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Ask yourself: Is there a man capable of never misusing his legal license to murder?


—Major Donald Nichols


How long can we defend ourselves—you and we, by methods of this kind, and still remain the kind of society that is worth defending?


—John le Carré
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The Spy Who Came in from the Motor Pool





During World War II, Donald Nichols worked in a U.S. Army motor pool and a makeshift morgue. He repaired trucks bound for Burma and embalmed GIs bound for home. The soldiers died of malaria, dengue fever, or amoebic dysentery—diseases that hospitalized but could not kill Nichols. For his grit and his gumption, he was promoted in India to master sergeant at the age of nineteen, making him one of the youngest men of that rank in the army. By the spring of 1946, the war was over and Nichols was no longer pumping embalming fluid into his dead comrades. But he was still stuck in the motor pool, this time on Guam, a sleepy speck of American-owned sand in the western Pacific. In Washington, President Harry S. Truman was gutting the defense budget and the army was imploding. So were the chances that Nichols could make a career in the military—until he caught the eye of recruiters from the Counter Intelligence Corps, an army unit that hunted saboteurs near military bases. The army flew him to Tokyo, gave him three months’ training, and sent him to Korea.


There, at the dawn of the cold war, the motor pool mechanic metamorphosed into a black-ops phenomenon. He became a spymaster with his own base, his own secret army, and his own rules. His target: North Korea, the Soviet puppet regime that would become the world’s longest-lasting totalitarian state. Nichols was wildly ambitious, virtually unsupervised, and just twenty-three years old. He would build an eponymous intelligence outfit, known as NICK, that outhustled and outspied the Central Intelligence Agency and the massive military intelligence apparatus under General Douglas MacArthur. He warned months in advance—with precise details on troops, tanks, and aircraft—about the Soviet-supported North Korean invasion that would catch the United States flatfooted in June 1950. In the early, desperate days of the Korean War, when GIs were panicking, retreating, and dying, his team of Korean cryptographers broke North Korean army codes, which helped American forces hold the line, saving them from being pushed off the southern tip of the Korean Peninsula. Nichols also saved countless lives by penetrating enemy lines to discover vulnerabilities in Soviet tanks and MiG fighter jets. He and his operatives found most of the targets for the bombing of North Korea. He swiped photographs of Stalin and Mao from the office of North Korean leader Kim Il Sung in Pyongyang. He also took the Great Leader’s swivel chair. His commanding general called him “magnificent,” “wonderful,” and a “one man war” who “didn’t know what it was to be scared of anything.”


More than any American, Nichols was ready for war in Korea. Years before it started, when the Korean Peninsula was a backwater and he was a nobody, he insinuated himself into the affections of an extreme right-wing politician who would become South Korea’s founding leader. President Syngman Rhee had a PhD from Princeton and a penchant for exterminating Koreans he believed to be Communists. He led South Korea for a dozen years and Nichols became his “son.” As such, Nichols entered a demimonde of torture, mass killings, and chopped-off heads as Rhee and his security forces prosecuted a savage civil war against South Koreans suspected of loyalty to the Communist North. Rhee’s anti-Communist crusade—tacitly supported and covered up by the United States—would kill tens of thousands of South Korean civilians, many of them women and children.


For an American spy immersed in war, torture, and extrajudicial killings, Nichols had an astonishingly long tenure—eleven years. His officer efficiency reports described him as “highly aggressive” and “audacious.” His superiors had never seen an agent work so hard for so long. Spying was all he knew, they said in their evaluations of Nichols, and all he was suited for. Year after year, he rarely took a day off. “He is the only one of his kind I have ever known,” his commanding colonel wrote.


Nichols did not look, dress, or behave like the spies we know from books and movies. Quick tempered and pushy, fast talking and fleshy, he drank Coca-Cola by the case and ate candy bars by the box. Butterfingers, when he could find them; Hershey’s, when he could not. He did not smoke and rarely touched alcohol. He had zero interest in women, often telling his men that he “hated” them. Among Koreans, he was an American colossus: six feet two inches tall, weighing up to 260 pounds. “No Korean could match his height or fatness,” said Chung Bong-sun, who worked for Nichols for eight years as an intelligence officer in the South Korean air force. “But he was very agile and could run fast.”


By breeding and background, Nichols had nothing in common with the upper-crust spies who ran covert operations for the CIA. Unlike the agency’s very best men, he had not attended an East Coast boarding school or gone to Yale or worked on Wall Street or summered in the Hamptons. Even compared with other American military intelligence agents, he was astoundingly unschooled, with no college and no high school. Twelve weeks of spy class in Tokyo were as close as he ever came to higher education. A child of America’s Great Depression, he grew up poor, ill clothed, unwashed, and hungry. When he was seven, his mother abandoned him and his three older brothers. His father took the four boys from Hackensack, New Jersey, to South Florida, where they stumbled miserably through the 1930s. Donald dropped out of school in seventh grade and became a scavenger, stealing everything from tomatoes to tractor parts. He enlisted in the army at seventeen for the “big pay day” of twenty-one dollars a month. He sent sixteen dollars to his brothers to help them buy false teeth for their father.


Nichols grew into adulthood with a distinctly sophomoric sense of humor. In Korea, he told his interpreter to put a can of shaving cream up to his ear, squeeze the spray button, and “hear the music.” In his midthirties, when he was back in Florida, his behavior veered from quirky to criminal. He stashed hundreds of thousands of dollars—loot he brought back from Korea—in his brother Judson’s freezer. He kept big wads of it in his pocket and flashed it in front of strangers, stuffing it in his knee socks when crossing national borders. He became a fugitive from justice in the 1960s and was wanted by the Federal Bureau of Investigation. At forty-three, bound for Mexico while fleeing a felony morals charge, he left a paper sack containing twenty-five thousand dollars in cash on a coffee shop counter.
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For all his failure to conduct himself with the panache of James Bond, the prudence of George Smiley, or even the common sense that God gave a goose, Nichols had an exquisite gift for clandestine operations. He wowed generals in the Far East Air Forces by conceiving, organizing, and leading covert missions inside North Korea. They described him as “an invaluable man” and “the best intelligence operator in the theater.” General George E. Stratemeyer, commander of Far East Air Forces, wrote in his diary during the first year of the Korean War that Nichols had “performed the impossible.”


