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To my father and mother, who taught me to question
 everything, to accept nothing because others do, to be
 willing to change my mind—and that right and wrong
 are independent of authority or convention






All statements of fact, opinion, or analysis expressed are those of the author and do not reflect the official positions or views of the CIA or any other U.S. government agency. Nothing in the contents should be construed as asserting or implying U.S. government authentication of information or Agency endorsement of the author’s views. This material has been reviewed by the CIA to prevent the disclosure of classified information.






PREFACE: LYING, HONOR, AND THE GRAY WORLD

I was a spy. I broke laws. I stole. I lied every day, about almost everything: to my family, to my friends, to my colleagues, to everyone around me. I almost never was who I said I was, or did what I claimed to be doing. Sometimes I was not American. I exploited people’s deepest hopes, won their deepest trust, so that they provided me what my government wanted. I was an angel who made men’s dreams come true, but my name was Faust.

I healed a father’s desperately ill child, helped a frustrated employee do in his boss, or the organization that slighted him. I was sometimes a revolutionary, nodding my head as some worked to overthrow oppressive governments; sometimes I sympathized with racists; sometimes I suppressed insurgents. I was suave, intellectual, and sophisticated, talking over sparkling glasses in salons with elegant women in low-cut designer dresses, appetizing curves, and high heels, smiling at banalities as we looked past each other. I bounced around mines in a jeep, carried a weapon, wore a keffiyah over my face to conceal my identity and offer a less obvious Western target to snipers, spat, swore a lot, scratched my crotch, slapped my buddies on the back, and almost got shot.

Some were ruined from what I did. Some were saved; others died. Few of the living, and none of the dead, knew I had anything to do with their fates. I burgled. I listened in on men’s whispered and rustled secret lives, to what they did and hoped and feared behind closed doors—the inner lives, revelatory pettinesses and quirks we all mask during the hours of light and company—so that I could manipulate them, and perhaps help them realize their private perversities. I was faceless, all-powerful, and impotent: I was unknown but could destroy people’s lives or cause an international scandal, and yet often I could not even control minor details of my daily life. I held babies and soothed their fears, wiped their tears, burped them, and kept them safe.

Desperate and good men looked to me in hope. I was a shoulder to cry on, and a spur for quiet action against injustice. I was a cynic, helping near sociopaths act upon their amoral and destructive impulses. I laughed at and took advantage of dignified officials willingly abasing themselves naked on their hands and knees, wearing collars around their necks and leashes as they crawled on the floor, barking. I paid people off. I deluded men and convinced them they were acting against the United States, or one of their personal enemies, when in fact they were serving me and my country, so that we could undermine the causes in which they believed. I was a bureaucrat, and faceless, and powerless, and confused.

I made it possible for American children to sleep safe at night, and for American adults to ignore that I existed or to disdain or hate me, and to forget or never learn that the world was full of men and forces that would harm or destroy them, and our way of life. I have been called “war criminal” and “hero” to my face. I thrived in ambiguity, saw through others’ eyes, saw every color of the rainbow, and realized that all the colors are just slightly different shades of gray.

All the while, to all but my colleagues I was just a wholesome, stereotypical New England Yankee, a former athlete struggling against middle age, someone always with his nose in an abstruse book, assessing, say, obscure pseudo-philosopher René Guénon’s eighty-year-old musings about the death of God in modern society and how Guénon inspired Muslims to fly planes into skyscrapers. I would often seek refuge while alone somewhere—in a garret in  the red-light district of Paris, or beside a latrine outside Kabul, or in the CIA cafeteria during lunch—in my New England roots, with Emerson, say, and then realize that Emerson was an echo of Buddha and Siddhartha, their ideas brought back to Boston and New Bedford by missionaries and traders much as the West had been reborn centuries earlier from the returning Crusaders, inseminated by their Muslim adversaries, and betters. Carle? He’s a nice guy. Normal. He likes the Red Sox. Hockey player. He lacks focus. Reads a lot. Smart. Arrogant. Unsure of himself. Both? His kids play baseball and ride horses.

It is hard to be a spy. I was one for twenty-three years. Yet, my colleagues and I share a devotion to mission, to ideals larger than ourselves, that inspired us to join the Agency, and then to serve for our careers. America is better served than it knows by its intelligence officers. Reflective people will usually seek meaning in actions and a framework for life larger than one’s self. Many find fulfillment in the military, social service, or teaching. I found a direction, a way to get beyond myself, in public service, as a spy. I loved my work, even when I was bored, and even when I failed. Intelligence officers fail often, while successes come slowly and sporadically. And through it all, over the decades, many of them far away and alone, I always honored my oath, acted with integrity, protected and defended the Constitution of the United States, and never lost sight of home, or of human decency.

And yet, sometimes one finds more than one seeks. I sought mental, substantive, policy-relevant, moral, and physical challenges in my career. The Agency hires its case officers in part for their ability to thrive in ambiguity, to see clearly what decision to make, where all decisions contradict one’s values and obligations; it chooses officers who will make the honorable and right decision beyond one’s chain of command, when one is out of sight of anyone else, and when no decision is “right.”

I love the “gray world.” It is multifaceted and complex, obscure—and hard. It transcends the lie of moral purity, of good and evil, of a simple world. This is our daily challenge, if we are honest: to accept doubt, to realize there is no certainty, and yet to act with principle, finding meaning and purpose in confusion. Inhabiting the “gray world” with clear eyes has often fulfilled me.

