelled or made-up names of new arrivals to terrorist watch lists.

Then the MPs would start pulling prison garb over their heads and limbs. Struggling, each MP looked like a parent dressing a two-year-old. They’d yank on thermal underwear, then pull the prisoners’ hands and feet through holes in light blue jumpsuits that sat piled in the corner of the tent. There was another pile of rubber shoes, like the kind you might buy out of some airline catalog for gardening. The MPs would stand each prisoner up in his ill-fitting outfit and scrawl a number across his chest in black marker—the prisoner’s new identity. An MP at the end of the tent gave each prisoner two giant blankets and a second pair of long johns. Then the bag went back on the prisoner’s head and he was taken to the main prison compound. Half the time, the prisoner would wet himself again within minutes, soiling his fresh, clean outfit and inducing the whole process to start again from the beginning.

The scene would sometimes go on for hours, as prisoner after prisoner was led through the in-processing tent. By the end, chunks of earth would be missing from the tent entrance, as MPs scooped up urine-soaked sections of dirt with spades and tossed them out of the way. Soiled latex gloves littered the floor around the doctor’s station. The clothes that marines cut off the prisoners in the pin-down were collected in a pile and burned in a barrel.

On a night like this, three months after the United States began dropping bombs on Afghanistan, a marine knocked politely on the pole of a tent not far from the reception area. Poking his head inside the flap, he said, to no one in particular, “Sir, a transport has arrived with prisoners.”

Inside, a dimly lit assemblage of army interrogators, analysts, and counterintelligence agents barely stirred. Each was a bundle of military and nonmilitary winter clothing, looking like a collection of suburban, white gangsta rappers. We were still new to the mission, numbed by the cold, and not particularly eager to move. Some were clicking away at laptops, trying to catch up on the endless reports their work required. But as the senior interrogator glanced around the tent considering whom to select for the night’s assignment, the clicking—and any other activity that might draw attention—stopped.

The marine said the incoming prisoners were Arabs, but there weren’t many Arabic speakers left in the tent. The others were already in interrogations. The “senior E,” as the lead interrogator was known, picked a three-man team. One spoke Russian, one Spanish, and the other Arabic. They quickly packed laptops, dictionaries, files, and forms needed for in-processing. As reports editor, I wasn’t supposed to leave my post in front of my laptop. But I spoke Arabic and was always eager for any action that might pull me away from a job that mainly entailed combing through our interrogation reports for format errors. I decided to tag along. The stars were so bright that we left our red-lensed flashlights in our cargo pockets as we walked toward the reception area, whose smoldering waste barrels and makeshift shelters gave it the silhouette of a Calcutta ghetto.

The pin-down area was like a theater in miniature, and already, off-duty MPs who had no particular business in the reception area were gathering for what qualified in Kandahar as a diversion. MPs new to the garrison pressed against one another, crowding in to see a live version of the nocturnal, badge-versus-bad guy confrontations they grew up watching on reality television shows like Cops. Indeed, nearly all who witnessed the drama in the pin-down couldn’t help but sing or hum the show’s reggae theme song: “Bad boys, bad boys, Whatcha gonna do? Whatcha gonna do when they come for you?”

I thought the Oz-like spectacle in the adjoining tent was more intriguing. Inside, an imperious, Lebanese-born chief warrant officer—who had mysterious above-the-law status in the interrogation unit—functioned as a one-man screening team. He had been a translator for Gen. Norman Schwarzkopf in the Persian Gulf War and was sent by Central Command to “assist” in the handling of prisoners in Afghanistan. He had a thick cap of white hair, a huge push-broom mustache, the eyebrows of a Russian party chairman, and a voice like a cannon. Prisoners before him sometimes collapsed with fright, falling limp to the ground until they were hoisted up again by two MPs.

Like a temperamental diva, Chief Shami often had to be coaxed into taking the stage. But he was a master at his task. His job was to make an instant assessment of a prisoner’s intelligence value, an inexact art in which he relied to a large extent on his own gut instincts. He examined their “pocket litter”—papers found in prisoners’ pockets at the time of capture and bagged for the screener’s use—and paid close attention to their accents, their countenance. He also bombarded prisoners with a barrage of questions designed to provoke as much as to elicit practical intelligence.

“When was the last time you saw Osama bin Laden?” he would boom, always first in English to test the prisoners’ language abilities. “Never,” or “You’re crazy,” was the inevitable reply, usually in Arabic or Pashtu. “When was the last time you saw Mullah Omar?” And so on.

As I watched this particular night’s performance, I heard something odd outside in the pin-down. A prisoner was being searched before his turn in front of the Chief, making the usual noisy protest. His pleas were guttural in tone, but weren’t in Arabic or Pashtu. I moved toward the door of the tent, over to the pin-down, and saw the aged frame of a prisoner whom I correctly assessed to be speaking German. He was older, perhaps in his fifties, slightly wounded in the side and one hand, and trembling to the point of convulsions from the terrible cold.

As this prisoner was brought before the Chief, naked but for the burlap sack on his head, the master attacked in English and then in Arabic. But the German came first in every attempt the prisoner made to respond. The Chief turned redder and redder, convinced the prisoner was being evasive, pretending not to understand Arabic. As the Chief bore in, the prisoner began to cry beneath his sack. He shook so violently that the MPs struggled to keep his torso straight. They suspended him from his armpits, but he dropped his head and pulled his knees up toward his abdomen, curling into a suspended, fetal ball. After watching this pathetic display awhile, I did something few dared, and interrupted the Chief. Summoning my deepest, most authoritative voice, I said, “Woher kommst du?”

The prisoner’s legs uncurled and skimmed the ground. He whimpered: “Aus Hamburg.”

How interesting.

Perturbed at having the stage stolen, the Chief dismissed the prisoner, sending him forth into the abattoir. I followed the prisoner to the doctor’s station and tried to explain what was about to happen. The prisoner assured me he had nothing hidden in his orifices. “Routine,” I replied in German, and the examination commenced. After the prisoner’s wounds were dressed, he was dusted with anti-lice powder and washed perfunctorily under the arms, between his legs, and on his backside. The FBI agents rolled out his fingerprints and removed his burlap bag for a picture. The flash caught him off guard and he blinked repeatedly. Off guard, I thought, if only prisoners could be kept that way. Finally, the prisoner was given two thick blankets, a wool watch cap, long underwear that was too small, and rubber shoes that were too big. As he was dressed, the MPs dragged a thick marker across the front and back of his wrinkled, baby blue jumpsuit, assigning him his new identity: Prisoner 140.