Nichols, who moved from the army to the air force in 1947, when the latter became a separate service, was promoted faster than regulations normally allowed, moving from master sergeant to chief warrant officer to lieutenant to captain to major. The speed of his rise raised eyebrows in Washington. In a cable from Tokyo, General Stratemeyer had to explain that because Nichols was clearly the best intelligence agent in the Far East, his promotions were “a completely justifiable exception” to military policy. As his power and political connections grew, Nichols ascended to a unique perch, operating above and beyond conventional calibrations of military rank. He wore civilian clothes or plain military fatigues that bore no insignia of military branch, unit, or rank. American airmen assigned to his unit were told that his rank was a secret. They knew only that he was “a big shot” and they called him “Mr. Nichols.”


To keep Mr. Nichols happy and to ward off attempts by army intelligence or the CIA to poach his services, air force generals gave him his own intelligence base, funded it generously, and allowed him to run it largely as he pleased. There was no base like it in Korea or anywhere else in the American military. From “Nick’s place,” as his commanding general called it, he supervised up to fifty-eight American intelligence officers and airmen, two hundred South Korean intelligence officers, and more than seven hundred agents, most of them defectors and refugees from North Korea. The agents were his eyes and ears—and they were disposable. When he sent them inside North Korea, Nichols expected most would be captured, tortured, or killed. On his watch, as many as eight out of ten of the agents who parachuted over North Korea never came back. Nichols said his bosses “wanted the answers. And in some cases didn’t want to be told how I got them. They knew it meant lives, sometimes many.”


In constant need of new agents, Nichols frequented refugee camps and prisons, where he recruited gangsters, murderers, and thieves. If they survived a mission, he offered pardons and commissions in the South Korean air force, which Nichols helped create and which was run by a general he helped select. While his agents were in the North, Nichols gave rice to their families. At other times, to control their behavior, he threatened those families. For the few who made it back, he provided “a clean bed, a hot meal, a pretty body. . . .” During the first year of the war a group of his agents, furious over the death of so many of their comrades and afraid they might be next, attacked Nichols at night in his quarters. He shot several of them.


The CIA and army intelligence grumbled about Nichols, tried to rein him in, tried to fire him, and tried to hire him. But air force generals stood jealous guard, keeping him happy with promotions, a big budget, and medals—at least twenty-one of them. One of those was the Distinguished Service Cross, America’s second-highest military honor, which he received for salvaging key parts from a crashed Russian-made fighter jet inside North Korea. A South Korean intelligence officer who was on that mission and later became director of his country’s central intelligence agency said Nichols fabricated a self-serving story about what happened on the ground during that mission in order to win the medal. This was not a one-off lie. Nichols was smart and bold, but he embellished his achievements to make himself look even more so.


Inside North Korea, Nichols was sometimes called “the King of U.S. spies.” His espionage efforts were recounted at the end of the war with considerable accuracy in a Pyongyang courtroom during a sensational, Stalinist-style show trial. North Korea also put a bounty on his head. When one would-be assassin was arrested near Seoul and confessed to having come from the North to kill him, the suspect was summarily shot and buried on a hill above the office where Nichols worked.


Nichols claimed the air force gave him a “license to murder,” which he used to dispose of “double agents,” pushing them out of boats and dropping them from airplanes. Worried about assassination, he lived with a large pack of snarling dogs. His dogs joined him for meals in the officers’ mess, where they occasionally bit other officers.


Before and during the Korean War, Nichols attended mass executions of suspected Communists, including one of the most notorious atrocities of the Rhee era, when South Korean police and army forces shot thousands of civilians in early July 1950 and buried their bodies in ditches near the town of Taejon. For decades, the official U.S. military history of the Korean War wrongly blamed this massacre on North Korean soldiers. Nichols never disputed this false claim and never publicly acknowledged his presence at the Taejon killings.


For nearly fifty years the government of South Korea refused to investigate what happened at places like Taejon. When a truth commission was created by reform governments in Seoul at the beginning of the twenty-first century, South Korean intelligence and defense ministries refused to open their files. But investigators found forensic and eyewitness evidence of the killings of at least a hundred thousand civilians. After less than a decade of semiopenness, Korea’s elected leaders reversed course in 2010, shutting down the inquiries and ignoring their findings. The massacres have again become a taboo subject, obscured by denial and stonewalling. The nation’s War Memorial museum in Seoul bears no mention of them.


The friendship between Nichols and South Korea’s founding leader was deep and durable. Nichols would always praise Syngman Rhee as “one of history’s great men.” Few share this view. In the judgment of history, Rhee was a prickly ideologue who mismanaged the economy, murdered his rivals, and stayed in power far too long. Street protests in South Korea forced him out in 1960, when the United States put him on a military plane and flew him into exile in Hawaii.
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Nichols, too, was forced out of Korea. In the autumn of 1957, the air force flew him to Eglin Air Force Base Hospital in Florida, checked him into a psychiatric ward, and sedated him with extralarge doses of Thorazine. When he would not calm down, he was forced to submit to electroshock treatment. “He demonstrated considerable organic confusion” after his eighth consecutive daily treatment, his clinical record says. Psychiatrists then gave him six more rounds of electroshock on six consecutive days. “They are trying to destroy my memory,” he told his family.