And then I was “surged” to become an interrogator in the Global War on Terror. I traveled to a far and dark place, where I found the limits of human endurance, that zeal can blight integrity, and that with a “terrorist’s” life in my hands—and perhaps the lives of many Americans—alone I had to decide how to fulfill my mission, what was legal, what was right . . . and at what point I had to oppose the orders of an administration whose actions corrupted the flag I had sworn to serve.






INTRODUCTION: WHICH FLAG DO YOU SERVE?

“Joe, I don’t do nuance.”

—President Bush, Time, February 15, 2004


 



Il n’y a que les fous qui soient certains et résolus. 
(Only fools are certain and resolved.)


—Montaigne, Essais, I.26


 



 



 



 



 



 



My involvement with what some will consider torture began as I was working at my desk on the second floor of CIA Headquarters, about 9:15, a normal Indian Summer morning in 2002. My papers, interview notes with senior officers about how to improve leadership behavior and skills among the CIA’s Directorate of Operations (DO) officers, were strewn about my desk.

The chief of my component poked his head inside my office.

“Glenn. Good morning.”

This was a surprise. Rob Richer, then the Directorate of Operations Chief of Human Resources, and later Associate Deputy Director of Operations,  never came back to my end of the office suite. One of the only other times he had done so I had asked him, “What are you doing here, slumming?” He had smiled after a moment, at first bemused, thinking my comment had made no sense whatsoever.

“Good morning,” I said, looking up.

Rob never spent more than five seconds on small talk and was always in hurried, if good-natured, highly focused motion.

“How’s your language? It’s about a three level?”1


Three level in a language, according to the CIA’s language scale, is supposed to be that of a university-educated speaker, who makes some errors and has a distinct accent, but can conduct a professional or a social meeting. A Foreign Service or CIA officer will not be assigned overseas to a designated “language use position”—a slot that requires language ability to perform one’s job successfully—until he or she attains a three level or above.

Something was up. Why was he at my office, asking me about my language ability? My language skills had nothing to do with my current assignment. This was not the time to make some wiseass or self-deprecating remark that shaped others’ perceptions of my abilities or character. I looked him in the eye and spoke calmly, with as much matter-of-fact authority as I could muster.

“No, I speak the language very well. I’m really a five. It’s very good. Depending on the circumstances, sometimes I am taken for a native speaker.”

Five level in a language is what a university-educated native speaker of a language with no or almost no accent speaks. By the Department’s standards, Henry Kissinger might not receive a five in English. I had a very slight accent and made occasional errors; sometimes native speakers recognized me as foreign after the first word out of my mouth. My language was not perfect, but it was outstanding. Certainly I was one of the best speakers of the language in the DO, although I decided not to say this just yet to Rob. I did not want to come across as over-eager and boastful.

“Can you go TDY?2 There is an urgent need for a case officer who is an excellent linguist. It would be for thirty days, as an initial deployment. It could  extend well beyond that. How would a TDY affect your family?” Rob was alluding to my wife’s serious illness of the previous couple of years.

“Well, I’ll have to call Sally. I think it would be fine.”

He looked at me. “Call your wife. Let me know before noon. I’m not promising anything, but I’ll let you know. This is important for the Agency, and it could be important for you, too.”

Rob didn’t have to tell me it was important for me. The DO had been running flat-out all around the world since 9/11, in the biggest series of programs since the Vietnam War, if not in its history. Almost all operations allowed some lead time to prepare. This one did not. Obviously he was debating taking me out of my nonoperational, Headquarters assignment and “surging” me into a sensitive, important operation for the Global War on Terror (GWOT in Agency parlance). He was also giving me an assignment that would begin, perhaps, the long, tentative process of rehabilitating me for operational work, a year after I had made a career-harming mistake in the field and been brought back to Headquarters to work for him. That was why he had added the assignment “could be important for you, too.” But, for anyone this was the kind of opportunity every officer hoped for, and that came one’s way only once or twice in a career, if ever. Almost no one wants to work at Headquarters, especially during a time of national crisis. The whole point of signing up was to try to be the pointy end of the spear. I sensed a sharp edge ahead.

This would be my third opportunity to become involved in a war. I had been deeply involved in the Contra-Sandinista operations early in my career, working for a time on a special project for Alan Fiers, Chief of our Central American Task Force. The job was fascinating, and a superb opportunity for a very junior officer. Most career trainees do interim training assignments that consist of filing, reading the flow of traffic to learn the ropes, doing “scutt work”—menial tasks like photocopying, or looking up phone numbers—around the office or, if they are fortunate, conducting traces—file checks—of individuals of interest. I worked directly for the chief, in the task force’s front office. While most of my fellow trainees were rooting about the file room in the bowels of Headquarters, looking for records to establish whether the Agency had ever met a particular individual prior to that week and, if so, whether the individual was of “operational interest” or had “derogatory information” in his  file that the field would need to know about, Fiers sent me on TDY assignment to Costa Rica and Honduras, and on various errands down to the Office of the Secretary of Defense or the West Wing of the White House to hand-deliver a document to National Security Advisor Admiral John Poindexter.

Among the reasons I won such a significant assignment was that Fiers wanted a case officer (C/O)3 with strong academic credentials who, in theory, could write better than the average C/O and who had Spanish skills, too; this proved to be one of the few times during my career in the DO that my degree obtained something for me other than good-natured (and sometimes not so good-natured) ribbing about being a “Harvard man,” witticisms along the lines of “What are you doing here? Couldn’t you get any other job?” or “You are a throwback to an earlier era, aren’t you? Those days are done now. . . .” It is not especially career-enhancing in the DO to appear too cerebral, to read too many books; in this way, at least, I was always a slightly different-colored horse in the DO. I spent twenty-three years trying, but failing, to mask my reading habits from my peers.

