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WHO’S WHO IN OPERATION CHAOS


This is a strange story and a populous one. Some of its protagonists lost their grip on their own identity. Some of them are not what they seem. This guide will help you decide who you’re dealing with.


THE DESERTERS


BILL JONES


Former seminarian. Deserted from his army base in Germany in 1968 and became the leader of the American Deserters Committee in Stockholm. Now believes that the Queen of England secretly rules the world. Look out for him at White House press briefings.


CLIFF GADDY


Schoolboy prodigy from Danville, Virginia. Athlete. Cellist. Good teeth. Deserted from the Army Security Agency base at Fort Devens. World-renowned expert on the mind of Vladimir Putin.


WARREN HAMERMAN


Draft dodger. Poet. Beret wearer. Left Baltimore for Paris, where he joined the French Union of American Deserters and Draft Resisters. Fled to Stockholm in the summer of 1968.


JIM MCGOURTY


A pseudonym. Clerk in the Marine Corps. Deserted to Sweden from Camp Pendleton in 1968. Returned to the States on a false passport. Arrested after his involvement in a campaign to destroy the Communist Party USA with martial arts.


GEORGE CARRANO


A hustler. A mystery. Escaped the draft on an obscure technicality. Son of an army colonel. Later worked for the New York transit system.


CHUCK ONAN


Born on a military base in Germany. Grew up in the Chicago projects. Joined the U.S. Marines, deserted to Sweden via Iceland. Now a fan of medicinal marijuana and the alt-right.


MARK SHAPIRO


Army corporal from Minnesota. Deserted from Vietnam in 1968, traveling from Japan in the hold of a Russian trawler with five other deserters, namely . . .


EDWIN ARNETT


Army specialist. Member of the “Moron Corps.” Claimed to have witnessed atrocities, and said so on Russian television. The first Vietnam deserter to be court-martialed in America.


PHILIP CALLICOAT


Cook’s helper on the USS Reeves. Volatile. Untrustworthy. Informed on his fellow deserters. Former member of the Singing Callicoats, a Pentecostal variety act.


KENNETH GRIGGS


Also known as Kim Jin-Su. Korean war orphan adopted by a couple from Boise, Idaho.


JOE KMETZ


New York GI. Spent too much time in isolation and lost his knack for the English language.


TERRY WHITMORE


Decorated marine from Memphis, Mississippi. Deserted via Tokyo and Moscow with Mark Shapiro. A deserter with a movie career.


RAY JONES III


Army private from Pontiac, Michigan. The first deserter to seek asylum in Sweden, arriving with his wife and son in 1967. Ballet coach. Sharp dresser.


THE INTREPID FOUR


The Beatles of Vietnam desertion. A quartet of serving sailors smuggled from Tokyo to Moscow by Japanese anti-war activists. They landed in Stockholm at the very end of 1967. Their names were John Barilla, Michael Lindner, Rick Bailey, and Craig Anderson. But in this story, the most important is . . .


CRAIG ANDERSON


Californian. Now known as the author Will Hart. His big idea: the CIA has a base on the moon.


ROB ARGENTO


Deserter from Miami Beach, Florida. Arrived in Sweden on the day the American Deserters Committee was born.


JOHN ASHLEY


Son of a Pentagon official. Gifted writer. One of many drug users among the deserters.


WALTER MARSHALL


Also known, briefly, as Jesus Zeus Lorenzo Mungi. Reform school runaway.


JAMES DOTSON


Texas deserter used as bait to trap a suspected CIA agent.


FRED PAVESE


Dope-smoking former artilleryman from New York State. Guitar player. Porn performer.


THOMAS TAYLOR


Painter. Hawaiian exile. Would file the author of this book in the section below.


THE SPIES


RICHARD OBER


The chief of Operation Chaos, the CIA’s campaign against the deserters, the New Left, and the Black Panthers. Other spies thought him paranoid and secretive.


HARRY ROSITZKE


Freewheeling, ungovernable, crossword-loving, Brooklyn-born intelligence officer. Attached to Operation Chaos in its early days.


PETUNIA AND MHYIELD


Code names for Operation Chaos assets who spied on the deserters.


GUNNAR EKBERG


A Swedish James Bond. Handy with a harpoon. Excellent liar, competent burglar.


FRANK RAFALKO


The man at the Black Panther desk of Operation Chaos. The only officer on the project who has spoken publicly about his experiences.


THE REBELS AND REVOLUTIONARIES


MICHAEL VALE


The éminence grise of the American Deserters Committee (though some preferred to think of him as its Rasputin). Interested in travel, Trotsky, and Soviet psychiatry. Suspected of being a CIA infiltrator.


BO BURLINGHAM


Also known as Arlo Jacobs. Weatherman. Student radical. Organizer of a deserters’ group in Paris. Also suspected of being a CIA infiltrator.


THOMAS LEE HAYES


Episcopalian minister. Padre to the deserters.


LYNDON LAROUCHE


Also known as Lyn Marcus or Hermyle Golthier Jr. Quaker. Management consultant to the shoe industry. Cult leader. World’s greatest economist. Founder of the National Caucus of Labor Committees.


CAROL WHITE


Also known as Carol Larrabee. Math teacher. Socialist. Bird-watcher. Partner of Lyndon LaRouche before her marriage to . . .


CHRIS WHITE


British student socialist. Unwilling lead in the Manchurian Candidate Scare of 1973–74.