Prisoner 140 was shackled with bright chrome leg and wrist irons. As he stood unhooded in front of me, he got his first long, hard look at an American soldier. He seemed terrified. Fear is often an interrogator’s best ally, but it doesn’t have a long shelf life.

Prisoner 140 was taken to the main holding area, a giant, mud-walled field that had once, before the droughts, been a lush apple orchard. Inside were eight large tents, each with its sides permanently rolled up, and ringed by three coils of concertina wire. There were twenty prisoners in each tent, all of them clumped in piles of blankets, and all evenly spaced by the vigilant guards.

Back in the interrogators’ control tent, I couldn’t push the curious prisoner out of my mind. In the abattoir, 140 said he had come to Afghanistan “to lead a more pure Islamic life,” a quote so ubiquitous among the prisoners that interrogators had actually begun to believe it, as yet unaware of the global network conveying radical Muslims from Europe to Afghanistan. My German was better than my Arabic, and I saw 140 as a chance to conduct an interrogation without letting language limit my selection of interrogation tools.

I asked the MPs to bring 140 to the JIF, the joint interrogation facility, a set of six small, round canvas tents surrounded by a wall of barbed wire. It had been an hour since 140 had entered the main holding area, and it took the MPs about ten minutes to fetch him. As he was ushered into one of the canvas interrogation booths, 140 suddenly looked remarkably well composed, sturdier than I had thought. The harrowing trip through the screening tunnel had already begun to wear off.

Prisoner 140 was ordered to sit down on a metal folding chair. As the MP peeled his wool cap from over his eyes, 140 barely glanced at the giant guard standing beside him with a homemade walking stick that might double as a truncheon. Instead, he offered a polite bow, effected while still seated, with a flat hand pressed against his chest. Speaking in German, I opened the conversation with a tone that was authoritative, measured, and clear. I wished to convey competence and hopefully an unsettling capacity for forensic analysis. In the opening stages of an interrogation, it’s important to remain neutral in order to preserve as many options as possible. It’s also important to open by focusing on rather mundane material. Pressing for meaningful information too early only exposes your intelligence gaps.

“Where did you enter Pakistan?” I began.

“Through Lahore.”

“Why did you enter Pakistan through Lahore?”

“It was where my tickets took me.”

“Who told the airline representative that your arrival city should be Lahore?”

“Me.”

“Why did you want to go to Lahore?”

“I was told to.”

Already the questioning of 140 was settling into a dismayingly unproductive and familiar pattern. I pressed on.

“By whom were you told to go through Lahore?”

“By the Imam at my mosque.”

“Why did the Imam at the mosque tell you to enter Pakistan through Lahore?”

“There was a hotel there that catered to immigrants.”

“What was the name of the hotel?”

“I don’t remember.”

“Describe the look of the hotel.”

“It was big.”

“When you say the hotel was big, exactly how big was the hotel?”

“Very big.”

“When I say to tell me ‘exactly’ in any case referring to anything, I mean for you to describe in detail the dimensions or features of the object or place.”

“Okay.”

“Exactly how big was the hotel in which you stayed on the instructions of the Imam?”

“Very, very big.”

For hours this nonsense continued. Prisoner 140 claimed he couldn’t remember the name of the hotel, the names of friends in his native Algeria, the name of his landlady in Hamburg, or even the name of his Imam at the mosque. It was incredible, and it was infuriating, but it was virtually all that we had encountered since the first batch of interrogators had stepped off their transport plane into the cold air three weeks earlier. When prisoners were questioned, everyone’s name had been “lost” to fragile memory. There were no identifying features, no addresses, no telephone numbers. In the recesses of our minds where logic ruled, we knew it was impossible for so many prisoners to have forgotten so much. But we were confounded by the utter directness of the lies. It wasn’t a kind of cocktail party fib, easily seen through, easily peeled away. It was the mindless refutation of the obvious. And forbidden from punishing anyone for noncooperation, we couldn’t do a damned thing about it. We could only gaze back in disbelief and do our best to follow the school mantra: interrogators feign emotions, we never betray them.

“Who were you to meet at the hotel?”

“A man.”

“Who told you to meet a man at the hotel?”

“The Imam.”

“What was the name of the man you met at the hotel in Lahore on the advice of the Imam?”

“I don’t remember.”

“How were you to know the man at the hotel whom you met on the advice of the Imam?”

“I don’t know.”

“Describe the man you met at the hotel on the advice of the Imam.”

“He was a man.”

On and on, the session dragged through the night. Here and there, Prisoner 140 disclosed some details of his life. He said he was a petty thief who had spent time in a German prison before coming to Afghanistan to build a new life. He had stayed in a house in Jalalabad. He wanted to pursue a purer Islamic existence, away from the temptations of the West. He had been told he would be able to find a Muslim bride. Alas, Afghanistan wasn’t the Islamic paradise others had made it out to be, and 140 had wanted to go home almost as soon as he had arrived. But he couldn’t get out.

The story was nearly identical to every other prisoner’s. Nobody came to wage jihad. And certainly nobody came to join Al Qaeda. Everyone’s motives were pure, if utterly implausible. I knew this as well as anybody. I had seen the pattern in dozens of other interrogators’ reports I had edited and sent along since the war started. But sitting in front of one of these wretched prisoners, and watching the night waste away, had a way of eroding one’s incredulity. Against my instinct, I began almost to want the man’s tale to be true. It would be easier if it were.

An hour later, I noticed I was no longer squinting at my notebook. A ray of light from the morning’s sunrise had found the open seam in the tent. I had spent more than six hours with 140. We were both fatigued and frozen. The night had been a waste, and I, a senior sergeant in the unit, was risking a rebuke from the leadership for squandering so much time. I closed out the session, told the guard to return the prisoner to the cages, and stood up to leave.

As I gathered my belongings, I noticed a scrap of paper on the table with the word “owner” scribbled on it. I had written the note to myself while 140 was pattering on about some other subject. It was a reminder to ask 140 who had owned the house where he’d stayed in Jalalabad.