I had a presage of this nascent hallway reputation my first day in San José, Costa Rica. I knew no one in the station and had sent only a routine one- or two-sentence cable from Headquarters describing the reason for my visit and requesting Chief of Station (COS) approval for my TDY:
C/O SPORTINK4 REQUESTS PERMISSION TO TDY TO COSTA RICA AND HONDURAS ON SUCH AND SUCH A DATE, TO MEET WITH COS AND OFFICERS INVOLVED IN [the issue I was working on] . . .





Midway through my first meeting with a second-tour C/O close enough in age and rank to speak with me as a peer, we took a little break and chatted  over coffee. The ice had been broken, and our initial business conversation had established in his eyes my bona fides as a legitimate and solid C/O, not as some ferreting and unwelcome outsider. He told me that he and his colleagues had been wondering why Headquarters seemed to be sending some “professor” down to the station to pry into their work. I still have not figured out how my simple, one-sentence, declaratory cable could possibly have given that impression. I think that there must have been a back-channel cable saying that I was coming to interview people, and that must have created the “professor” impression. We got on fine, conducted our business, and I had a successful TDY. Establishing a fellow officer’s bona fides in direct conversation—measuring him or her personally and not relying on formal, guarded, and largely bloodless traffic or authorizations—is standard DO culture. Yet, this business of somehow conveying a slightly more intellectual character than the norm in the DO was to recur over the years. It helped me with the brighter of my peers (of whom there are many), and from time to time did not help me so much with a few of my knuckle-dragger colleagues. All groups have their cliques, tribal allegiances, and thumbnail judgments.

And yet, having a nature (and hallway reputation) that crossed the culture line from the quasi-military “can-do” approach of the DO into the intellectual bent of the Directorate of Intelligence (DI) was a major factor two decades later in my appointment as Deputy National Intelligence Officer (DNIO) for transnational threats (i.e., terrorism) on the National Intelligence Council, one of the three seniormost officers for terrorism analysis in the intelligence community (IC).5 My career as a C/O in the field and as DNIO for terrorism was highly unusual, as few officers can cross or are interested in crossing from one career specialization to another, particularly at such a senior level, coordinating and shaping the work of the sixteen agencies and for years writing many of the National Intelligence Estimates on terrorism.

In the end, Fiers was one of the victims of the Iran-Contra scandal. On July 9, 1991, years after I had moved on to subsequent assignments, he pleaded guilty to two misdemeanor counts of withholding information from Congress about secret efforts to aid the Nicaraguan Contras. He was later pardoned by the first President Bush. A number of our officers were indicted from the fallout of the CIA’s involvement in Ollie North’s schemes, several of whom had been my colleagues or superiors (everyone was a superior of mine at that stage of my career . . . ). I had had a stroke of luck when Iran-Contra exploded: Still a trainee (CT in DO parlance) during my time working for Fiers on the Central American Task Force, I appeared on no manning tables. I did not formally exist. I could feel anonymous compassion from a distance for the travails of my erstwhile colleagues and superiors, finish my training, and get on with my career without becoming involved in the after-fiasco investigations and commissions.

The second “surge” situation that had come my way was during the war in Bosnia, in late 1995. I was offered the chance to work in the Bosnian war zone in the wake of the Dayton Peace Accords. In standard surge practice, the DO was going to rotate officers through the assignment for several-month TDYs. Such assignments can make a career, as well as be the most challenging and meaningful assignments one can find. Standard DO advice on how to get promoted has always been to “go where the bombs go off.” When promotion panels sift through our files and compare an officer who did a solid job in Beirut, say, with an officer who did a solid job in a city in Europe, the inclination is invariably to reward the officer who has filled the more dangerous or arduous assignment. This is one of the reasons that NE officers—officers from the DO’s Near East Division—have for decades been the cocks of the walk in the DO, with faster promotions on the whole, and more senior assignments.

The psychiatric evaluations for prospective case officers when you apply to the Agency harp on stressful situations, to see how stable we are, I suppose, and to measure our respective ways of perceiving and handling stress. “Would you mind sleeping in a jungle without any soap, for days on end?” This question and variants cropped up over and over in the long written psychological questionnaire. Most questions were straightforward: “Do you like crowds? Rate how much on a scale of 1 to 4. . . . Have you ever been institutionalized?”  and the like. Of course, for the soap questions I checked the box indicating that no, I would not mind, or that I would love a situation like that. I think most of us trying to get into the DO figured that this was a wimp test of some sort. Twenty questions later it was back: “If you had no soap, and were in the jungle, and had to sleep, for weeks at a time, and it was rainy season and rained for weeks on end, and there were lots of bugs, and your partners snored or you were alone for weeks, and you had no tent, and you were alone, and you had no soap, would you mind having no soap?” We all tried to game the system one way or another, but the foolish questions were relentless, and were clearly designed to wear through our attempted manipulations. A few questions further on it was back: “Suppose you were alone, in the rain forest, on assignment, and had an open-ended assignment, and it was raining, and you had no shelter and were alone, or you didn’t like your partners if you were not alone, and you had no soap . . . would you mind?” Further on in the test it came back, and back: “Suppose you had soap, but no water. How would you feel about having no soap?” Jesus Christ. Over twenty-five years later I still think about these bloody questions and wonder what the hell is going on every time I pick up a bar of Ivory soap. They got in my head after all.