Within a few months, he agreed to retire from the air force on a medical disability. Had he not done so, air force investigators said, he would have been thrown out.


Family members did not know then—and would not know for six decades—the scope and significance of what Nichols had done in Korea. Nor did they know why he had left the air force so abruptly. They found his war stories fantastical. They found him spooky, selfish, and strange. “With Uncle Don, you never knew what to believe,” said a niece who lived with him for several years. Nichols himself began to wonder how he had managed to become what he had been. In an autobiography he paid to have published in a small-town Florida print shop, he asked: “How did I, an uneducated, non-trained, non-experienced individual possess the knowledge that I did/do about ways and means to conduct sabotage/espionage????”


He acknowledged that his years as a spy ended in disgrace, but he did not explain why. He concealed his electroshock treatment. What he did not hide was the numbness and confusion he felt as an ex-spy adrift in the United States. “I was a fifth wheel . . . a misfit wherever I went.” He joined what he called the ranks of the “living dead.” Jobless and unemployable, he wandered zombielike among countrymen who ignored him and his war.


World War II had affirmed American values by crushing Nazi Germany and imperial Japan. It set the table for decades of prosperity and global dominance. The Korean War affirmed nothing and ended in a way that was impossible to celebrate: in a tie that cost more than 33,000 American combatants their lives. And it was soon eclipsed by slow-motion defeat in Vietnam, where failure featured drugged-out GIs, covered-up civilian massacres, secret bombings, napalmed children, and a decade of presidential lies. That war, the first to be televised, spilled combat into living rooms and seared itself into popular culture in a way that Korea never did. The Vietnam War’s hallucinogenic mix of technology, pointlessness, and death forced Americans to reconsider what their country stood for. As historian Ronald Steel explained, Vietnam was “the graveyard of an image we held of ourselves.”


Yet civilian killings and napalmed villages, high-level lies and long-running cover-ups, were hardly new in Vietnam. A decade earlier—when Americans were paying less attention, when the press asked fewer questions—Korea had them all. Those black threads are woven into the reign and ruin of Donald Nichols. He cozied up to a fanatical foreign leader, sat in on torture sessions, attended mass killings (without reporting them), sent hundreds of Koreans to near-certain death, and targeted civilians for incendiary bombs. Like Kurtz in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Colonel Kurtz in Apocalypse Now, Nichols was an uncontrolled commander in a faraway shadowland. But he was no fictional archetype. He was a highly decorated U.S. Air Force intelligence officer who ran his own secret war for more than a decade, while losing touch with propriety, with morality, with legality—even with sanity, if military psychiatrists are to be believed.


The air force credited Nichols, more than anyone else, with finding bomb targets in North Korea. That U.S. bombing campaign, which continued for three years, destroyed nearly all of the country’s cities and towns. Napalm and conventional explosives razed 85 percent of its buildings. The North Korean government never released numbers on civilian deaths, but the population of the country officially declined during the war by 1,311,000, or 14 percent. General Curtis E. LeMay, head of the Strategic Air Command during the war, guessed that American bombs killed even more: about 20 percent of the North Korean population, roughly 1,900,000 people. Americans would never pay much attention to these deaths, but outside of the United States the bombing was widely regarded as a war crime. It still resonates as Yankee genocide inside North Korea, where the Kim family dictatorship endlessly warns that the Americans will come again with bombs and fire and death.


While Korea would become “the forgotten war,” Americans would not forget Donald Nichols. They never heard of him. Not from their government, not from the press, not in the 1950s, not for nearly half a century.


With the help of his autobiography and some archival records, military historians pieced together scattered fragments of his career in the 1990s, usually in book chapters and articles written for intelligence specialists and published by the Naval Institute Press or the Air University Press. In some of those partial portraits, he was presented as a working-class war hero, an alcoholic pirate, or a two-dimensional rib tickler. An otherwise excellent book on the air war in Korea calls him “one of those colorful, larger-than-life, bold, and outlandish characters that occasionally appear and add sparkle to tedious histories.” None of these historians learned how the U.S. military ended his career. And only one Korean War–era journalist, John Dille, a writer for Life magazine, seems to have understood his significance as an intelligence operative. Dille, though, disguised Nichols’s identity, calling him “Bill.” After interviewing Nichols in Seoul, he praised him without qualification, writing that “Bill” was “responsible, more than anything else” for America’s success in Korea.


Nichols was more candid. He acknowledged that his years in Korea were steeped in civilian blood. In his autobiography he described himself as a “thief, assassin, judge, jury and executioner.” He said he wrote the book as “an expiation, an apology to a multitude of unnamed men, women, and children whose sufferings and deaths related to events in my life.” But it spells out little of what he apologized for. His exploits, he wrote, were “better left un-detailed for reasons of sensitivity, as well as for security.” The air force, in some ways, has followed suit. In an unusual and obdurate insistence on secrecy, it continues to classify and withhold documents related to spy operations that Nichols led more than sixty years ago. In the National Archives in College Park, Maryland, hundreds of intelligence reports written by Nichols have been pulled off shelves since 2011 at the request of the air force and replaced with blue sheets of paper stamped “access restricted.”


An internal air force publication described Nichols as one of the “founding fathers” of its covert operations. Yet the air force has given no awards in his name. No buildings, streets, or schools are named after him. His photograph is not displayed at the Air Force Special Operations Command headquarters at Hurlburt Field in Florida. Instructors there do not tell their students about him. Herb Mason, the command historian at air force special-ops headquarters, used to mention Nichols in intelligence lectures. But several years ago he stopped, deciding it was best to say nothing about the spy who came in from the motor pool.