The prisoner had already stood up from the metal chair, had had his cap pulled down over his eyes by the MP, and was being led away. I stepped around the table, pulled up the rim of the prisoner’s cap, and asked, “Who owns the house in Jalalabad?”

Without any hesitation, Prisoner 140 replied, “Al-Jezari.”

Then 140 raised his head with a jerk that might have been caused by an electric shock. The prisoner had yielded a name. He had slipped. It was a tiny slip, to be sure, but it was, for me, the first evidence that the code of silence in Afghanistan could be broken.

Perhaps it was the exhaustion of the all-night interrogation. Maybe it was because the prisoner, being led away from the booth, had let his guard down. Or the fact that I, in a slip of my own, had posed the question in Arabic rather than German, the language in which we had been speaking all night. Whatever it was, it had caused a momentary short in the elaborate, evasive circuitry of Prisoner 140’s mind.

In time, 140 would provide critical intelligence about the Hamburg Al Qaeda cell, betray many other enemy fighters, and expose a never-before-understood connection between Al Qaeda and Islamic groups across North Africa. All of that lay ahead. But for now, all that mattered was that 140 had cracked. And if he did, others might too.
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TRAINING
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Most students slipped quite naturally out of their school uniforms at Immaculate High School in Danbury, Connecticut, and into the country’s better universities. I slipped out of my uniform and into army fatigues. I was seventeen when I enlisted in 1989, and it came as a surprise to all of my friends but one, Sean McGinty, who enlisted with me. We suffered from a debilitating condition: too many siblings. Our working-class parents—my father was a telephone line repairman, McGinty’s an accountant—had made it clear some time earlier that we were going to have to pay our own way through college. And so we decided to enlist together, jokingly trying to be the first to complete the army oath so as to be “senior” to the other in our new military lives. McGinty skipped a phrase or two, arriving at the “so help me God” line first. I would argue for years that he had invalidated his oath by jumping ahead, but that was a debate I would never win.

Originally we thought the infantry would be good. The army brochures made it all look fairly glamorous, with lots of pictures of armored personnel carriers rolling through German landscapes and Teutonic villagers smiling at passing Americans. But my father had been an artilleryman who was called up from the Connecticut National Guard during Korea, and he wanted me to pursue a military field far away from cannons and endless gunnery drills. The Saturday morning after McGinty and I signed up, I found myself waiting in a parking lot with my father, while a parade of distinctly unmilitary people walked into a vaguely industrial-looking building surrounded by a chain-link fence. A yellow fifties hot rod pulled into the lot and a tall man stepped out and stooped to pick up a knapsack from the rumble seat. My father, taller still, stretched out his big hand and the two men smiled at each other and exchanged greetings. “So this is your boy,” the man said, pausing to conduct a quick inspection. I was inspecting him, too. He sported an outrageous pompadour haircut that looked about as military as a ponytail. His wrinkled battle dress uniform was practically white with wear. An absurd unit patch on his shoulder depicted a pilgrim with a blunderbuss.

The first few minutes reinforced every stereotype about the reserves and national guard. The man, First Sergeant Staib, excused himself to tend to the business of his office, which appeared to consist of drinking Dunkin’ Donuts coffee and kidding around with his colleagues. My father and I stood in the vestibule looking at plaques honoring Soldier of the Year for 1975 and the winning platoon in the 1969 handball competition. Only the posters exhorting soldiers to “protect classified documents” and “Beware the Bear” indicated there might be something here of interest. All the while, overweight soldiers with gray hair and outdated uniforms pushed by to join a gaggle in the center of a gymlike open area.

After his doughnut, Staib came out of the adjoining office, stood at the top of the open area, and bellowed, “Fall in!” His Hollywood-quality command voice startled me. The resulting movement wasn’t exactly a scramble, more of a high-speed shuffling, but the suddenness of the soldiers’ motion, and their final arrangement in neat little squares of troops, was more than a little impressive. Suddenly Staib’s uniform didn’t look so wrinkled after all.

After the formation, Staib brought my father and me into an office. The unit’s commander was there, a Major Gregoire, and a very old female officer who looked so much like a nun I nearly called her “sister.” They asked me if I knew what the unit did, and I said something like “only that you are linguists.” They smiled and said that was more or less correct, but that there was more to the story. In fact, they were an interrogation unit, responsible for questioning prisoners of war, refugees, border crossers, and other sources of intelligence information. Interrogators, I thought.

After a chat with Staib, the commander, and the nun, I was taken around the dirty facility and introduced to the various groups. Sizing them up, I was a little concerned that they were the grown-up versions of the nerds and dweebs I had tried so hard to steer clear of in school—maybe a little conscious that I was too close to them on the social ladder for comfort. The last thing we did was sit in on a practice interrogation. A large group of reservists stood or sat around a little wooden table. A man about thirty with a very big nose and mustache sat in one chair, while a slightly older, balding man sat opposite. Sitting behind the big-nosed man was a particularly old fellow with white hair, glasses, and a crooked front tooth. If there had been a few banjos, it might have been a scene from a Louisiana bayou.

The balding man was the interrogator. He posed questions to the big-nosed fellow in English. The crooked-toothed guy translated the English into German, whereupon Big Nose answered in German. The German was translated back into English, and the balding interrogator scribbled in his notebook. After the first few questions passed through this circuit, there developed a kind of disjointed conversation. “How did you come to be captured, Mah-yohr Schmidt?” Big Nose said something about conducting reconnaissance on the river Elbe for his unit. The balding guy asked questions about the prisoner’s men: why hadn’t they helped him avoid capture as they had done? He began to suggest that Schmidt was a coward. Soon the balding man was screaming at Schmidt, who in response began to look more and more dejected. This went on for some time.

The script was well written. The prisoner was overcome by his ordeal. The violence of his capture had affected him deeply, and he was unprepared for the flurry of insults and baiting his interrogator offered. He was reduced nearly to tears by the grilling. Then the tenor of their conversation changed. The bald interrogator produced a cigarette. The prisoner declined, too distressed to accept. But he began to talk, yielding information about his unit as if he were unburdening himself of personal secrets he no longer wished to keep.

When the show was over, I found my father in the motor pool speaking with Staib. We parted company with our uniformed hosts, making promises of speaking again soon and various nonbinding expressions of interest. My father asked for my impressions on the way home, and I told him I thought it was interesting but not exactly very military. Not being “military” was the point, my father said. “It’s the intelligence corps, after all.”