The shrinks never told us what they were getting at with those questions. I suspect they were assessing us for flexibility, to identify personalities that enjoyed or at least responded well to unplanned and disorienting circumstances, did not mind discomfort, improvised, and took initiative. Surge assignments like my travels to Central America, or the prospective assignment in Bosnia, by definition called for these qualities. Surge assignments had few fixed structures or routines. Many contained a degree of danger that most assignments did not have, and concerned an issue of at least momentary interest to policy makers. This was why promotions came to those who “went where the bombs go off.”

I would have had a stimulating, great time in Bosnia. It would have made a difference in my career. I would no longer have been a pure EUR officer; my résumé would include M-16s and combat pay, not just having worked the salons of Europe for the previous decade, clinking glasses with elegant, thin, and charming women in low-cut gowns, and listening politely to sophisticated men in suits cut a little too tight, sometimes condescending to the naive American  official, but almost always presuming to explain to me how politics really worked in America.

I turned the Bosnia slot down. Going would have meant leaving my wife on her own with our four-week-old baby girl and two-year-old boy. I would have missed the first six months of my daughter’s life. Too many of my colleagues accepted these assignments in these conditions; sometimes they found themselves alone when they returned. But it was the prospective time lost that was decisive for me. It was irretrievable. My daughter would never again be an infant; my wife would never again need my help coping with two very small children. She was drawn and tired. She had begun on occasion to snap, it seemed to me, without reason, driving off into the night with a curse for I did not know what. I thought my work as a CIA officer was straining the family. I was irreplaceable at home. Other officers could do Bosnia.

Now, a half dozen years later, here was a third opportunity. I could sense from Rob’s urgency and from the general frenzy that was the DO in the months following the World Trade Center attacks that what had brought him back to my office was likely to be unusually challenging.

Let him know by noon! I had three hours to arrange a key moment in my then eighteen-year career. It was typical of Rob to set nearly absurd deadlines, but it was also clearly a sign of the importance of the issue. I needed to speak to Sally. I called home, hoping she would be there. I believed she would understand the importance of the opportunity even in complete ignorance of what it entailed and, more important, would feel strong enough physically and psychologically for me to accept it. Sally was particularly supportive of the frequent unexplained departures typical of a case officer’s life. I had to leave for three days? That’s fine. No questions. No insecurities on that point. “Okay. See you when you get back.” This job was going to call for a bit more than a typical one- or three-day business trip. My stomach tightened as I called, though. I wondered if I should refuse the assignment, as I had for the Bosnian War. Much had gone wrong for us recently, no matter what I had tried. My superiors knew of Sally’s recent terrible illness, and that her recovery was fragile, but almost no one knew the full scope of our struggles. Would Sally be able to cope if I disappeared totally for months? Could I afford to leave the family?

She was home. I explained the situation, that I had been asked to go on an important assignment, for the organization, and especially for me. Our conversation was to the point.

“Is it important?” Sally asked.

“Yes.”

“Is it good for you?”

“Yes.”

“Well, then, of course you need to go.”

The conversation took about three minutes. Sally, as always in significant or stressful moments, responded in a straightforward, down-to-earth manner. Sally’s feet have always been planted on the ground more firmly than mine. She does not get lost in meanders of overly intricate thought. Issue, response, move on. That’s all. This is one of the characteristics that attracted me to her years ago. What a relief she had felt strong enough to react as she had and as I had hoped she would. Now, if Rob gave the final green light, I was set.

I waited almost an hour before going to Rob’s office. I did not want to appear too eager, or anxious. I worked, took a walk to the cafeteria, bought a coffee. I poked my head in Rob’s office a few minutes after 10. He was studying papers on his desk. He raised his head as I called his name from the doorway.

“Rob. It’s go. I’ve spoken with Sally and it’s okay.”

“Good. Thank you. I’ll let you know.”

He returned to his work, dismissing me from his attention. Rob never engaged in wasted words. He was cordial, but always focused and crisp. He always was setting deadlines a bit ahead of what one could conveniently accomplish, so that his staff always had to hustle. He cut you off at the knees if you failed in your duties. But he also supported his staff if they worked hard. And he appeared to have a flexible mind, and to judge people on their present actions, rather than defining people once and for all based on previous successes or failures. He seemed to be fair. I’d seen his leadership style in others, all of them shaped by their years in the military. Rob was a former Marine. The Marine approach to leadership had so impressed me with its inculcation of values from top to bottom of the hierarchy—“Every Marine a rifleman” is their slogan, meaning that every Marine must embody the same standards of comportment and leadership, regardless of rank or function, and  cannot advance without demonstrating these leadership attributes—that I was basing the leadership program I was designing for the DO on it. Rob was hard to work for, but was an unusual leader for the DO, which is not known for good leadership, perhaps the best leader I had worked for in my career. I returned to my office to continue work on my project. While waiting, I sent him a short e-mail—e-mails to Rob always had to be extremely short:
Rob:

My language abilities:


[image: 002]: 5 level. I have interpreted for the U.S. Secretary of State, the [image: 003] Foreign Minister and other members of cabinet. As noted,

I am sometimes taken for a native speaker of [image: 004].


Spanish: 4, 2+, 3+


Portuguese: I can understand some Portuguese and can read the gist of newspapers.


German: Ten years ago I probably had a 0+, 1 level. I expect that I have lost that now.





The Portuguese comment was a bit of a stretch, although it was true a decade earlier. The Spanish assessment actually understated my abilities. The point was to show my eagerness to go by using the pretext of a note on my language skills, to demonstrate an acceptable aggressiveness in my desire to go, not to cross his eyes with irrelevant background. Rob would understand what I was doing, in any event. He knew the ways of the DO as well as I.

At about 11, Rob appeared at my door again.