“We couldn’t tell his whole story, so I chose not to bring him up anymore,” said Mason. “As far as I know, the air force has never even considered an honor for Nichols. He had a dark side. In wartime, he was the guy you want on your team. In peacetime, you lock him up.”


In King of Spies, I have tried to unlock Donald Nichols and, for the first time, tell the story of his life and legacy. Drawing upon his previously unreleased military service record, his psychiatric treatment notes, newly declassified air force documents, Syngman Rhee’s presidential papers, unsealed civilian court records, private letters, and interviews with family members and his former intelligence colleagues in the United States and South Korea, the book reveals an American intelligence commander who was a fearless war hero and a postwar outlaw, a special-ops innovator and a shameless liar, a self-invented spymaster and a sexual predator who succeeded for years in covering his tracks. Nichols was the best and the worst kind of American warrior: ferocious, creative, and unbreakable. Yet he was oblivious to the rules of war and wasteful of human life. The air force gave him an astonishingly long leash and allowed him to play whatever role he chose—until it suddenly and secretly jerked him out of Korea, incorrectly diagnosed him as severely schizophrenic, and pushed him out into civilian life. Nichols never detailed the full scope of his wartime triumphs; neither has the U.S. military. His achievements were too closely linked to atrocities, too twisted up in allegiance to a foreign autocrat, too tainted by what happened after he was sent home. As such, his extraordinary and tragic story was allowed to sink into the murk of America’s forgotten war—until now.






PART I





MOST VALUABLE SPY









CHAPTER 1





Nichols of Korea





To understand the improbable rise of Donald Nichols, it is useful—up to a point—to think of him as a supersized American version of T. E. Lawrence, the diminutive British military officer who became known as Lawrence of Arabia. Thomas Edward Lawrence was a lowly second lieutenant assigned to intelligence in Cairo in 1914 when he united fractious desert tribes, led an Arab revolt that defeated the Turks, and helped Great Britain win World War I. Lawrence and Nichols were both in their twenties when they performed their respective miracles. Both were cheeky, creative, and skilled at wringing personal power out of chaos. They were also natural leaders, brave, and wonderfully lucky under fire. Their adversaries—the Turks and the North Koreans—repeatedly failed to kill them. Though Lawrence was an Oxford-trained scholar, an archaeologist, and a translator of the classics, his ascendancy in Arabia, much like Nichols’s in Korea, was largely rooted in good timing.


Lawrence arrived in the Middle East in 1910, four years before World War I, when the Great Powers were not yet paying attention to the region. It was, as Lawrence said, “a sideshow of a sideshow.” His early arrival gave him time to master Arabic, understand fundamentalist Islam, learn how to survive in the desert, acquire a nuanced firsthand understanding of the region’s geography and trade routes, and make personal contacts with key tribal and political leaders. When war came, Lawrence was better prepared than any other Englishman.


Nichols’s sideshow was the Korean Peninsula in the mid-1940s. Except for a few hundred Protestant missionaries, who had been proselytizing and teaching there since the late nineteenth century, few Americans traveled to or knew anything about the place. There were no important American commercial interests in Korea. After Nichols was sent there in 1946, the Joint Chiefs of Staff declared it to be of “little strategic value.” The focus of postwar American interest in the Far East was Japan, where General Douglas MacArthur, the supreme commander of American forces in the Pacific, had become shogun. In the late 1940s he was using his nearly unlimited authority to reinvent the country as a peaceful, productive, and democratic ally of the United States. MacArthur succeeded in this mission beyond all expectations. Korea is less than forty miles from the westernmost islands of Japan, but it existed on the dim edge of MacArthur’s lordly attention span.


Everything changed in late June 1950 when North Korea, backed by the Soviet Union, launched a massive armored invasion of its U.S.-supported neighbor to the south. The exceptionally bloody three-year war that followed drew combatants from twenty nations on six continents. About 1.2 million soldiers were killed. The number of civilian dead has been estimated at 2.7 million. For the first and only time in history, American fighter pilots faced off in jets against Russian fighter pilots. The Korean War, as historian William Stueck wrote, “served in many ways as a substitute for World War III.” Yet the states that were fighting and financing it chose to corral the chaos, keeping nearly all the death and destruction inside the borders of the Korean Peninsula, a geographic space about the size of Minnesota.


Like Lawrence, Nichols arrived early for his war—four years early. He had no way of knowing what lay ahead. Nonetheless, he worked relentlessly to get ready. He traveled widely, sometimes in disguise. He made powerful friends. He taught himself the local language.


But similarities between Lawrence and Nichols go only so far. Lawrence was angered and embarrassed by Britain’s colonial ambitions in the Middle East. More scholar than spy, more diplomat than soldier, he was a paradoxical man, painfully shy but also a brilliant self-promoter. In Arab garb and riding a camel, he posed for photographs that made him an international celebrity.


Nichols was no scholar, no diplomat, no seeker of fame. In South Korea, he was invisible outside the world of military intelligence. Even in that world he avoided cocktail parties and crowded receptions. An evaluation of his performance as an officer said “he has a pronounced lack of interest in social activities and this might tend to limit his growth potential to [spying].” He often ate dinner alone in his compound and dressed in a way that attracted little attention. “One who has been engaged in intelligence work for years subconsciously strives to stay in the background,” Nichols later wrote in a letter to his commanding general, saying it is a “natural tendency that is difficult to overcome.”


Nichols rarely read a book and did not acquire a nuanced historical understanding of Korea. He paid little attention to the news. A streetwise hustler, he had a good ear for language, although he was not nearly as proficient in Korean as Lawrence was in Arabic. Instead, Nichols excelled in bare-knuckle bullying. “I soon learned one of the most effective ways to control high level politicians is through a state of fear,” he wrote. “Everyone has a skeleton to hide. Find out what, where or who it is, and you have your man more or less under control.”