That comment began to sink in. I started to realize there might be advantages to the new route, not least of which was the opportunity to study a foreign language as part of the initial training.

I spoke with McGinty about all this. We debated the merits of the infantry and the intelligence corps in the bleachers of the school gym. McGinty visited the reserve unit a few weeks later and was impressed enough to at least consider a change. With some reluctance (and lots of lobbying by parents who thought the intelligence corps sounded significantly less dangerous than being an infantry grunt), we revisited our recruiter. The big sergeant seemed to accept our change of heart pretty well—almost as if he’d expected it, really. Although he tried to get us to join the intelligence corps as active-duty troops, the six-year commitment was a little too much. The training even for the reserves was long and would give us a good flavor of life in the army. If we liked it we could always switch to active duty, but going the other way—from active duty to the reserves—wasn’t possible. Sean and I signed our contracts alongside the signatures of our parents, a requirement for enlisting under the age of eighteen. We were in the army now, and achieved some minor celebrity at school because of it.

We spent the rest of our senior year going to the reserve center once a month for training. We were paid, given uniforms, and because of our high school Spanish, were attached to the unit’s Latin America section. We sat spellbound weekend after weekend as Chief Warrant Officer Edward Archer, an Argentinian with a voice reminiscent of Ricardo Montalban’s, described the various techniques and methods for persuading enemy prisoners to talk. He stressed the importance of basic skills, of leveraging one’s own personality strengths, and of having a broad knowledge of military structure, tactics, and equipment. When summer arrived and high school graduation came, the other members of the reserve unit gave McGinty and me a farewell party as we prepared to depart for boot camp. The unit even gave us going-away presents: army ID cards showing our ages to be twenty-one rather than seventeen.




DLI

[image: art]

Among army intelligence recruits, the Defense Language Institute, or DLI, was often referred to as the Defense Lust Institute. The reputation was one of an idyllic existence among the palms, studying after class on the beach, and wild parties with beautiful California girls. As McGinty and I rode a bus from the San Francisco airport south toward Monterey, we were struck by the wide highways, the stucco houses, the palm trees, and the dizzying array of fast-food places. Even the little reflectors embedded in the highway constituted a curiosity for two kids from the Northeast. Then there were the girls. Right away, I wished I had picked a language with a longer course of instruction than German, still a priority tongue in those waning Cold War days.

Our new barracks looked like high-rent condominiums. McGinty and I were billeted together and discovered a private bathroom, a television, and a refrigerator. After twelve weeks of basic in Missouri, at Fort Leonard Wood, this was paradise. There were thirty students in the German class, divided into three sections of ten each. There were two navy pilots, two West Point Rhodes scholars, an army sergeant MP, a Louisiana National Guard officer learning German because the French course had filled up, and a large group of young, green soldiers like McGinty and me. The vast majority were going into the forces as intelligence professionals, but there were some nonservice personnel, mainly State Department types, and then there were spouses and assorted dependents when class space permitted. Classes at the DLI become very close. There are always a few weddings in a class (we had four), usually followed by divorces when the pressure of the school is over.

Sometimes it seemed like the DLI was a repository for every ethnic stereotype. The Italian instructors always seemed to be having picnics. Russians were socialist technocrats, forever organizing sports days and parades. The Arabs were always accusing their students of conspiracies. And the Germans were obsessed with structure and order. My instructors were twelve grandmotherly, but exceedingly strict, native Germans. Under their instruction, we didn’t learn just to conjugate verbs, but to sit up straight, enunciate, and be timely in all things.

“PAZZ IN YER HOMEVERK ALFA-BETIKLY!”

Class went from 8 a.m. to 3:30 p.m., with an hour break for lunch. The first hour was always Nachrichten, whereby students would take turns summarizing news stories in German. This was followed by quizzes, language labs, reading hours, and audio-visual sessions in which students watched German TV programs recorded twenty-four hours a day by satellite dishes all over the post. The last hour was my favorite, and by far the most valuable. The class broke up into groups, two or three students to an instructor, and they picked topics to discuss, the more controversial the better. The ground rules were simple: speak only in German. Sometimes we’d go to the kitchen and chat while we cooked German food. Sometimes we’d go for walks on the shore a short distance away, the locals tolerating a daily inundation of budding linguists. It was a fantastic language workout and great fun.

The culminating event of the DLI is the Defense Language Proficiency Test, a three-day ordeal that is a sort of bar exam for soldiers who must prove they’ve learned a foreign language to begin their careers in intelligence. About half those who passed were headed to Fort Huachuca, the army’s intelligence center and school in southeastern Arizona, the other half to the signal intercept school at Goodfellow Air Force Base in San Angelo, Texas. Either way, it meant back to life as army trainees, back to drill sergeants.

We took the DLPT in a set of low-lying, Polynesian-looking exam buildings on the edge of the post. There were several who didn’t make the cut and others who were surprised by their poor performance. I did okay; smack in the middle of the pack, and along with McGinty, headed for the desert.




HUACHUCA
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Interrogation is as old as war, but interrogators—that is, soldiers specially trained to question prisoners—are a relatively recent addition to military ranks. Through most of military history, when prisoners were captured, they were questioned by whoever was on hand. There’s even a scene in the Iliad in which Ulysses and Diomed capture a Trojan spy and question him themselves, extracting information on the strength and disposition of Trojan troops. (In the end, they cut his throat, leaving his head “rolling in the dust while he was yet speaking,” but that’s another matter.) They didn’t cuff him and take him to the rear to turn him over to clean-uniformed intelligence troops. There was no instruction on interrogation in the Achaean army, no doctrine to follow, no choreographed “approaches” to use to get prisoners to talk. And there wasn’t any of that in any other army either until well into the twentieth century.

The U.S. Army was no exception. Prisoners were always considered important sources of information. Indeed, senior commanders, including George Washington and Ulysses S. Grant, were known to sometimes take it upon themselves to question high-value captives. But in general, interrogation was regarded as low-skilled labor, a tedious task that commanders tended to assign to troops who couldn’t be put to more productive use doing something else. Capturing prisoners was the hard part, asking them questions was barely worth mentioning alongside more daring categories of intelligence collection. In his account of intelligence methods in the Civil War, University of Nebraska historian Peter Maslowski wrote that interrogation “was less romantic than spying, less dangerous than scouting and cavalry reconnaissance, and as mundane as reading the enemy’s newspapers.”