BILL ENGDAHL


Mild-mannered conspiracy theorist. Walks with crutches. Now a pundit on Russia Today.


MICHELE LLOYD


Daughter of a military family. Persuaded her husband to desert to Sweden. First wife of the man we know as Jim McGourty.


CHRISTINA NELSON


New York congressional candidate. Second wife of the man we know as Jim McGourty.


MAX WATTS


Also known as Max Cook or Thomas Schwaetzer. Adventurer. Trotskyist. Organized safe houses for deserters in Paris.


CLANCY SIGAL


Novelist, activist, Hollywood agent. Stationmaster of the London safe house.


KAREN FABEC


Hippie chick from Pittsburgh. Free-spirited, good singing voice. Narrowly avoided spending her twenties in a Moroccan jail.


NANCY AND EDWARD SPANNAUS


Married students studying at the Columbia School of Social Work. LaRouchian loyalists.


KERSTIN TEGIN


Psychology student from Uppsala, Sweden. Leader of the European Workers Party. Taught at the Catholic University of America until 2017.


VICTOR GUNNARSSON


Right-wing extremist. Fantasist. Lothario. Pool player. Suspected assassin.


THE HOSTS


BERTIL SVAHNSTRÖM


Former foreign correspondent. Old-school peace campaigner. Vice chair of the Swedish Committee for Vietnam. Awarded the Lenin Peace Prize in 1970. Despised by Michael Vale and Bill Jones.


ÅKE SANDIN


Peace activist who gave deserters the use of his spare bedroom. Tried to stop Edwin Arnett giving himself up at the U.S. Embassy in Stockholm.


SVEN KEMPE


Textile importer and philanthropist. Donated a farm to Michael Vale and the American Deserters Committee.


HANS GÖRAN FRANCK


Tall, soft-spoken lawyer to the deserters. Head of the Swedish section of Amnesty International. Cousin of . . .


MIRJAM ISRAEL


Child psychologist and advice columnist. Friend of Michael Vale. Once married to . . .


JOACHIM ISRAEL


Sociologist. Refugee from Nazi Germany. Landlord to Mark Shapiro. Accused of being involved in a secret plot to brainwash the population of Sweden with the help of the CIA and . . .


OLOF PALME


Leader of the Swedish Social Democratic Party. Prime minister of Sweden, 1969–76, 1982–86. Assassinated in February 1986. The crime remains unsolved.




INTRODUCTION


DEEP SNOW


ONE FEBRUARY MORNING, shortly before I became part of the queen’s secret plot to start World War III, I knocked on the door of a retired Catholic schoolteacher in the wealthiest county in the United States. His home—large, elevated, comfortable—rose from the snow-covered ground of Loudoun County, Virginia, a region populated by civil servants, senators, and spies. The cold heart of America.


There was no answer. I kicked the snow from my boots, watched my taxi disappear down the dirt road, peered through the window, and met the gaze of a plaster saint perched on the sideboard. Jim McGourty had sounded nervous on the phone, and I feared he’d changed his mind about our interview. It had taken weeks of negotiation through a third party and came with a condition attached: that I would refer to him only by his nom de guerre. The man inside this house was not the real Jim McGourty. The real one had been dead before his second birthday. But in 1970, the first facts of his little life were resurrected, inscribed in a new passport, and used to bring an American fugitive back to his homeland. Back from exile, to take control of the United States. And then the world. And then the planet Mars.


Like many of the people enmeshed in the events of this book, Jim had no obvious reason to talk to me, and many to keep silent—not least the presence of those civil servants, senators, and spies. I wouldn’t have blamed him for getting cold feet. Many of his former comrades had ignored my letters and emails. Some, when I reached them by phone, appeared to suffer sudden attacks of amnesia—or insisted that they were a different person with the same name.


Others made it clear that my request for an interview was about as welcome as an envelope of compromising photographs. “I do not wish to be defined by my past,” read one whiplash reply from an American author who, in a former life, was smuggled from Tokyo to Moscow with the help of the KGB. (The story of his court-martial and his UFO encounters must be told instead by those who knew him.)


“I would be reluctant to participate in this project on any basis,” wrote an American academic dismayed to be reminded of the time when he fought the same fight as Jim McGourty. (No firsthand account from him, then, of the nights he and his friends kept a woman imprisoned in her Manhattan apartment, playing Beethoven in an attempt to reprogram her brain.) Another witness, whose name I gleaned from a CIA surveillance report, agreed to have a drink with me in order to offer his discouragement. “I had dinner with some of the other guys last night and we agreed that none of us should speak to you,” said the former high school principal, when we met under the eye of the clock at Stockholm Central Station. “Keep my name out of it.” He was so agitated that he spilled his Diet Coke all over the café table.


It was Christina, Jim’s wife, who heard me knocking and invited me in from the snow. A tall, immaculate woman in her sixties. “I know the English have tea at three,” she said. And there it was, laid out on the table in the music room at the back of the house. Finger sandwiches, crudités, slices of fruitcake. Beside it, in the corner armchair, was her husband, a soft-spoken man in the plaid shirt and slacks that are the uniform of retired Americans the world over. He had a folder of notes laid out on his knee. Dates, names, the details in proper order, as if he were preparing to teach a class on his own past. I asked him why he wanted to tell his story. He furrowed his brow. Perhaps, he reasoned, it would be a way of explaining himself to his estranged son, the offspring of his first marriage. Maybe the boy would read it and better understand his father’s motives—the road he took at the end of the 1960s from protest against an unjust war to participation in something darker and more outlandish.