Unlike Lawrence, Nichols did not aspire to shape the fate of nations or challenge the policies of his government. He played the anti-Communist cards his government and Syngman Rhee dealt him. He made his generals look good. In return, they gave him the keys to his own spy kingdom.
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After World War II, most American servicemen were desperate to go home. From Austria to the Philippines, tens of thousands of them marched and protested, sometimes violently, to speed up the pace of demobilization. Within two years, nine out of ten had returned to the States, where they stashed their uniforms in the attic and rejoined civilian life. Between 1945 and 1947, the number of U.S. military personnel plummeted from more than 12 million to fewer than 1.6 million.


For American officers and enlisted men who remained overseas as postwar occupiers, the place to be in the Far East was Japan. Even a private could feel rich and eat well there. It was safe. Soldierly responsibilities were few. “Shack girls” were abundant and affordable; easy money could be made on the black market. Back in the States, “Have Fun in Japan” was an army recruitment pitch.


Korea was seen as a hellhole. Soldiers and airmen stationed there complained about the stink of human excrement, which was used to fertilize rice paddies. Housing was limited, food bad, roads poor, and weather extreme, with harsh winter winds that blew in from Siberia and sweltering summers punctuated by long bouts of rain. Mud brown was the color of a GI’s life in Korea. For American troops lucky enough to be stationed in Japan, an American general said there were only three things to fear: “gonorrhea, diarrhea, and Korea.”


Losers, it was said, were posted there. “It was an article of faith in the U.S. Army officer’s corps that assignment to Korea was one short step away from being cashiered out of the service,” wrote Ed Evanhoe, a combat infantryman and later an army intelligence officer in Korea. “Few of the better army officers volunteered. . . .”


Nichols saw it differently.


For him, anywhere the army sent him was an improvement on the life he had known growing up. His family was operatically dysfunctional. Back in Hackensack, before his mother left the family, she bathed naked in the kitchen sink and had sex with male suitors in the living room while his father, Walter, a postman, was out delivering the mail. His mother’s behavior haunted him all his life. During the Korean War, Nichols often spoke disparagingly of women, explaining to his men that it was because his mother had abandoned him.


Walter Nichols left New Jersey in 1933 and took his four boys, including ten-year-old Donald, to South Florida, but he could not find work and would not get over the collapse of his marriage. He brooded for years over his gallivanting wife and periodically beat his sons. Once, while sharpening knives in the kitchen, he threatened to kill himself, but only after he had slit his boys’ throats.


When Miami proved too expensive, Walter took his sons to the low-rent outskirts of Hollywood, Florida, a resort town that had been carved out of mangrove swamps and salt marshes during a real-estate boom in the early 1920s. Its developers had tried to give the place more swank than other upstart coastal resorts by bringing in titled Europeans, hiring tennis champions, and building a “tailor-made” city of shops, hotels, and apartments in white and pink stucco. The Nichols family lived on the bleak, sun-blasted fringes of all this in a shack with a tar-paper roof, no running water, and walls black from kerosene smoke. The boys rarely had money for soap. Most of their food and clothing throughout the 1930s came from the Salvation Army and from government assistance. To help his father put food on the table, Donald, starting as a preteen, shoveled chicken manure, picked fruit, pumped gas, and burglarized neighbors. Still, there was rarely enough food and he often went to bed hungry. Chronic childhood hunger, he would later say, was the cause of his lifelong struggle with obesity and his “psychopathic” bingeing on Coke and chocolate.


Donald attended elementary school in the nearby town of Dania, usually without bathing and sometimes without shoes. As the youngest boy in his family, he wore hand-me-down pants that often had holes in the rear end. He had no underwear. He believed his classmates saw him as white trash and was quick to take offense. When a sympathetic classmate, Nora Mae Swengel, who thought Donald had nice green eyes, gave him four pencils, he broke them in half and threw them on the floor. Often, though, he had to swallow his pride; he begged a dentist to fix a toothache. Nichols dropped out of school when he was fourteen and found full-time work as a dishwasher in the Hollywood Beach Hotel, an expensive resort that served roast beef, tenderloin, and other delicacies that he had heard about but rarely eaten. The best part of his $2.50-a-day job was returning home with the half-eaten scraps of rich tourists. Nichols joined Franklin Roosevelt’s Civilian Conservation Corps, a jobs program during the Depression, and helped build federal parks in the Florida Keys. At seventeen, after three years of mixing low-wage work with petty crime, he concluded that he could “only find hope in the big pay offered by the United States Army.”


After he enlisted in the spring of 1940, his father lived alone and struggled to pay his boardinghouse rent. Walter wrote mournful, self-pitying letters to his youngest son, an army private at MacDill Field near Tampa. The letters, which arrived once or twice a week, begged for money and complained about a life that was “nothing but trouble.” After Donald sent money, his father wrote back with passive-aggressive pleas for more: “I am sorry I had to write you for that $5.00. I had to have it for my room rent. . . . Even now I have to get a day’s work so that I can eat.”


Besides money problems, the letters wallowed in uxorious torment. Walter was unable to forget and unwilling to forgive his flamboyantly unfaithful wife, whom he called “Peanut.” His letters surely must have tormented Donald, who was reading them in an army barracks in his first months away from home. In one letter, Walter asked Donald, who rarely saw or communicated with his mother, to somehow bring Peanut back to him. “I need her now,” he wrote. “I want her and you can help me by writing her a nice letter. Call her and she will be tickled to death.”


In another letter, Walter mentioned that his sons Judson and Bill had seen Peanut in bed with another man. “I wanted her but have changed my mind,” he wrote. “I am going to divorce her as soon as I get the money. To hell with her now.”