The first troops that had anything in common with today’s interrogators were created in World War I. American units took their places alongside British and French forces that had already been fighting for several years, were far better organized, and had developed significantly more expertise in gathering intelligence. Warfare was changing, fueled by new technologies—including tanks, airplanes, and radios—that required armies to evolve from masses of men to collections of specialized components. The infantry obviously played the predominant role in the trench warfare of World War I, but militaries needed men to operate their new machines, and better-trained intelligence personnel not only to decrypt codes and analyze aerial photos, but to ask the right questions of captured prisoners. Assessing the enemy was no longer just about tracking soldiers, it required understanding the enemy’s weapons systems, supply lines, operational tactics, and organization in enough detail that even small bits of information from a detainee could help piece together a larger intelligence puzzle. American forces were so unprepared for these new requirements that at first they had to rely on their European counterparts even for the most rudimentary training. U.S. soldiers assigned to intelligence duties including interrogation were sent to the British Army Intelligence School at Harrow, England, for weeks of instruction. By July 1918, the U.S. Army had set up its own tiny intelligence school in Langres, France. (Interrogator trainees even practiced on actual German prisoners before being assigned to field units.) But at the end of the war, the troops went home, the U.S. Army shrank back to its peacetime dimensions, and whatever expertise these interrogators acquired on the job was institutionally forgotten. Two decades later, the army’s intelligence apparatus had to be entirely rebuilt.

Whatever intelligence assets it had squandered, the U.S. military didn’t waste time mobilizing for World War II. In July 1940, a month after German troops entered Paris, the army issued its first field manual on interrogation, or more specifically, on the “examination of enemy personnel, repatriates, documents and material.” The twenty-eight-page manual described in detail how prisoners were to be evacuated from the front lines, discussed the use of carrier pigeons to transmit time-sensitive information, and warned interrogators to observe the Geneva Conventions’ ban on coercion. It devoted pages to listing what sort of information to seek from prisoners from various kinds of enemy units. But there was no mention of anything resembling the sixteen distinct approaches outlined in today’s interrogation manuals. Indeed, about the only guidance it offered on method was that “a cigarette or a cup of coffee will frequently elicit more accurate and important information than threats.”

The manual was part of a flurry of field guides that the War Department published that year. In June 1942, the army opened its first centralized intelligence training center, at Camp Ritchie, Maryland, a former national guard armory a few hours north of Washington, D.C. Its first priority was to train interrogators, but the army found itself so ill equipped to teach the subject that it had to bring a British colonel over from the School for Interrogators of Prisoners of War at Cambridge to help get the program off the ground.

The interrogator trainees were mainly soldiers who grew up in German- or Italian-speaking households. (Japanese linguists were schooled at other facilities in California and, later, Minnesota, but there were so few Japanese POWs that the emphasis was on document exploitation, not interrogation.) The students at Ritchie learned “methods of interviewing, personality analysis, ways of influencing people and making friends (the Dale Carnegie approach applied to prisoners of war),” according to an internal army history of Camp Ritchie. They practiced interrogating instructors who spoke in German and wore German uniforms supplied by the Brits. The program ended with a massive eight-day exercise in which all of the troops from various disciplines staged mock exercises under conditions the army tried to make realistic by blasting battlefield sounds over base loudspeakers. The first class was “long on theory and short on experience,” the army study said. But within months Camp Ritchie was producing a stream of trained, foreign-language-fluent interrogators for the front, and within three years, the program had trained 2,641 interrogators who spoke German and 326 who spoke Italian. Each division got two prisoner-interrogation teams, and each team consisted of two officers and four enlisted men. Camp Ritchie was no accomplishment on the order of the Manhattan Project, but it was considered a major success in the army, and one army review after another praised the contributions of interrogators in the war. A report by the Twelfth Army Group, dated July 1, 1945, was typically appreciative: “All Corps agreed that prisoners of war constituted by far the most fruitful source of information.”

Camp Ritchie shut down after the war, but the army didn’t make the same mistake it had after World War I. Interrogation units became permanent parts of the active-duty and reserve forces. The interrogation manual swelled from twenty-eight pages to ninety-plus, as the army’s training and doctrine staffs incorporated techniques borrowed from allies and law enforcement experts, gradually delineating the cookie-cutter interrogation approaches in use today. Immediately after World War II, intelligence schools were set up in Georgia and Kansas before the army consolidated much of its intelligence training at Fort Holabird, near Baltimore, in the mid-1950s. When that space became too cramped the Army Intelligence Corps set its sights on a location with seemingly nothing but room to grow: a nearly forgotten fort in the Huachuca Mountains in southern Arizona. The dusty, rustic encampment had been established in 1877, serving as the army’s headquarters in its campaign against Geronimo and the Apache tribe. In 1971 Fort Huachuca became the home for the U.S. Army Intelligence Center and School, and the training ground for hundreds of interrogators every year.

We crossed Arizona in a tiny airplane that seemed to fly sideways through a lightning storm that illuminated the desert and clouds below like the surface of some gaseous moon. “Moon” was the word that sprang to mind when we landed, too: the horizon was seabed flat save for what appeared to be colossal gray gravel heaps in the farthest distance. The tiny airport was almost exclusively for military transients, with their PX-purchased T-shirts bearing mottos like “3rd Signal Battalion: The Signal Dogs” and luggage made of fake camouflage embossed with a gold U.S. Army seal. Nine months at the DLI had allowed my hair to grow out to prearmy levels, and Tom’s was longer still. We got into a taxi with two fare options: to the post, and out of the post. Sensibly, it cost the same: two dollars for either direction.

Reilly Barracks, where the interrogators were billeted, stretched three city blocks, with apertures and nooks and platforms making it look like a battleship. The trees outside were staked into place as if they had to be tied down to keep from fleeing this arid climate. There were dozens of concrete slabs in front of the building, each separated by a bed of white landscaping rocks, carefully raked and evenly distributed. On the slabs were hundreds of outlines of boot soles, which formed the unmistakable forty-five-degree angle of the position of attention. They must really start at the basics here, I thought. The drill sergeants have even painted the proper spacing for one’s feet.

Next morning, all of Reilly Barracks was ordered to turn out in battle dress uniforms on those concrete slabs and the reason for the boot prints was revealed. It wasn’t to guide soldiers in the spacing of their feet; the marks were from boot soles and polish melting onto the concrete in the scorching Arizona sun.