Certainly there was much to understand. Half a century later, some of it was still unclear to Jim. “I didn’t intend to do anything against the government,” he said, tears swimming in his eyes, “but then Bobby Kennedy was shot. Martin Luther King was shot. And I didn’t feel the sense of security that I had before.”


That anxiety brought him to the decision that forms the common link among most of the people in this story. It was the choice upon which an American generation was skewered: whether to accept a kind invitation from the government to fight in the Vietnam War or to decline that offer and accept the consequences. Many men refused and suffered little. But Jim was part of a group that trod a more difficult path. Men who were already in uniform. Men who deserted from the military and went into exile in Sweden, the only non-Communist country in Europe that offered asylum to those who refused to fight.


Jim could recount his steps toward that choice. He could remember the sinking feeling of knowing that he was to be sent from his desk job into action on the front line. He could give a good and comprehensible account of his arrival in Stockholm, the life he led among the thousand-strong community of deserters and draft resisters who’d made the same decision; how he’d become a prominent member of the American Deserters Committee, a group of radical exiles who sowed so much discord that many Swedes suspected they were a CIA front. Other details, though, were less sharply focused. How had he become a revolutionary, living underground in 1970s America? What about the business with the nunchakus? Or his prison sentence? Or the phalanx of Cuban frogmen lurking in the Hudson River, waiting for the order to kill? What about the men from Operation Chaos?


Jim McGourty was right to be confused. His life remains part of a story that began fifty years ago but has never quite ended, thanks to the unhealed wounds of Vietnam, the secret strategies of the American and Swedish intelligence services, and the influence of a cult run by one of the weirdest personalities in American political history—a management consultant from New Hampshire who, even today, at the age of ninety-four, wants you to know that Britain started the Vietnam War, that the Beatles were created as an instrument of psychological warfare, and that he is the only man in the world who can save you, me, Jim, Christina, and everyone from the genocidal ambitions of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II.


“So,” said Christina, with the directness of someone who has spent a career as a professional copy editor. “How are you going to structure this? What are you going to begin with?”


“Maybe,” I said, “with the brainwashing part. The moment when everything went nuts.”


IT HAPPENED IN the Marc Ballroom, a shabby venue on the west side of Union Square in Manhattan, on January 3, 1974. In those days, New York was a city sliding toward bankruptcy. Thanks to the oil crisis, it was also brutally cold. Gas stations across America were closed for business. Speed limits were brought down to reduce fuel consumption. Thermostats were dialed down, store windows darkened early. Inside the ballroom, they were already shivering.


The events of that night would be beyond reconstruction, had Christina not been present, taking notes—and had the political organization to which she and Jim belonged not had a mania for converting its proceedings into print. Despite its achingly dull name, the National Caucus of Labor Committees had no qualms about publishing sensational accounts of its own crises. They were spelled out in press releases and telegrams to the White House. They were spun from mimeograph machines and sold on the streets in ten-cent installments, then typeset for the pages of its newspaper, New Solidarity. The atmosphere in the Marc Ballroom was panicky and febrile. Many in the crowd were NCLC delegates enduring their fourth consecutive sleepless night. The rest were journalists, activists, and members of the public who had been summoned by flyers that promised to blow the whistle on the greatest conspiracy of modern times—“the takeover by the CIA of the United States of America.”


At eight p.m., the head of the NCLC swept into the room—a sharp-eyed, tweedy, balding figure a good two decades older than the students and twentysomethings who formed his audience. They called him Lyn Marcus—an alias he’d been using since 1949. In recent months, however, he had begun referring to himself as Der Abscheulicher, the Abominable One—a name that nobody had called him when he was giving marketing advice to the footwear industry. As he went to the lectern, Marcus hushed the applause.


“Don’t get freaked out by anything,” he said, “but I don’t want to create conditions which are not healthy for one or two individuals in the group here. I’m going to give you the worst part of the thing as well as the best so that there’s no question in your mind that I’ve given the whole scoop. We are now in the second phase of a psy-war game designed by the CIA, that is, a psychological warfare game conducted on a scale of four continents.” Everybody, quite naturally, freaked out.


The Central Intelligence Agency—the state body tasked with gathering, processing, and analyzing national security information from around the world—had, he explained, turned some of their most trusted colleagues into killers. It had drugged them, imprisoned them, reconditioned their minds, erased their memories of the experience, and returned them to their friends as unknowing vehicles of a murderous conspiracy. The principal victims, Marcus explained, were now confined in a number of apartments across Manhattan, where their programming had been broken and the details of the plot had come tumbling out. One had spoken of “Operation Chaos and Confusion.” Another had been reduced to babbling in computer code—the language in which his instructions had been implanted. “This isn’t speculation,” Marcus insisted. “No guessing. This is hard fact. We know it.”


The theater of operations had many scenes: a submarine lurking in New York Harbor; a hotel near Gatwick Airport at which the guests were spies; a classroom in a North London school where the only pupils present were not real but photographs.


The big opening number of the conspiracy, however, had been performed at a secret facility near Stockholm. Here, Marcus explained, brainwash candidates had been put under hypnosis, subjected to electric shocks, forced to eat their own excrement and endure sexual humiliation, and tortured until they whined like puppies. Once they had been reduced to mental pulp, the programming began. A literal kind of programming, following the rules of the computer age. Numbers linked to functions. Infinite loops of coded instructions, drilled into the subject by repetition, violence, the application of electrodes to bare skin. Finally, cyanide pills had been secreted inside their bodies, in order to eliminate the killers once they had fulfilled their programs. “We have the scoop,” declared Marcus, “on one of the nastiest, most vicious CIA operations—the brainwashing institutes of Sweden. It’s a great place to go for a vacation. But don’t eat anything, don’t drink anything. You may not come back a man, or a woman.”