“I’m going to launch you.” It was an unusual expression. “Thirty days or more, to start. See if you can get out there tomorrow. Go see the people in CTC.6 They’re waiting for you. I called them and told them you’re coming. This is a good opportunity. It’s a good opportunity for you. Come see me once you’ve spoken to them.”

That was it. He left.

It took me four days to leave. I had to arrange my [image: 006] passport, get my travel orders, process my air tickets, arrange to have bills and pay issues addressed during my prolonged absence, all the small details of a trip overseas for a clandestine operation that would never make it into the movies. Just as laymen think “strategy” about great battles while professional soldiers think “logistics,” so laymen think “derring-do” about spying while professionals think “administrative details.” Much of a C/O’s career consists of hustling down the long hallways at Headquarters to cajole as winningly as possible one harassed, low-on-the-totem-pole woman or another in a cubicle in some windowless underground Headquarters office to please dredge up your particular form from the huge pile on her desk, or from the endless queue of e-mails lit in green on her computer monitor, and to process it ahead of the other officers who have not hustled fast enough to get to her first. Experienced C/Os have learned how to maneuver amid the unwritten rules and ways of the DO, while respecting the formal procedures enough to avoid getting in trouble with the regulation mavens. If you always follow the procedures strictly, though, too often you will end up finding yourself on your way to the cafeteria to stand in line for greasy food, while your colleague walks past you in the hallway, smiles, says, “How ya doin’?” and claps you on the shoulder as he heads off to pick up his passport and catch his flight to Ulaanbaatar or somewhere. Experienced Headquarters support officers—in particular the long-suffering, unglamorous, and crucial women in the cubicles—know what C/Os are all about, of course. They can see us coming before we round the corner to their cubicles. “Don’t case officer me,” they’ll warn, if a C/O becomes too transparently phony in his efforts to beguile them to do his bidding.

Everyone was efficient and helpful to me as I did my latest hustling around the building; we all shared an even stronger sense of mission than usual in the months and years following 9/11. But I still could not leave in twenty-four hours, as Rob had wanted.

My first stop was the CTC branch chief Rob told me to go see. CTC always looked improvised and ramshackle and looked even more so since the arrival of hundreds of additional officers post-9/11. Task force and surge offices always looked as though a bunch of guys had thrown together rows of cloth-divider cubicles in a large open pit lit by bloodless fluorescent light, commandeered  a few rooms along the pit’s edges for senior staff, and then plastered the dividers with photos or witticisms related to the mission the office handled,
$10 MILLION DOLLAR REWARD FOR USAMA BIN LADIN. SEE YOUR LOCAL LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICIAL FOR DETAILS . . .

 



DO NOT WORRY.

WE ARE HERE TO HELP.

WE ARE FROM THE GOVERNMENT.

(written below a photograph of a U.S. soldier, M-16 raised, standing over cowering Taliban)

 



ZAWAHIRI AVENUE . . . A TALIBAN-FREE ZONE.





I knocked on the door of the branch chief’s small, cluttered, antiseptic, and windowless corner office, closed the door behind me, and sat down to learn what I was getting myself into. The chief and I started with a couple minutes of the standard chat and pleasantries about mutual acquaintances, serving both as social ice breakers and as a beginning way to size each other up.

Keith was a slim, measured man in his mid-fifties, more formal in manner than most in the DO. He always wore his suit coat, yet never struck me as stuffy. He had originally worked in the Directorate of Intelligence, had been seconded to an assignment in the DO years earlier, and had stayed. We would occasionally jog past each other on the weekends, puffing our ways past one of the remaining Civil War forts that still ring Washington. I invariably embarrassed him the next time I saw him at work and mentioned that we had crossed paths, because he never once recognized or noticed me on the street. “I was working too hard just to keep going,” he would say. In my experience, Keith never became agitated at work. He gave the impression that he was playing chess and knew what moves to make, while some other colleagues (and perhaps I, from time to time) gave the impression we were playing football and were scrambling sometimes to fill holes in the line. Some surely considered him a stuffy WASP, notable for his conservative, understated manner even amidst a DO full of Organization Men. He was considerate to others through his poise and self-control. Expressions of unbridled emotion were unprofessional, base, and perhaps insulting, although  he would never mention this to anyone. Crowing, posturing, and backstabbing were alien to and beneath him. C/Os thought highly of him. A WASP myself, to me Keith was a gentleman of understated professionalism.

Keith turned to what my assignment would be. In his quiet way, he told me that CTC and NE, which shared control of the case, needed an experienced C/O with excellent linguistic capability.

“We want you to provide linguistic support for the interrogation team for CAPTUS. He is [very important in the al-Qa’ida network].”7


Keith briefed me on who CAPTUS was, why we had “rendered” him—kidnapped him off a street in a Middle Eastern country—only a few days before, and where we believed he fit into al-Qa’ida’s network. They were sending me out to take part in the interrogation of one of our small number of “High Value Targets,” always referred to as HVTs—the most important al-Qa’ida detainees we had. He was a very big prize. The task force in CTC that had run the operation was chuffed at the coup they had just pulled off. It was raising them to the big leagues, among the stars, in the competitive world of the components in CTC, the CIA, and the military services that conducted operations against our enemies.

The Agency and U.S. military had detained and taken prisoner many hundreds of jihadist or Taliban foot soldiers in Afghanistan when we crushed the Taliban and routed al-Qa’ida in the last months of 2001. These were, overall, low-level “men with guns,” with little intelligence to offer about the high-level plans and intentions of al-Qa’ida or other jihadist groups. They were initially the useful flotsam of the GWOT—although, in subsequent years keeping them, and apparently intending to keep them forever, in specially built Camp X-Ray in Guantanamo, with no due process, and no realistic prospects for release or trial, would prove a lasting sore to the administration and raise serious questions about American policy, principles, and law as the GWOT became defined by its actions and not the fears that justified it.