The main instructional facility was a converted World War II barracks. Half of the ground floor was a classroom. The other half was office space for the instructors and the latrine. Above, on the second floor, was a single long hallway with twelve doors. Each door led to a small room with just a table and three chairs. A camera poked out from the ceiling in each space. There were tiles on the wall to absorb noise and thick shades on the windows to keep out even a sliver of natural light.

Class started with an overview of what lay ahead. As each section was introduced, I was struck by how cool the job I had enlisted for sounded. An ominous-sounding course called Air-Land Battle was scheduled for more than two weeks. Warsaw Pact Battle Doctrine also sounded very manly. Intelligence Collection in Unconventional War made us feel like we were going to be part of something from Wild Bill Donovan’s Office of Strategic Services, the OSS. And on the syllabus horizon was the most tantalizing material of all: the black arts, the approaches, the techniques for “breaking” prisoners.

But before we could get near any of those subjects, we had to pass a section on the Geneva and Hague Conventions. These were the bibles for interrogators, documents we had to know inside and out, and treat with a reverence that was sometimes hard for a group of hormonal young soldiers to muster. The Geneva Conventions cobble together a series of international agreements that date back to 1864, when Henry Dunant, the Red Cross founder who had been horrified by the abandonment of wounded soldiers at the Battle of Solferino, led an effort to get nations to agree to protect the sick and wounded in wartime. In 1929 two more conventions were added, requiring belligerents to treat prisoners humanely, provide information about them, and permit visits to prison camps by neutral representatives. After the carnage of World War II, still more conventions were added, spelling out the rules regarding treatment of prisoners that are the basis for the enforcements in effect today. They ban torture, coercion, and punishment for prisoners who refuse to provide more than basic identification. We spent days reading the conventions aloud in class, passage by passage, and were tested on even the most obscure points. Even so, it was clear after only a single reading which passages mattered most to future interrogators. The language practically jumped out at you: the prohibitions on “violence to life and person, in particular murder of all kinds, mutilation, cruel treatment and torture,” and on “outrages upon personal dignity, in particular, humiliating and degrading treatment”; the Article 13 stipulation that “prisoners of war must at all times be protected, particularly against acts of violence or intimidation and against insults and public curiosity”; and the simple requirement that “prisoners of war must at all times be humanely treated.”

The instructors, who typically had a knack for making even the most fascinating material dull as dirt, were remarkably creative in the ways that they impressed upon students why these laws had to be obeyed without exception. Of course, the first and often most effective motivation for enforcement was self-interest. Anyone caught violating the conventions could expect to spend a good chunk of time at the military prison at Fort Leavenworth, Kansas. Those grim prospects were repeated so often that by the end of our time at Huachuca the three syllables “Lea-ven-worth” were ringing in our ears.

Then there was the slightly more nuanced argument that the conventions ought to be observed because failing to do so only produced bad intelligence. Staff Sergeant Casey, our senior instructor, hammered home the idea that prisoners being tortured or mentally coerced will say anything, absolutely anything, to stop the pain. All of the instructors told us stories of the experiences of army interrogators working in Vietnam alongside South Vietnamese units that would do the most unspeakable things to prisoners—take two of them up in a helicopter and shove one out the door, torture one of the prisoner’s relatives right in front of him—and the squeals of anguish and false information that would flow. The goal of interrogation isn’t just to get prisoners to talk, our instructors stressed, it’s to get them to tell the truth.

The final and most compelling argument was the human argument. The Geneva Conventions are codifications of basic tenets of humanity. There is no way to violate them and “win.” It was while making this case that one of the instructors set down a stack of photocopies and told the students to pass them around. When we got the pages and flipped them over we saw the famous photo of a South Vietnamese officer firing a pistol point-blank into the temple of a Vietcong prisoner on a street corner in Saigon. What was our reaction to seeing this picture? we were asked. How did this make us feel? Well, it made us feel the same way a generation of Americans felt when they saw that searing image for the first time in 1968. Horrified. Disgusted. Perhaps even moved to hatred of the figure pulling the trigger. “This only makes the enemy hardened against you,” the instructor said. “This isn’t the way Americans do business.” The Genevas, Casey said, were our Hippocratic oath. There would always be pressure to choose expediency over principle, he said, but interrogators have to be the ones to resist, because they are the ones who are educated in the code, they are the ones who need to know there is only one right answer.

This doesn’t mean that American interrogators are supposed to go into the booth with their hands clasped just hoping their genuine niceness will move the prisoner to talk. After learning what you can’t do, we spent a good chunk of class time delving into the murky depths of what you can do. Even the army’s interrogation field manual says that the prohibition on the use of coercion “is not to be confused with psychological ploys, verbal trickery, or other non-violent and non-coercive ruses used by the interrogator in questioning hesitant or uncooperative sources.” Those are all fair game.

The instructors loved to toss out scenarios and get the students talking. “You are on a mission with the infantry, who capture an enemy soldier. You question him as directed. When you’ve acquired what information you need, the infantry officer decides there’s no way for the patrol to survive with a prisoner in tow. You know you and the squad will never get caught if the prisoner is killed. What do you do?”

Later on, as we got farther along and started practicing interrogations in the booths, instructors loved to bait us to step over the line. Even students overheard by an instructor expressing macho admiration for this or that torture technique were given a failing mark for the day. If there was any suspicion on the instructors’ part about the restraint of a student, the offender was dismissed from the program.

But we were also coached in how to walk the Geneva Conventions tightrope without falling off, how to make a prisoner feel threatened without issuing an explicit threat. One scenario involved telling Soviet prisoners they were going to be turned back over to their country, which had a history of executing or imprisoning troops it suspected of betrayal. You could tell the prisoner something like: “Do you know how many of your own people were killed at the end of World War II when the German prisons opened?” But you couldn’t take that extra step and say, “If we send you back, you know they’re going to kill you.” It was a thin line. As the Huachuca instructors said constantly, “You can’t put a dagger on the table.”

Even when I was training at Huachuca in 1991, the instruction seemed entirely built around a single scenario: a gargantuan clash of Soviet and NATO forces across central Europe, with tens of thousands of soldiers captured, carrying in their heads precious, perishable information that would need to be extracted almost instantly.