As he neared the end of his speech, Marcus looked around the room. There might, he suggested, be sleeper agents among the audience. Manchurian Candidates, conditioned to kill. Questions from the floor, therefore, would be taken in written form, to prevent the accidental utterance of a trigger word that would activate the program and bring bloodshed to the ballroom. “It is a crisis situation,” he said. “We are in class war. No significant shooting has started here yet. Shooting will occur. People will be killed. People will suffer brainwashing.”


“Perfectly sane people were saying that they had been brainwashed,” recalled Christina. “It just kept getting weirder and weirder.” As, in the course of the following three years, it would for me.


THIS IS A book of impossible things, and how a group of men came to live their lives by them because they did not want to die in Vietnam. It is about how it felt to be faced with the great moral decision of the age, and the terrible consequences that came from calling it right. It is about how being paranoid doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you.


It contains imagined conspiracies and real ones. Some of the people you will meet are telling the truth. Some of them are liars. I belong in the former category, but I’ll understand if you have your suspicions. A few of my interviewees certainly did. “The same CIA operatives have been working for years,” raged one Stockholm deserter, in an email from Hawaii. “I am not sure about YOU.”


That uncertainty, and how to live with it, also became a subject of the story. I was getting to know a band of comrades who had made a stand against an unjust conflict and came to believe, almost immediately, that enemy infiltrators were operating among them. Nearly fifty years later, documents released by the intelligence archives of America and Sweden suggested that this suspicion was well founded. But the names of the informants had been redacted from the files. As they entered their seventies, the deserters faced the possibility that life for them was an espionage whodunit from which someone had torn the last page—the one that revealed which of their friends had sold them out to the spooks. Except that the story was too strange for any spy novel. As time went on, I realized that I had joined something much weirder than a fifty-year-old mole hunt. Moles are unsensational creatures. They snuffle about. They dig tunnels. They make molehills. I was on the trail of fantastic beasts.


In their teens and twenties, the figures at the heart of this story were American boys who felt the eye of war upon them and went to Sweden to escape its gaze. They joined the American Deserters Committee, a noisy and radical political organization that proved a thorn in the side of the Swedish political establishment. Then, tired of marching through Stockholm under earnest slogans about U.S. imperialism, they became revolutionaries and dreamed of taking over America and Europe, as the Bolsheviks had taken power in Russia. But the National Caucus of Labor Committees was not the Bolsheviks. It was an apocalyptic cult that believed in the satanic nature of the Queen of England, the prime minister of Sweden, and the Beatles and used violence, harassment, and financial fraud to achieve its goals. Goals that its successor organization is still working to accomplish.


THIS IS NOT the book I intended to write. At first I planned a grand historical survey of the act of desertion from the Second World War to the present day. I went down to St. Paul’s Cathedral in London, where deserters from Iraq and Afghanistan were among the protestors living under the nylon tents of the Occupy camp. I read about the handful of American and British men who crossed the lines into North Korea and, because they were among the only white inhabitants of a closed state, were cast as the villains in Nameless Heroes, Pyongyang’s answer to the James Bond films. (YouTube will satisfy the curious.) I visited the retired British gangster “Mad” Frankie Fraser, whose desertion and housebreaking during the Second World War had put him in Wormwood Scrubs prison alongside the stage and screen star Ivor Novello. (“As Ivor passed down the landing,” he recalled, “all the prisoners came to their cell doors and sang ‘We’ll Gather Lilacs.’ ”)


But the Vietnam deserters who went to Stockholm began to push these other figures from my mind. Partly because their very existence, once front-page news all over the world, was so little remembered beyond Sweden, and only hazily there. Partly because death was beginning to silence them and lock away their stories. Mainly, though, because I had a growing sense that I was exploring events that were mysterious even to those who had actually experienced them—and that those mysteries were now exerting their power over me.


As I talked to the survivors of the American Deserters Committee, I heard them puzzle over incidents that remained undiscussed with friends, with children, with the spouse sleeping in the next room. I heard them voice doubts about the gaps in their memories, express bewilderment at the actions of the people they had once been. I became fascinated, too, by what they wanted from me—renewed contact with long-lost comrades; the opportunity to kick against press reports about their conduct; the means to settle an old score; some help to discover, fifty years on, who had been loyal and truthful, and who had secretly betrayed them. And in some cases, it was much simpler. All they wanted was a bit of company, and a free lunch to make the food stamps stretch a bit further.


The pursuit of their stories took me to a cannabis refinery in Eugene, Oregon, and a maximum-security prison in Taylorsville, North Carolina. I met my subjects in parking lots and cafés; waited in hotel lobbies in Sweden and the States to keep appointments with former intelligence officers. I made a nuisance of myself at a prestigious Washington think tank and attended a cult meeting in the basement of a New York hotel. The story worked its way into my bones. I began dreaming of confrontations with the men who seemed to be the villains of the piece. I found myself awake at three a.m., reliving conversations with interviewees; getting up while my family slept to read emails that had arrived in the night, bearing more theories, names, scraps of information, scans of declassified documents. I entered the paranoid zone in which some of my subjects had spent a lifetime. A place it would be possible to wander forever, opening doors that led to more doors, and yet more beyond those.