HVTs, however, were top priority. We hunted them. They were the most senior al-Qa’ida members and terrorists on the planet. They could provide information on the inner workings of al-Qa’ida’s leadership, plots, financing, strategies, personnel, organization, even the whereabouts of Usama Bin Ladin or Ayman al-Zawahiri.

Excellent linguistic capability. That was the first question Rob had asked me when he stuck his head through my door. I was a C/O. It was a bit surprising to send me TDY to provide linguistic support. I wondered what was going on but was not about to question the apparent basis for my involvement in a very important case.

Keith continued, “You may become involved, as COS decides, in the interrogation of CAPTUS, and in the substantive work of the team of analysts, officers, psychologists, and support staff dedicated to the case. You will work with the host country’s intelligence service. Liaison is always delicate, and is particularly important because [the country] is taking some political and security risk by agreeing to take CAPTUS at all, and allowing the CIA to hold and interrogate him on their soil.”

“As COS decides . . .” The COS did not know me. It was normal that he would want to vet a new arrival who was becoming involved in a sensitive operation. He could restrict me to linguistic support if he decided I was a noload; heck, he could send me packing; or he could use me more if he decided I was competent. He would decide if he could entrust anything substantive to me after he had had a firsthand opportunity to size me up. It did not matter that Headquarters was formally in charge of the field and had notified him that it was sending out an experienced C/O. He had formally agreed to accept someone for linguistic support only. That way he would continue to control the case and me, and everyone would save face if necessary.

“The COS can’t continue to run this case. He’s too overstretched and can’t assign one of his officers to the case, or to managing the interrogation team. He needs someone out there right away. Liaison is being polite for the moment and is dedicating their people to the case, but it is supposed to be ours. They are helping us out, but it is of secondary interest to them, unless we somehow get CAPTUS to tell us something that directly involves them. COS is concerned that our relations with them could deteriorate quickly. They are a little  irritated that we have dumped a delicate and time-consuming case on them, and aren’t running it at a level commensurate with the favor they’re doing us, or the significance we told them we give to the case. For now there is CAPTUS and a bunch of our guys filling up our liaison partners’ days, but not giving a lot of value to them. The case and the interrogation team have no C/O in charge, so COS is doing it for now, while the case is being run de facto by a DI officer, with no experience handling anyone, or with dealing with liaison.”

Here Keith looked at me a moment, and then away, typically polite and reticent of the challenge and intimacy that comes from looking someone in the eye, particularly when concerning important points,

“That’s why COS wants you there now. To provide linguistic support.”

I understood. This explained Rob’s surprising visit to my office, pulling me off my assignment, and the hurry to dispatch me halfway around the world. The station was overburdened—no station liked having to handle long-term “temporary” burdens beyond its normal duties when there were rarely enough hands available to do the regular work of the station—the case was very high-profile, and a DI officer or general lack of management on the case was fraying the all-important relations with liaison. The COS must have sent in a zinger demanding that Headquarters send out an experienced officer to run a case that COS did not have enough time to run, and to keep relations good with liaison. I would learn in a few days that the COS had done exactly that.

The case needed adult supervision, if COS decided I was up to it, although the formal traffic was that the case needed only linguistic support.

I spent the day getting briefed by various officers on the background of the case, on general principles of interrogation as applied to jihadists, meeting with representatives from all the offices involved in the elaborate handling of CAPTUS and the information he could provide. Some advice was more enthusiastic than reasoned. “You’ve got to speak to Muriel,”8 one young, overeager colleague told me. “She broke one of the detainees!”

That sounded important; if Muriel had an approach that stood out, I needed to learn it.

Muriel was working in another component of CTC. We had never met. When I tracked her down a couple hours later, I found that she was straightforward, an experienced C/O. She was about thirty-five years old, athletic, attractive, neither overplaying her feminine charms nor suppressing them in order to be taken seriously by her male peers. She impressed me; she was confident enough to be frank, without puffery. There was no inappropriate, obtuse glitter in her eyes or manner about having interrogated or “broken” a member of al-Qa’ida. She spoke soberly, professionally, of a hard job.

When we sat down to talk a couple hours later she said with some derision, “Broke? You can say I broke him if you count making someone cry. I spoke about his family. He cried because he wanted to be with them. So what? This had nothing to do with how responsive he was.”

“Did he provide better FI9 afterwards?”

Muriel looked at me with admirable honesty, and hardness. Her expression indicated that she had just addressed that point and was weary of hearing crying and breaking a case conflated, but appreciated that my question showed that I did not see the two as necessarily going together.

“No.”

Muriel told me that most of the time she had been straightforward when interrogating. Women sometimes had advantages in interrogating Muslim detainees, sometimes disadvantages; females could be disorienting, reassuring, or deeply insulting by their presence. Her remarks were my first indication that interrogation would call for exactly the skills, and approaches, of being a good case officer: Somewhat perversely, the bond one can establish with the individual being interrogated is the most important element for success. Of course, there are all sorts of bonds, [image: 007] [image: 008], as in every operational relationship a case officer develops. No comment is ever innocent, and no bond straightforward. A case officer—interrogator—sitting one-on-one with a detainee has no special techniques. But the detainee is helpless nonetheless, and a C/O has [image: 009]
 [image: 010], and all the resources of the CIA and the U.S.   Intelligence Community, that he could use in the interrogation to support his bonding. The detainee has nothing but his wits, fear, arrogance, or insecurities. [image: 011] [image: 012]. Everyone is vulnerable; all of us, however secure, however powerful, however pure. But this was all the normal work of a case officer; the difference in an interrogation is that the target is literally your captive, not a social or professional acquaintance.