Walter did not divorce his Peanut. In the late autumn of 1940, at age fifty-three, he died pining for her. Doctors blamed a bad heart. The three eldest boys blamed their mother. Army private Donald Nichols, still seventeen and still based in Tampa, blamed himself. “My biggest regret in life is, has always been, and will always be, that of leaving my Dad when he needed me,” he wrote. “I should have remained with my Dad. He died of loneliness, nothing else.”


Nichols shipped out to the Pacific war zone in January 1942, a month after Japan attacked Pearl Harbor. Trained as a carburetor repairman, he was assigned to a sprawling army motor pool in the South Asian port city of Karachi, where he helped keep thousands of trucks on the road to Burma. The trucks carried men and supplies to war zones in China and Southeast Asia. While there were no battle casualties in Karachi, large numbers of army mechanics succumbed to malaria and intestinal disease. The army could not keep up with the corpses that needed to be prepared for a long voyage home. “Our higher brass evidently forgot that people were going to die,” Nichols wrote in his autobiography. So he volunteered to become an embalmer. Working in the motor pool during the day and in a morgue at night, he was soon exhausted, became deathly ill, and was hospitalized for several weeks.


After his recovery, Nichols got his first taste of undercover work. He was assigned to police the docks in Karachi, where he quickly learned how to fiddle with the paperwork on newly arrived supply crates, redirecting them from other army units to his own. Soon, mechanics in his automotive shop had all the tools and truck parts they needed, as well as “crates of other items of necessity to our unit and to ourselves.” His commanding officers were pleased and promoted Nichols to master sergeant. The lesson he learned on Karachi’s docks would serve him well in Korea: if you make the bosses happy, they won’t question your methods.


He returned to the United States in the spring of 1945, as World War II was drawing to an end, but for only a few months, much of it spent in military hospitals. When he landed in New York in a C-54 army transport plane, he weighed eighty-seven pounds and needed weeks of treatment for dysentery and other lingering infections of the gut. Doctors also performed an appendectomy. Nichols did not consider leaving the army and going home to Florida. With his father dead, there was no family home to go home to. He learned from his brothers that his mother was still sleeping around in Hackensack—and sometimes South Florida—with a changing cast of no-account men. As a teen, Donald had never shown any romantic interest in girls; he certainly did not have one waiting for him. His brothers were scattered geographically, and when they got together, they did not get along. Judson, the second born and most congenial of the brothers, dropped out of high school to pick tomatoes up and down the East Coast. William, the third son, went to war and came home an alcoholic. He quarreled with his oldest brother, Walter Jr., a policeman in Hollywood, Florida, who suspected that William was sleeping with Walter’s wife, Fern. Walter Jr. and William would spend much of their lives not speaking to each other. “The Nichols brothers were an explosion waiting to happen,” said Donald H. Nichols, Judson’s eldest son.


Nichols’s first enlistment tour in the army ended in October 1945, when he was living in an army air base near Salt Lake City. But he gave no thought to leaving the military, reenlisting immediately and, in early 1946, shipping out to a B-29 bomber base on Guam, which put eight thousand miles between him and the wreckage of his family. He traveled to the Far East with heavy baggage: guilt about his father, loathing of his mother, and repressed confusion about his sexuality.
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The police work Nichols had done on the docks in Karachi had piqued his interest in intelligence operations. He saw it as his best way out of the motor pool. When he learned that representatives of the army Counter Intelligence Corps were coming to Guam to interview potential agents, he applied and won a spot at a CIC training school in Tokyo. He graduated with a score of 98, the highest in his class, according to his autobiography, although there is no confirmation of this in his military record. In any case, as soon as he finished the three-month course, the army flew him to South Korea.


Chaos awaited him there. Rioters and police began killing each other in appalling ways in the autumn of 1946—disemboweling, beheading, burying alive. The American public took no notice of the fratricidal civil war that was taking hold. The political culture of Korea had been crushed by more than three decades of colonial servitude. From 1910 to 1945, imperial Japan dominated the Korean Peninsula and humiliated the Koreans. The mistreatment only worsened during World War II, when Koreans were forced to abandon their names, language, and religious shrines. Korean men had to fight for Emperor Hirohito; about two hundred thousand Korean women were forced to become sex slaves for his troops.


As a colonizer, Japan subjugated and industrialized Korea at the same time. It built state-of-the-art chemical factories, erected hydroelectric dams, and delivered electricity to major cities. It also increased food production and assembled the developing world’s best network of railroads, ports, and highways. But most of the food grown in Korea was exported and eaten in Japanese cities, while Koreans endured chronic hunger. Similarly, Japanese companies kept the profits from manufacturing. Four out of five Koreans had menial jobs, usually as tenant farmers. Most of the peninsula’s thirty million people were uneducated and landless.


The defeat of Japan in 1945 released decades of pent-up hatred—for the Japanese and for the well-heeled Koreans who had collaborated with them. The Korean people wanted a strong, independent government that would redistribute wealth and redress colonial injustices. The landless majority was attracted to the policies of the Left, which demanded comprehensive land reform and punishment of collaborators. The Korean Right was controlled and financed by a small number of wealthy collaborators seeking to preserve vested property rights. They championed an American-style, free-market economy that they intended to dominate.


When Nichols arrived in Korea, the Right had far fewer supporters than the Left. But the Right cloaked itself in anti-Communist rhetoric and paid young men to beat up leftists in the streets. Neither the Right nor the Left was open to compromise; both sides were eager to kill and willing to die. Disagreements were sorted out by mobs, arson, and assassinations.


Nasty as all this was, the Korean Peninsula had an infinitely more explosive and globally significant problem. In early maneuvers of the cold war, the world’s two most powerful nations had sliced Korea in half and were picking sides in the emerging civil war.