One day in April 2016, a friend, no older than I, suffered a near-fatal heart attack. The news appeared on my Facebook feed as I walked to the Tube from my office at the BBC. As I tapped something optimistic into the comments thread, I had that thought that often strikes middle-aged men whose working lives are slightly more exhausting than they ought to be. What would happen if I fell dead in the street? After the usual images—my wife alone, my children fatherless, my coffin disappearing to the laid-back Laurie Johnson jazz theme that ended every episode of The Avengers—another idea presented itself. If I were to die without finishing this book, then someone out there would undoubtedly set up a Web page claiming that I’d been bumped off, by either the CIA, the Swedish secret services, or the bizarre political group that had once counted many of my interviewees as its members—and would, by the time my research was concluded, come to regard me as an enemy infiltrator. And that was when I knew I’d been swallowed by my own story.


Swallowed, but not brainwashed.




1 / THE HIGH ROAD


A JAPANESE FISHING boat, moving north to Soviet waters. Six Americans in the forward hold below the captain’s cabin. Trying to stay warm. Trying to keep their nerve. Trying not to vomit too loudly. One is too drunk to feel seasick. He’s up on his feet, swigging from a bottle of sake, peering into the moonless night, swearing he can see dolphins in the water and helicopters in the sky. The others don’t bother to look. But when the beam of a searchlight streams through the crack in the door, all six scramble to the porthole, jostling to catch sight of the ship that has come down from the ice floes to meet them.


“It’s them, man,” says one. “The Russians are coming. We gonna be free now, baby.”


Most of us would find it hard to pinpoint the single act that determined the course of our lives. Mark Shapiro can reenact his with the cutlery. When we spent the day together in San Diego, he collected me in a cream-colored vintage Volvo wagon, which was where most of our interview took place—stationary in the hotel parking lot or riding around the streets, where other drivers expressed their admiration for the age of his vehicle by beeping their horns and keeping a wary distance. But we did stop for lunch. And using the implements with which he was about to eat pasta, Mark illustrated the moment during the small hours of April 23, 1968, when he crossed from one life to another.


His knife and fork became two ships on the churning waves of the Sea of Japan. One was the fishing vessel that brought him and his five companions from a little harbor at the northeast tip of Hokkaido island. The other was the Soviet coast guard craft that edged alongside, and that, slammed by the relentless sea, appeared like a cliff soaring and sinking before them.


Between the two vessels was a six-foot span of furious air, through which Mark and his comrades were ordered to jump. Time was limited. The coast guards had boarded the fishing boat and were inspecting the captain’s paperwork and checking the hold for contraband, the bureaucratic pretext for maneuvering so close. The Soviets had dragged a mattress to the cutter’s deck of their ship and were holding it up like a firefighters’ life net. One by one, displaying varying degrees of bravado and terror, the Americans slithered across the fishing boat’s deck and around a funnel to reach an area unprotected by railings and open to the sea. One by one they jumped. Into the arms of a gang of Russian sailors, and into history.


IT TOOK THREE years to persuade Mark Shapiro to meet me. His first email was a blunt rejection. “I do not wish,” he wrote, “to be contacted again on the matter.” But the deserter grapevine brought him news of my inquiries and he changed his mind. Intimations of mortality also had something to do with it. Mark’s health was fragile. He had heart trouble, and he slept with a ventilator by his bed. A tumor, he said, was growing in his skull. (He traced his finger over the place where it lay buried.) He knew that his time was limited and wanted to answer a question that was gnawing away at him. He wanted to expose the mole within the American Deserters Committee. His suspect was not among the five who traveled with him from Japan. The man upon whom Mark’s suspicions turned—the man he’d been trying to catch out for years—had arrived in Sweden months before him, and he was one of the founders of the ADC. I said I would do my best.


I knew the bones of Mark’s story from the accounts of his peers. On his tour of duty with the army in Vietnam, he’d found it hard to stomach talk of “gooks” and “slant-eyed bastards.” Then, out on patrol one day, the soldier beside him was felled by a Viet Cong bullet. A murderous wake-up call for twenty-two-year-old Corporal Shapiro, with an unblemished service record and good prospects for promotion as a military cryptographer.


I was ready to take down more details, but Mark seemed incapable of fleshing out his narrative. Instead, he told me a story about his recent visit to a hypnotherapist.


“I told him that there was something in my past that I wanted to remember,” he said. “And I didn’t tell him any more than that. The guy was a little skeptical. He asked for the money in advance.” The next thing Mark remembers is having his cash pressed back into his hand, and the therapist, visibly perturbed, assuring him that some stones were best left unturned. “So,” Mark told me, with a shrug, “I have nothing to say about Vietnam. It’s a form of amnesia.” I accepted the explanation. I was already used to thinking of my interviewees as jigsaws with missing pieces.


Mark’s decision to desert was not so lost to him. It was a textbook example of the act. In the first days of 1968, he read a newspaper article about four men who had successfully escaped the war. They had been on leave in Japan but were now poised to begin new lives in neutral Sweden. Their names were Craig Anderson, Rick Bailey, John Barilla, and Michael Lindner, but the press nicknamed them “the Intrepid Four,” after the U.S. aircraft carrier that had sailed without them from Yokosuka, the Japanese home of the Seventh Fleet. Another expression was also used to describe them. Defectors. Used in recognition of what many saw as an act of treachery.