Keith had explained that I needed to meet with one of his deputies, Terrell Wilmington,10 whose branch was running the CAPTUS case at Headquarters. Wilmington would provide me with the case files and more detailed instructions on what to do once I got to post. I caught up with him a day or two later in one of the cubicle hallways in his branch. It was always quiet in these cubicle pits, most officers hunched over their computer screens, or perhaps sprawled in groups of two or three, one officer sitting at his work station, the others standing and leaning on the cloth dividers, discussing a case or shooting the breeze and telling tales to one another. With the surge, in CTC most officers, male and female, tended to be twenty-five to thirty-five, on the whole athletic, a federal-employee version of a Gap or L. L. Bean catalog photo.

I did not know Wilmington, but he was an old hand in the DO, a decade or more my senior. I sensed immediately that he was one of the DO’s journeymen, who rattled around from office to office, division to division, too often had limited perspectives, the kind of officer area divisions allowed to be “surged” to other assignments and components because they would not be missed too much—the kind that for many years had filled the slots in CTC, always a poor sister in the DO—and who had found a meaningful job in CTC at the end of his career, almost surely just before retiring. I suspected that he was solid enough, but not very creative or driven. Experienced, but not particularly talented. He might be someone to watch out for. Officers like this sometimes could possess a sullen, selfish, latent hostility; they might not hesitate to hang you out to dry. I did not sense collegiality in his manner, as one could with many officers. I did not know yet. We always got on all right subsequently, but he kept me at arm’s length throughout my involvement with the case, like  two-dimensional hired help. Keith had spoken to me as a peer, getting ready to go to an important mission, which was true, and took time to speak with me unhurriedly, clearing his schedule, deferring calls, and focusing on me entirely, and calmly. His job was me for the few minutes we spoke. It was that way every time he and I met. Wilmington, one level of management down, spoke to me as though I were keeping him from doing what he really wanted to be doing, whatever that was. He always seemed to be attempting to mask intellectual superficiality by sternness and a vague self-importance. It was a frequent way I had seen officers act to keep—or imagine that they kept—the upper hand on younger, more talented, or unknown officers. Leadership by vaguely hostile posturing.

Wilmington’s main point to me, made tersely and without a smile, was that CAPTUS had important information on al-Qa’ida and that I was to do whatever was necessary to obtain it from him. CAPTUS had frustrated our officers since we had captured him [image: 013]
[image: 014]
  [image: 015]. Wilmington explained that our liaison partners were running the interrogation because it was occurring on their turf, even though the case, and CAPTUS, were ours. It was a matter of sovereignty. Our hosts were willing to help, not do our bidding. I could not tell as I stood there listening whether Wilmington was projecting hardness because he was hard (although I suspected not), because the job of managing interrogations was a dirty business and called for it, or because, as I suspected, he was a slightly pompous lightweight and was playing the tough guy to demonstrate that he was a leader.

I felt a flash of guilt as we stood there, for having judged Wilmington harshly when he had spoken to me for only about two minutes—maybe he was a good guy and a solid officer who was highly focused on a tough and stressful job—but I also knew that one could size someone up accurately, over 90 percent of the time, within the first minute or two of conversation.

“So we work through them?” I asked.

“Yeah. They’ll ask any questions you want. But they hold him, and they do what they want with him. He’s there, so he’s theirs.”

I had never worked with liaison before. For twenty years I had been undercover. A number of other services over the years had surely worked out that I was an intelligence officer—this was the normal progression of one’s career—but the CIA had never officially informed anyone of this fact.

The service I was going to work with had a reputation for [image: 016] when it suited them. [image: 017]. Americans did not torture. The CIA did not torture. We did not make people “disappear.” We obeyed the law and strived to embody our country’s principles in all our operations, the disbelief, hostility, and condemnations of some Americans notwithstanding (even my own mother did not believe me when I assured her that we obeyed the laws and did not kill people). Our job was to break other countries’ laws, to thrive in the gray areas of policy, going to the limits of what our laws allowed. We were created to do hard tasks, but to act always within strictly defined parameters, and to be accountable for our actions before our political leaders, and the law. As individuals we signed on to serve and protect our society and its laws, not just to have adventures overseas. Interrogating a terrorist, with a host foreign service suspected to [image: 018], might well take the CIA—take me—farther into the murky gray of licit and illicit behavior than I believed the Agency had gone during my career, farther than it had ever gone in treatment of detainees, or in pursuit of information, so far as I knew. At the least, my colleagues and I were entering new territory, of that I was sure. We were case officers, not torturers, not even by trade interrogators.

I had been interrogated years before during my training, to prepare me for what could happen to me overseas. The experience was harsh, even under controlled conditions and knowing that it was an exercise. The DO had not done anything like this for decades, so far as I knew. The parameters for our actions were unclear to me, yet what I had been hearing made clear that we were now using measures that contravened our prior training and practice, and skirted up to the edge of the obligations and oaths that had guided us my whole career. 9/11 has really unleashed us and So this is what happens in war were my first thoughts as I listened to my colleagues’ briefings of what we were doing, and what was to be expected of me.

“We’re going beyond SERE training?”11


“We’re interrogating him.”

That, and what I had heard already, constituted a clear yes.

“Suppose our partners do something to CAPTUS that I consider . . . unacceptable?”

Wilmington looked at me, his face a blank, then taking on the slightest hint of irony.