The Soviet Union occupied the North, the part with heavy industry and hydroelectric dams. The Russians rolled in on trucks in August 1945 and soon deployed about 100,000 troops in what would become the Soviet zone, later North Korea. The United States occupied the South, home to two thirds of the Korean population, most of the fertile land, and the capital, Seoul. Soon after the U.S. Army’s XXIV Corps arrived in September, there were 45,000 soldiers in the American zone, which would become South Korea.


Between them lay the thirty-eighth parallel, an entirely arbitrary border drawn after midnight on August 11, 1945, by two American colonels using a small National Geographic map. The Americans had divided Korea in the waning days of World War II because they feared, with good reason, that the Soviets would otherwise take the entire peninsula. To Washington’s surprise, Soviet leader Joseph Stalin honored the border and kept his army north of it. The U.S. government hoped division could be a temporary tool, one that would contain the Soviet Union above the thirty-eighth parallel and limit postcolonial chaos below it, as the Japanese were gradually rounded up and sent home. American officials promised Koreans a democratic government, but only in “due course,” after they showed enough political maturity.


In addition to being high-handed and insulting, American plans for the peninsula’s future were delusional. Division proved to be an irreversible blunder. The nonsensical new border squeezed the life out of Korea’s already anemic economy. Electricity stopped flowing south. Food stopped moving north. Store shelves emptied. Much more dangerously, division transformed a relatively insignificant postcolonial struggle between landed and landless Koreans into a proxy fight between superpowers.


From Tokyo, MacArthur sensed trouble. Days after American soldiers arrived in Seoul, he sent a top-secret cable to Secretary of State George Marshall: “The splitting of Korea into two parts for occupation by force of nations operating under widely divergent policies and with no common command is an impossible situation.”


No fool, MacArthur assigned day-to-day management of this emerging mess to a subordinate commander, Lieutenant General John R. Hodge, telling him to “use your best judgment as to which action is to be taken.”


Hodge was a much-decorated hero of the war in the Pacific and an accomplished leader of men on the battlefield. He learned quickly and had good advisers. But he had no experience as an occupation administrator. Like nearly all Americans, he was ignorant of Korea’s colonial history and did not understand the reasons behind the civil war he was presiding over. During his first week in Seoul, this inexperience and naïveté showed. He was quoted by the press—inaccurately and out of context, American officials would later claim—as saying that Koreans were “the same breed of cats” as the Japanese. He also said that, for the sake of efficiency, Japanese officials would be temporarily retained at their posts.


The general could not have struck a more discordant note. Koreans in the American zone howled that he was a racist and a dictator. Press coverage was scathing in Korea and the United States. The State Department and the Truman White House overruled Hodge and apologized. “The Japanese warlords are being removed. . . . The American people rejoice in the liberation of Korea,” Truman said in a damage-control statement hurriedly written by the State Department.


Hodge hustled the Japanese out of Korea. Within four months, nearly four hundred thousand of them were gone. But the damage had been done. Americans were perceived to have taken sides in favor of the landowners while turning their back on the landless poor.


This perception was largely correct, as the United States viewed political struggle in Korea through filters of paternalism and anti-Communist paranoia. MacArthur spelled out the father-knows-best role the Americans would try to play. “The Koreans themselves have for so long a time been down-trodden that they cannot now or in the immediate future have a rational acceptance of this situation and its responsibilities.” He argued that Left-leaning political groups in Korea “are being born in emotion.” The wise course, MacArthur wrote, was to embrace and empower the Right: “Some older and more educated Koreans despite being now suspected of collaboration are conservatives and may develop into quite useful groups.” MacArthur mentioned the “desirability” of importing Syngman Rhee, a U.S.-based Korean politician of the extreme Right.


The United States chose sides in Korea’s civil war while paying little attention to questions of social justice, economic equity, or majority will. It was a blinkered decision similar to those Washington would later make in Iran, Southeast Asia, Africa, and Latin America. Hodge was an inflexible anti-Communist who could not stomach the sweeping land reforms most Koreans wanted. In a cable to MacArthur, he said that events on the ground in Korea were forcing him into a “declaration of war” on “communistic elements.”


Still, Americans did not come to Korea to crush human rights. Hodge’s orders were to make Korea “a free and independent nation.” To that end, he pushed hard to create a governing coalition with participation from the Left and the Right. When they refused to find common ground, he came to hate extremists on both sides. In late 1945, the general, who was a self-lacerating writer, acknowledged his failures in a glum cable to MacArthur.


“The U.S. occupation of Korea under present conditions and policies is surely drifting to the edge of a political-economic abyss from which it can never be retrieved with any credit to United States prestige in the Far East. . . . Under present conditions with no corrective action forthcoming I would go so far as to recommend we give serious consideration to an agreement with Russia that both the U.S. and Russia withdraw forces from Korea simultaneously and leave Korea to its own devices and an inevitable internal upheaval for its self purification.”


North of the thirty-eighth parallel, there was no such hand-wringing among Soviet generals, no talk of giving up and going home. Much more quickly than in the South, hated pillars of Japanese colonial rule crumbled in North Korea. The generals did what Stalin told them to do. They gave power to compliant Koreans of the Left, while exiling, locking up, or executing everyone else. In the first weeks of occupation, Soviet soldiers ran wild, looting, raping, and terrifying Koreans. But after Stalin personally ordered the troops to “not offend the population,” the Soviet zone became much quieter and more manageable than the American-occupied South. Soon, Soviet-style reforms redistributed farmland, nationalized factories, and began teaching millions of poor Koreans to read. Many peasant farmers supported the reforms and grew more food. As the CIA and the State Department would soon secretly acknowledge, the Soviets got off to a much smoother start in Korea than the Americans did.