On their journey from east to west, the Intrepid Four had passed through the Soviet Union and accepted several weeks of Russian hospitality. Maybe more than hospitality. They had shared their anti-war sentiments with the international press, attended celebrations for the fiftieth anniversary of the Russian Revolution, shaken hands with members of the Politburo, and flown from Leningrad to Stockholm with a $1,000 stipend from the Kremlin in their pockets. But they looked pretty happy in the photographs, waving and smiling on the tarmac at Stockholm Arlanda Airport, with their neat new haircuts and sharp new suits. And nobody was asking them to kill anyone in an increasingly unpopular war. Mark decided to follow their example and booked himself some R & R in Tokyo.


The news reports offered another helpful detail. The Intrepid Four did not make their journey unaided. They had been smuggled into Russia by an outfit called Beheiren, a group of activists who were fast becoming the focus of the Japanese anti-war movement. Beheiren had organized a rally in Tokyo at which Joan Baez had performed. It had taken out full-page ads in the Washington Post declaring that 82 percent of the Japanese population was opposed to the Vietnam War. It had sent its members to U.S. naval bases with leaflets encouraging sailors to desert, intending to make a provocative gesture—and had been rather surprised to find the offer being taken up. All over Japan, doctors, teachers, shopkeepers, and Buddhist monks began preparing hiding places and airing the spare bedding.


Beheiren, however, was a loose-knit organization, and when Mark arrived in Tokyo, determined to make contact, nobody seemed to know its address. “So,” he explained, “I got into a cab and just said, ‘Beheiren.’ ” The driver thought for a moment and made for Tokyo University and the office of Oda Makoto, a Harvard-educated novelist and academic who was the group’s most visible spokesperson—the man who had gone before the cameras to announce the disappearance of the Intrepid Four. Makoto made some calls, and his associates sprang instantly into action.


By the end of the day Mark had checked out of his hotel and was installed in a Beheiren safe house. He soon discovered that he wasn’t the only deserter being sheltered by the group. Five others were also in hiding, kept in circulation among the homes of sympathizers across Japan until the time was right to make the journey to Russia. “When I eventually met the others it was a shock,” Mark said. “We had nothing in common, and it was immediately clear that two of them were nutcases.”


His first American companion fit squarely into the category. Philip Callicoat was a nineteen-year-old sailor whose swaggering manner was at odds with his lowly status as a cook’s helper on board the USS Reeves. Perhaps the attitude was a gift from his background: his father was a Pentecostal minister who press-ganged his enormous brood of children into service as the Singing Callicoats—a gospel act best known for having saved Ed Sullivan from humiliation by breaking into an unscheduled second number when a chimp act went badly wrong during a live TV show. Phil Callicoat had turned up at the Soviet Embassy seeking advice on how to defect, but his motives had less to do with politics and more to do with having drunk the last of his $120 savings in an all-night Tokyo jazz bar. Navy discipline did not suit him, and he had recently been confined to his ship for twenty-eight days for vandalism. He and Mark were brought together on a train from Osaka to Tokyo, then put up for the night in the apartment of a visiting French academic. Mark sensed that Phil was going to be trouble, and he was right.


The fugitives were taken to Tokyo International Airport, where three more deserters made a party of five. The noisiest was Joe Kmetz, a bullish New Yorker whose opposition to the war, he said, had earned him a month in a dark isolation cell on a diet of bread, water, and lettuce heads. The oldest of the group, twenty-eight-year-old Edwin Arnett, was a skinny, stooping Californian who chewed his fingernails and spoke in slow, somnolent tones. He was not a clever man. His educational progress had halted after the eighth grade, after which he’d trundled gurneys in a New York hospital and spent two years in the merchant marine. The army had expressed no interest in him until 1967, when a Defense Department initiative called “Project 100,000”—cruelly nicknamed the “Moron Corps”—admitted a huge swathe of low-achieving men. The other deserters called him “Pappy”—partly in honor of his age, partly to distance themselves from his oddness.


The sanest of the gang, it seemed clear to Mark, was its only African American: Corporal Terry Marvel Whitmore, a marine infantryman from Memphis, Mississippi, who had been wounded in action in Vietnam and received a Christmas bedside visit from President Lyndon B. Johnson, who saluted his bravery and pinned a Purple Heart to the pillow. When Whitmore learned he was also to receive the honor of being returned to the front as soon as he was upright, he discharged himself from the military hospital at Yokohama and lay low with a Japanese girlfriend, pretending to anyone who asked that he was a student from East Africa—and hoping not to encounter any actual East Africans.


Their Beheiren guide, a Mrs. Fujikowa, encouraged the deserters to behave discreetly on their trip. Easier said than done. As they boarded the plane, Mark got into an argument with the flight attendant about the size of his suitcase. When they landed at their destination, Nemuro airport on the island of Hokkaido, Phil Callicoat struck up a loud conversation with a local bar owner whose establishment offered more than just cocktails.


Before they could get into any serious trouble, the deserters were steered toward a pair of waiting cars and driven for four hours to a remote spot on the coast, where a gaggle of Beheiren sympathizers were huddled around a radio unit, exchanging messages with a Soviet ship—which informed them that the handover would have to wait until the following night. The plan postponed, the Americans were taken to a nearby fishing village, where the captain of their escape vessel was waiting at his home to greet them. He poured out the sake and told his nervous guests not to worry. He had been a kamikaze pilot in the Second World War, and he had come back.