“Well, then, you just walk out of the room, if you feel you should. Then you won’t have seen anything, will you? You will not have been party to anything.”

Our conversation was quiet but had become intense. I did not want to appear out of phase with what our mission was. The case was well en train. Officers did not arrive and immediately challenge what the field, the branch, the division, and the DO had signed off on, particularly on a case that was so obviously top priority and approved from on high. I did not want to, and did not know enough to do so in any event; any decent officer first learned what was going on, and slowly developed some credibility to speak of a case, by working it and coming to understand its parameters and past. An officer needed to become involved and assume responsibility for a case; only then could he earn the authority to weigh in on how the case was being run.

Our mission, our existence in the DO, was to do the hard jobs. At least, we all hoped so; far too often, our jobs were bogged in bureaucracy, official refusal, and the failure that defines so much of our profession. The DO is a very prudent, cautious organization. The DO is aggressive but acts only after carefully considering the ramifications of the proposed action.

The challenges now before me were different than the normal work of a C/O. This was fundamentally different than seeking to obtain information on the workings of a foreign government concerning an arid diplomatic issue. We were at war. Thousands lay smoldering in New York, the Pentagon, and Penn-sylvania.  My wife and I had known several of the 9/11 victims, one crushed at the base of the first World Trade Center tower as it collapsed, two young women trapped and then incinerated in the Windows of the World restaurant on the top floor of the World Trade Center. Every American—and perhaps we in the CIA more than anyone—was outraged and determined to destroy the jihadists who had killed our countrymen and had been attacking Americans for years. I was being sent to the front lines, as it were. I was going to be part of the avenging and protective hidden hand of the CIA, striking al-Qa’ida for us all. I wanted to interrogate the S.O.B. and play a key role in our counter-terrorism operations. We all did.

I had signed on to the Agency to test the limits of my intellect, knowledge, experience, physical ability, psychological strength, and moral compass. I did not want a “normal” job; I had resigned a nascent career as a banker to challenge all my faculties and capabilities. This was why I had walked away from much more money than I had ever made, or would make, as a spook. I sought and found a sense of achievement, meaning, stimulation, and purpose from seeking and meeting meaningful challenges, dedicating myself to causes and principles larger than self-interest. Our response to 9/11 was shaping up to be one of my generation’s defining moments, our chance to rise to the challenges of our careers and our time. I could sense that becoming involved in the CAPTUS case was likely to be one of those rare moments I had hoped for—that tested my mettle, to make the right decisions, to embrace the hard duties and choices. This was what had brought me to a career in the CIA. I had sought challenges for which there was no right answer, which were impossible.

But acting hard-bitten was simplistic, no way to respond to a professional issue fraught with ambiguity, that involved moral and possibly legal questions. False toughness of that sort was easy, crude, and thoughtless. I was not going to act tough to appear to be up to the job—that was an unthinking and unworthy response to a situation defined by conflicting obligations. Machismo was neither courage nor judgment. This conversation—this case—was clearly one of the key moments in my career; I needed to get it right, to exercise refined judgment, to see and act clearly where values and goals conflicted, in the murky areas where there might be no right choice, but one had to choose and act nonetheless.

I had paused just a heartbeat. Wilmington waited.

“We don’t do that sort of thing,” I responded, registering a little surprise.

“We do now.” Wilmington’s voice was flat. The conversation remained quiet.

“What about EO12333? We’ve never done that sort of thing. The Agency’d never do that. We’d need a finding, at least.”

My mind was working fast, although we were speaking in controlled undertones. Executive Order 12333, referred to in the Agency as EO12333, was the main regulatory and legal reference point for what the Agency could and could not do, what was legal and what was not. It was passed in the wake of the Church and Pike Committee revelations in the late 1970s of CIA assassination attempts, and of CIA operations concerning American citizens, including spying on them. It outlawed assassination, any espionage conducted against American persons, established congressional oversight of the Intelligence Community, and set up the requirement to obtain a FISA warrant before conducting a range of surveillance or surreptitious activities against “U.S. persons.”12 In particular for my current discussion, EO12333 established the requirement that the CIA obtain a presidential finding—a written executive authorization—that a covert action was found to be in the national interest, legal, and ordered by the president.

Findings were among the most highly classified, restricted documents in the U.S. government. The CIA would never conduct a covert action without a finding. They required the president’s signature and were the highest guidance, on the most sensitive actions of the United States, with the CIA carrying them out. These were founding, guiding documents for all of us in the CIA. Our obligations under EO12333 were mother’s milk to the DO; adherence to it was inculcated from the first days of an officer’s career training. Neither the Agency nor its officers freelanced. One could go to jail if one did so. As we talked, Iran-Contra and the ordeals of my erstwhile colleagues were just jump-ing  at me in my head. The whole characterization of the CIA as a rogue agency was absurdly wrong; we could be condemned for what we did on a number of levels—the role of intelligence and its limits are legitimate areas of public debate—but we always, always acted under orders from the president, and within the parameters of the Congress and the law, as best as the Agency could determine them. Having to square the policy and legal circles guaranteed that we would regularly act in the gray areas of legality and policy. But we never acted on our own. Colleagues and I would comment to one another, sometimes in frustration, that a C/O in the field “could not sneeze without prior authorization,” even for our work that did not require a finding. But we took EO12333’s parameters very seriously; it arose frequently in our operational discussions and shaped our actions. And yet, even with findings, it was usually the Agency and its officers who were left holding the bag when a covert operation went sour. Although they provided legal authorization, policy instruction, and some degree of legal protection, findings did not eliminate many of the risks for either the Agency or its officers involved in covert actions.
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