The map-reading course focused exclusively on the terrain of Eisenach Hunfeld, a 25-kilometer-square part of central Germany. Any interrogator who went through the school during the Cold War knows it by heart: the villages, the bridges, the church steeples; defensive positions, slow and no-go terrain. We studied driving times for the Soviets’ ZIL trucks and BMP infantry fighting vehicles between two points. We examined the weight ratios for bridges to see what types of Soviet equipment could traverse which roads, and which would be restricted to the major highways. We learned how the Russians and their allies tactically deployed for action and the reasons behind their movements. Even today I can explain where a field bakery unit would be in a Soviet line of march, and how that differs from where it would be found in a retrograde movement. We were also shown a video of Russian army basic training that made Fort Leonard Wood look like kindergarten.

Finally, after four weeks, Introduction to Battlefield Interrogation started with a film from Vietnam. The footage was shot by a camera from a corner of a room, overlooking an interrogation. The interrogator’s back was to the camera, and you could see the back of his shaved head and the edges of his big Buddy Holly glasses. The prisoner, facing the camera from across an army field table, had black hair in a bowl cut and was dressed in a civilian shirt with large checks. The interrogator was asking questions through a third man, a Vietnamese interpreter wearing green fatigues and a pistol belt.

“Did you see the Vietcong move through the village?” the interrogator asked in English. Then the interpreter posed the question in Vietnamese, his words scrawled along the bottom of the screen in subtitles. Except the question he asked was different.

“Was it raining when you were captured?”

The prisoner said no.

Satisfied, the American followed up with another question: “Do the Vietcong use your village to acquire foodstuffs and other supplies?”

Again, the question was changed in translation: “Do you have twenty-three brothers?”

The prisoner said no.

And so it went. We wondered how anyone could be that stupid, that unobservant? And yet, we suspected, this sort of thing happened more often than our side would like to admit.

The next day my fellow students and I entered our classroom to a surprise: in walked a dozen members of the interrogation school faculty dressed up in Red Army uniforms that made them look like a reunion of some suburban Fidel Castro fan club. These were the IRPs, the instructor role-players. They were going to play enemy prisoners, and we were going to interrogate them.

The instructors started by having us pair up in buddy teams. I drew Victor Rabinowicz, a Russian Jew from Brooklyn whose accent was so stereotypical that it almost had to be an act. We were each given a sheet of paper with details of a fictitious prisoner. It listed how he was captured: where, when, by whom, and some basic facts about the circumstances. We were instructed to spend the next twenty minutes preparing to interrogate this prisoner.

Staff Sgt. Casey sent half the students upstairs into the booths to sit as observers as their partners went first. As we filed upstairs, we caught a glimpse of a huge room filled with television sets and monitoring devices that would record our performances. I went into my assigned booth and sat on the chair along the wall. One of the IRPs came in and took his place behind the table. He told me to watch, learn, and not to say a word.

A few minutes later Rabinowicz’s head peeped into the room through a little window in the wooden door to the booth. He smiled, steadied himself, then threw open the door with such force that it banged against the inner wall of the room and slammed shut in his face before he could walk in. The IRP looked through the window and tried not to laugh. Rabinowicz tried again. He opened the door, walked in, pounded his books and notepad on the table, and said in a deep, rehearsed voice: “My name is”—he paused to look at me—“Chris Mackey. I’m wit’ da CIA!”

The IRP went bananas. “The CIA! The CIA! Oh my GOD, you kill people! Save me! Help me! The CIA!” This raised a fury in the other booths, and before long all of the pretend prisoners were howling, “The CIA!” up and down the corridor. Rabinowicz just stood there, paralyzed. He moved a pencil through his fingers like he was threading a needle. He hadn’t even taken his seat in the booth yet and his expression had “defeated” written all over it.

The IRP took Rabinowicz out into the hall and dropped him for a set of push-ups that had the New Yorker sweating through his battle dress top. Then he told him there was no place in interrogation for those who couldn’t mask their frustration. If Rabinowicz couldn’t mask his emotions himself, the instructor said he would help him mask them with push-up fatigue.

Before Rabinowicz had collected himself for another pass, a bell like the one that used to signal the end of a class period in high school sounded, and the second group was told to go to the main classroom while the first group got feedback on their performance. I was just glad to get out of the vicinity of Rabinowicz and his visibly irate instructor.

We in the second group were to interrogate a “Major Victor Rubenski,” an artillery officer in the Sixty-fourth Guards Division. “You will be the first interrogators to question him,” the instructor said. “His capture occurred as you see it on your capture sheets. Does anyone have any questions?”

No one answered.

“Very well then,” the instructor said. “You will have fifteen minutes to run an approach to persuade the major to cooperate. We are looking for you to develop the approach, not necessarily to run it successfully. Good luck.”

This time it was Rabinowicz’s turn to sit against the wall. Mindful of his disastrous entry, I opened the door calmly. “I’m Private Mackey,” I said. “I’m here to ask you some questions, and I expect you to be helpful. I want —”

The prisoner interrupted: “How old are you, Private?”

For a second I didn’t know whether the question came from the IRP or the prisoner he was playing. “I’ll ask the questions here,” I said. “Now, I want —”

Again an interruption: “I just want to know because you have such soft skin.” Soft skin? What was this guy on about?

“Yes, well, that will do, Major. You have —”

“And fresh, tanned skin it is, too,” the IRP said.

Totally confused, I asked, “Are you the prisoner now or the IRP?”

“Well, my dear little boy,” the prisoner said, “I don’t know what an IRP is, but if you would come here and sit on my lap and explain it to me, I would be happy to learn.”

What the fuck is this about? I thought.

Suddenly there was a ruckus in the corridor, and Corporal Kennedy—a macho classmate particularly ill equipped to handle even a fictional homosexual advance—stormed out of his booth while a flurry of papers and an upended chair settled on the floor. The nature of the game suddenly dawned on me. I sat down in my chair and the prisoner looked at me and smiled.

“Where are you from, little handsome one?” he asked with a Russian accent. “Are there more like you there, all tanned and lovely?”

I tried to ask a couple of questions, but the prisoner only became more and more amorous. Then, with both of us leaning on the table, the prisoner reached out to stroke my hand. I jerked it back but in so doing sent my pen rolling across the table. The prisoner picked it up and clutched it close to his chest.