The following night, the captain supplied the deserters with a change of clothes calculated to increase their chances of passing as Japanese fishermen during the short walk from his house to the floodlit harbor. Terry Whitmore wrapped himself in a blanket to conceal his conspicuous blackness. Fortified with more alcohol, the deserters went out into the freezing night and climbed aboard their host’s fishing boat. They were told to stay belowdecks and keep quiet: most of the crew were unaware of their existence. As the vessel began chugging from the harbor, a sixth man stumbled into the hold: army private Kenneth Griggs, born in Seoul but adopted as a baby by a white couple from Boise, Idaho. Griggs—who introduced himself under his Korean name, Kim Jin-Su—had spent the better part of a year hiding out in the Cuban Embassy in Tokyo, and he seemed to have made good use of the free literature. His reasons for desertion were expressed as an intense critique of U.S. imperialism. He had a position to maintain: he had already said his piece in a four-minute film, shot by Beheiren and screened for journalists in a Tokyo restaurant.


When the Russian coast guard pulled alongside, Kim was the first to jump, leaping with reckless enthusiasm into Soviet-administered space. Joe Kmetz, his fears numbed by alcohol, went just as eagerly. Callicoat followed, sliding across the deck and launching himself with a Tarzan yodel. Mark went next. Hesitated. Watched the rust-marked hull of the Russian ship surge up and down before his eyes. “Jump, you dumb cunt!” shouted Kmetz, unsympathetically. Arms flailing, Mark made it, his suitcase tossed after him by the Japanese skipper.


Edwin Arnett, though, was in a worse state, paralyzed by the sight of the rising, falling ship. Whitmore muscled past him, hurled himself across the divide, and was caught by two burly Russian sailors before he hit the deck. Left behind, Arnett seemed unable to compute the physics of the situation. Instead of jumping as the Russian ship fell, he jumped as it rose, colliding with the railing and leaving himself dangling over the sea by one leg. Whitmore and one of the Russians dragged him back to safety.


THE SOVIET SHIP was old. The plumbing hissed and thudded. The deserters registered the signs in Cyrillic and knew that they had passed from one political sphere to the next. But the Russians made them comfortable, allocating the deserters quarters beside the officers and giving them as much vodka as they could hold. For their whole time in the Soviet Union, it seemed to Mark, they were carried on a small river of colorless alcohol. “I guess,” he reflected, “they thought it would increase the amount of careless talk.”


There were toasts at dinner. To each other. To the interpreter, an incongruously flamboyant man with a cigarette holder. To the captain, who ended the meal by challenging his guests to a drinking game. Only Callicoat accepted, pushing a hunk of black bread inside his mouth and taking a huge slug of some unidentified spirit. He was soon carried back to his bunk.


For four days and nights the deserters knocked back vodka, dined on salmon, looked through the portholes, and watched the thickening ice. The interpreter took the opportunity to steer each man away from the group for a thorough discussion of his background and history. On April 25 the ship neared the coast of Sakhalin island, where a patrol boat brought the passengers ashore. Officials confiscated their passports and identity papers. A doctor examined Arnett’s injured leg and shrugged.


Then, for four dizzying, vodka-sluiced, bouquet-filled, flashbulb-illuminated weeks, Mark Shapiro and his comrades went on a publicity tour of the USSR: Vladivostok, Moscow, Tbilisi, Gorki, Leningrad, with a short break in the Black Sea resort of Batumi. They accepted flowers from little girls. They saw circus shows. They browsed at the GUM department store. They visited Lenin’s tomb. (“Who’s Lenin?” asked Terry Whitmore.) They saw more circus shows. All under the supervision of a small staff of well-mannered KGB officers and neckless security men in Al Capone fedoras. Some of the security men, they learned, had also kept an eye on the Intrepid Four. One had been taught a single phrase of English, which he repeated over and over again: American cinema—I love you.


In Leningrad the deserters were installed in the Hotel Astoria, where Mark shared a room with Terry Whitmore. “Terry could hear this whining noise,” Mark recalled. “He was convinced that the Russians were bugging the room. So he turned everything over, looking for a hidden microphone. But it was only the sound of the elevator. Just being in Russia made us all nervous.”


Their edginess caused conflict: Kim and Callicoat got into a fistfight, apparently over Kim’s plan to acquire and burn an American flag. On the rare occasions they were allowed to wander about on their own, the deserters assumed they were being followed. Assumed, too, that they were being informed on by the local women who were so eager to come up to their rooms—not least because they seemed so fascinated by the intricacies of the U.S. Navy. The minders never objected to these one-night stands, as long as they took place in the hotel. Conversely, when Whitmore and Kmetz broke bounds and spent the night with two women in an apartment, the security guys were not pleased and accused them of going out on a spying mission for the CIA. It wasn’t, it seems, a very relaxing evening: the women expected payment and though the Americans obliged, they were soon interrupted by a jealous husband, who upended the dining table in anger and then, rather more weirdly, began to show a gentle curiosity in the texture of Terry Whitmore’s hair.


The grand propaganda coup of the trip happened on May 3. The broadcast of We Cannot Be Silent, a half-hour television program in which the six deserters were interviewed about their experiences in Vietnam. Joe Kmetz, hiding under his shades, said the war was a sickness. Terry Whitmore compared the conflict in Indochina to the U.S. Civil War. Phil Callicoat read out a protest poem of his own composition. Kim Jin-Su played the ideologue, suggesting that a nuclear strike on the States might be the only way to defeat “stormtroopers and criminals who are carrying out Washington’s policy of annihilating the Vietnamese as a race and proud people.” He delivered his message down the barrel of the camera. “For those of you on the battlefields,” he said, “I would advise you to follow me and hundreds of others, and just remember that it may take guts to go, but it takes balls to say no.”