The Soviets chose Kim Il Sung, who had impeccable Communist credentials and genuine local support, to lead their puppet state. He was also handsome, charismatic, and young, just thirty-four when the Soviets first occupied northern Korea. He had been a captain in the Soviet army, although the Soviets kept that a secret. Instead, the generals celebrated and publicized his record as a Korean nationalist hero. Many Koreans already knew of Kim Il Sung. As a guerrilla leader based in northeast China in the 1930s, he had bedeviled the Japanese police, who put him on their list of most-wanted Communist bandits. By the end of World War II, he had become a legend. Some Koreans believed he could walk on water and make himself invisible.


Kim, of course, would prove to be much more than a Soviet puppet. For nearly half a century, he dominated North Korea as a self-proclaimed god. The publicists who wrote his autobiography called him “the sun of mankind and the greatest man who has ever appeared in the world.” He became the Great Leader, crushing dissent and sorting his people geographically based on his perception of their loyalty. Those he trusted were allowed to live in Pyongyang. Those he had doubts about were dispatched to the boondocks. Those he did not trust at all were taken away at night by his secret police to a gulag of concentration camps, which exists to this day. There, hundreds of thousands of North Koreans have been starved, raped, murdered, and worked to death. Kim Il Sung created the only totalitarian state to be ruled by a family dynasty. Upon his death in 1994, his son Kim Jong Il seized power; his grandson Kim Jong Un took over in 2011.


In the 1940s, Kim Il Sung played the toady with calculated patience. He flattered and groveled before Stalin while scheming to seize control of the entire Korean Peninsula. During several secret trips to Moscow, Kim begged Stalin to provide him with enough arms, aircraft, and money to invade and defeat South Korea. At the same time, he found ways to relieve political discord in the North: Koreans who found themselves north of the thirty-eighth parallel did not have to put up with the Great Leader if they did not want to. For a couple of years after he took power, those who owned property or had a college degree or had collaborated with the Japanese were allowed to give up everything they owned and flee south. About two million of them did, bringing more confusion and dislocation into the already roiling politics of South Korea. Some who claimed to be refugees were in fact spies for Kim Il Sung, sent to support the leftists, discredit the Americans, and raise hell. Thanks to a bumbling and sometimes brutal U.S. occupation, they found fertile ground. They also gave the South Korean government the excuse it needed to jail, torture, and kill anyone suspected of being a Communist sympathizer.
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When Nichols showed up in Seoul on June 29, 1946, grassroots disgust with the Americans was beginning to boil over.


A cholera epidemic had spread across the American zone, killing nine thousand Koreans. Inflation was rampant and unemployment soared as consumer goods disappeared from stores. The supply of electricity coming in from the Soviet zone declined with each passing month. As crimes against Koreans and their property rose, General Hodge warned his officers to crack down on the boorish and sometimes violent behavior of occupying American soldiers. Land reform had stalled. A shortage of fertilizer and floods had damaged crops, creating rice shortages. In one of his most ill-advised moves, Hodge ordered the Korean National Police to collect rice from farms and distribute it in cities. The police made a bloody hash of it, stealing rice, beating up farmers, and giving a propaganda gift to the Left.


Nichols reported to Sub-Detachment K of the 607th Counter Intelligence Corps, a three-man unit based at Kimpo airfield a few miles west of Seoul. From there, his and other counterintelligence units joined U.S. Army troops and Korean National Police in punishing perceived Communists, including farmers demanding land reform. They raided headquarters of the Farmers Union, Democratic Youth Alliance, and other leftist groups. They searched for and sometimes found evidence of an organized Communist effort to use the failure of the rice collection program to ridicule the United States. Handbills circulated by the South Korea Labor Party accused American soldiers of raping pregnant women “based on their sense of superiority and racial distinction.” Sinister motives were seen in the chocolate bars GIs gave to Korean children. Invoking the Opium Wars in China, when Britain crippled the Chinese government by importing large quantities of opium, handbills in Korean said “sweet candy” was part of an American plot “to colonize Korea.”


Some recovered documents showed direct North Korean involvement. One message from Pyongyang said the Americans were “making use of Hirohito’s residue, and depriving people of their democratic claims and interests.” But reports written by American counterintelligence commanders tended to place all the blame for anti-American anger on North Korean “agitation.” This was self-serving nonsense. The Korean majority, landless and poor, wanted equality and opportunity—and they did not see it in the policies of the U.S. military command in Seoul.


In September, just as Nichols was getting his feet wet as an army agent, popular agitation gave way to mass violence. Koreans took to the streets to challenge the American occupation in what became known as the Autumn Harvest Uprising. Strikes, marches, and riots erupted in almost every province in the South. A general strike idled a quarter million workers, and crowds of more than sixty thousand gathered in several big cities. The worst bloodshed occurred near Taegu, a city in the southeast, where mobs attacked and occupied the main police station and fought street battles with officers. Forty-four policemen and forty-three civilians were reported killed, many in gruesome ways. Police officers were impaled through the rectum and burned at the stake. Only when U.S. Army tanks arrived did the protesters retreat.


Counterattacks by South Korean police triggered more riots, according to Major Jack B. Reed, commander of army counterintelligence in Korea. “Police methods are brutal,” he wrote in a report to Washington. “The Korean people, seeing the police in action during the strike breaking, fall easy prey to agitators.” The Americans fought protesters with the help of “right-wing groups [that] volunteered their services.” As many as thirty thousand Koreans were imprisoned, including most known members of the South Korean Communist Party and other leftists suspected of being agitators. The bloodshed and mass arrests were another public relations disaster for the Americans—and a gift to Kim Il Sung and Stalin. Hodge told MacArthur that the “Russian propaganda program in North Korea is making tremendous capital . . . and building up the Americans as the most cruel and sadistic imperialists in the entire world.”
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