“You really must come and get it from me,” he said, his accent becoming more Greenwich Village hairdresser than Kiev-born guards artillery officer. Several times I ordered him to give it back, each more firm than the last. But still he refused. Then I snapped.

“Give me that pen back or it will be the last time you hold something with all your fingers!” I bellowed in genuine rage.

“That,” began the IRP, his voice suddenly flat, and his demeanor clearly signaling that prisoner had given way to instructor, “is the last word you will speak as an interrogator if you don’t reform yourself when we start for real.”

He got up and threw my pen back at me. “Why don’t you write that lesson down?” And with that he walked out of the booth, leaving Rabinowicz and me as prisoners to our ignorance.

“Damn, bro, he totally dogged yo’ ass, bro!” Rabinowicz said.

“My name is . . . Chris Mackey . . . and I’m wit’ da CIA,” I said, mocking my partner’s performance. The bell rang, and the class was directed back downstairs. The first lesson had nothing to do with the art of interrogation or even the mechanics of it. It was a fundamental building block of the job: interrogators must never be victims of their emotions. Interrogators prey on the emotions of the enemy.

Over the next several weeks, the instructors at Fort Huachuca dove directly into the art of breaking prisoners. These “black arts” were divided into sixteen methods, or approaches, that were basic psychological ploys for getting prisoners to talk. (The appendix of this book describes each of them in detail.) There was Love of Comrades and Hate of Comrades. There was Love of Family and Incentive, Pride and Ego Up and Pride and Ego Down. And then there was the one with the most provocative name: Fear Up.

Some made more sense than others. Love of Comrades required convincing the prisoner to betray his cause and provide precise information about the location and strength of his fellow Soviet forces so as to allow U.S. forces to swiftly defeat them with fewer casualties. To me this sounded absurd—a captured enemy soldier would betray his friends because he wanted to save their lives? Any fool would be smart enough to know that providing precise locations would only bring a devastating barrage of artillery or air attacks on his comrades’ heads. But still the interrogators were obliged to run these approaches with a straight face and were graded on persuasiveness and convincingness.

I had the most trouble with Fear Down, a strategy particularly suited to a prisoner on the verge of panic. The idea is to comfort and reassure, and hopefully coax him into replacing the bond he had with his former comrades with a new bond with his sympathetic captors. I couldn’t do it convincingly, according to my instructors. It wasn’t that I couldn’t see the usefulness of such an approach or couldn’t understand the mechanics—the reassuring tones of voice, the gentle gestures, and the soothing words. It was that communicating those feelings wasn’t easy for me.

One of the most profound lessons of interrogation is this: your weaknesses in the booth are a reflection of your weaknesses as a person. The approaches that trip you up with a prisoner tend to center on emotions or feelings that trip you up in life. My interrogation booth attempts to console a prisoner came off as strained, transparent, manufactured, fake. Over time I would learn that the best interrogators, perhaps like the best actors, become the person they need to portray in the booth. They tell lies with the conviction of truth. And yet even the best have weaknesses.

Everyone in class was initially undone at one point or another by the weak link in his or her personality or intellect. Jamie Jorgenson, the gentle Mormon, stumbled when he had to be assertive. Rabinowicz couldn’t sell “incentive” approaches because he always made the deals too complex by half. Certain women reverted almost instinctually to the coy gestures that had been effective for them in bars and clubs. True intellectuals—the sorts of geniuses whose presence in the enlisted ranks never ceased to amaze me—fell apart when pure logic could not persuade.

The corollary, of course, is that an interrogator’s best approach tends to leverage his best traits as a person. My best approach, my favorite to run, was Establish Your Identity. It calls for the interrogator to assert falsities against his prisoner, so the prisoner feels compelled to tell the truth to escape the consequences of the more sinister interpretation of events. It is one of the most elaborate approaches, requiring keen attention to detail. I would listen for things the prisoner would say and then attempt to twist them into incriminating evidence. It is a bold strategy that entails significant risk.

During one practice session, I was given a prisoner who was clearly very scared. The capture tag—a note fastened to the prisoner’s uniform by the soldiers who captured him—indicated that he had been separated from, if not abandoned by, his unit. The objective was to get him to talk about a series of mines he and his unit were suspected of laying near a river fording point. All of the indications were that this prisoner should be the focus of a Fear Down, orchestrated with Hate of Comrades (since his brother soldiers had left him to be captured). But I loathed Hate of Comrades because I thought it would be impossible in a real-life environment to convince someone that their best bet was to rat out their own side in an act of revenge. I was determined to run the Establish Your Identity approach—to assert falsities against him in the hope that it would prompt him to tell the truth.

The conversation opened well enough, with the prisoner saying he was captured the night before while he was “working” with his unit. “What is the full unit designation of the unit you refer to as ‘my unit’?” I asked, only to get the inevitable reply: “I can’t tell you that.” The interplay that followed felt like a thumb wrestle, with one of the two parties pinned, only to free himself and resume the standoff. In interrogation there can be no long pauses, and once doors are opened, either in a retreat or an attack, they cannot be closed easily.

I lobbed questions about the night of the prisoner’s capture, and he appeared only to answer the ones he wanted to. Some of his initial fear was tinged with a barely apparent smugness that I interpreted as the IRP’s own feelings seeping into his character. My instinct was to turn up the heat.

“You know, Lieutenant Gremyenko, the reason I am so interested in your case is because of the atrocity.”

“What do you mean? What atrocity?”

“Your attempt to deny even knowing about it is admirable, but we know so much already,” I said matter-of-factly.

The IRP sensed immediately what I was trying to do and tried to get me back on the track.

“You are lying to put me on the defensive,” he said.

Thinking for just a moment, I replied: “Not at all, we have no reason to lie, no reason to accuse you of anything which isn’t a genuine suspicion.”

The prisoner wouldn’t budge. “I know this trick. You cannot win.” Now this was definitely the IRP speaking, and any sensible person would have taken the hint. Clearly, I was not among the sensible.

I continued to pepper the prisoner with accusations, on the fly developing a wild but complex story about an orphanage in the town of Griesbach (the map of Eisenach Hunfeld so clear in my mind I could have recited the intersection). I asserted that the prisoner was part of a group of Russian reconnaissance troops who had broken into the cellar of this clearly marked building and had taken advantage of two of the nurses and “my God man, one of the adolescent girls in residence there! Have you no shame?”
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