I asked Mark about his contribution to the film. “I said as little as I could,” he replied. “It was Pappy Arnett who did most of the talking.”


Arnett couldn’t shut up. In his droning monotone, he gave testimony that shocked and baffled the world. He said that he’d been trained at a special intelligence school at Fort Meade, Maryland, where he had learned forty ways of torturing a suspect. He said that he’d been assigned to a chemical warfare unit, and arrived on the coast of Vietnam aboard a ship loaded with gas that could cause hemorrhages, paralysis, and blindness. He spoke of saltwater poured in the wounds of prisoners, of GIs making necklaces with the ears of dead North Vietnamese. He said that his commanding officer had “treated the sweeps we made through peasant villages as a turkey shoot”; described how the same officer had executed a Puerto Rican serviceman who refused to join the hunting party and then recorded the dead man as a victim of the Viet Cong; and reported that on another occasion, a superior had disemboweled a baby and thrown the tiny corpse back into its mother’s arms. The interviewer, Yuri Fokin of the Soviet television service, was silent. The camera operator began to weep. The other deserters were horrified. They might have been more horrified had they known the truth: that Edwin C. Arnett had been an army cook on board a floating maintenance shop moored in Cam Ranh Bay. The only violence he had witnessed in Indochina had been inflicted upon potatoes.


VIETNAM WAS THE place the bodies were buried or flown back from, the place where the bombs fell and the air burned. But the Vietnam conflict raged far beyond the borders of a former French colony on the South China Sea. It was an undeclared world war, fought between the representatives of two opposing ideologies to spare them the agony of adding Moscow, Peking, and Washington to a list that had begun with Hiroshima and Nagasaki.


Nothing about it was clean or uncomplicated. In 1954, the Geneva Accords split Vietnam into two zones, the Communist north, administered from Hanoi by the revolutionary leader Ho Chi Minh, and the non-Communist south, ruled from Saigon by a succession of Western-backed leaders, who were advised—and sometimes hired and fired—by the hidden hand of the Central Intelligence Agency.


From 1960, the National Liberation Front, a Communist insurgency also known as the Viet Cong, added its firepower to the argument. Away from the bullets, the war’s foreign stakeholders invested their millions. China and the Soviet Union supplied expertise, money, and guns. The United States matched that commitment and, from 1965, sent roughly 2.7 million ground troops into the territory. Most found a place in the war’s decade-long ritual—boredom and terror in the battle zone, rest and recuperation in Tokyo, funerals and homecomings back in the States. But thousands of GIs rejected their roles and became deserters. The act carried the penalty of imprisonment and hard labor—and the possibility of becoming an unwitting combatant in the propaganda war.


As Mark Shapiro’s little platoon went in a vodka haze on their guided tours around Russia, Yuri Andropov, the head of the KGB and future leader of the USSR, must surely have permitted himself a smile of satisfaction, if not a high-kicking rendition of “Kalinka” on top of his mahogany desk. He and his colleagues had been expecting the deserters’ arrival since the first week of March. It had been their idea to use a Japanese fishing boat to transport the men. (The Intrepid Four had been put aboard a Soviet passenger steamer, which had caused some diplomatic awkwardness.) They had planned their itinerary, scheduled their media appearances, authorized the Novosti Press Agency to offer them a book deal. To obscure the KGB’s involvement, they had appointed a state-backed peace group, the Soviet Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee, as official sponsor of the trip. The Central Committee of the Communist Party had even discussed some of the deserters individually, causing phonetic Russian renderings of their names to be added to the Politburo minutes: Knet, Arnet, Kollikot.


During the first week of May 1968 those names chuntered from telex machines all over the world. America’s journalists went hunting for more details. A former Singing Callicoat responded to the sudden reappearance of her brother Phil: “I thought he was dead or we would have heard from him by now,” she said. “If it’s true, we disown him,” said Joe Kmetz’s stepbrother. But Arnett’s tales dominated the headlines, in all their woundsalting, village-burning, baby-killing horror.


Before the tour came to an end, Yuri Andropov paid the deserters a visit. Mark remembered his polite manners and exceptional English, the feeling of being inspected. Had the deserters been used? Of course they had. But the process was more complex than exploitation. “They showed us the country,” said Mark, “in the hope that it would make us more supportive of Russia in later years. In my case it worked. I sometimes wonder whether I wasn’t a little brainwashed on that trip.” He wasn’t talking Benzedrine injections and a psychedelic light show, but something subtler. Something that ensured that he never developed an enthusiasm for capitalism and, during his years of exile in Sweden, was always happy to pop into the Soviet Embassy for a chat. Something that put him at odds with America for the rest of his days.


THE SOVIETS DID not grant every wish of the deserters but hinted that they might help realize their future plans. Each man was given a pencil and a piece of paper and asked to describe his ideal post-military life. Whitmore and Kmetz looked at a map and plumped for a future in Finland. Kim dreamed of a new life in North Korea. But the six knew that Sweden would be their first port of call, and they were given the name of a helpful contact in Stockholm: Bertil Svahnström, a veteran foreign correspondent and vice chair of the Swedish Committee for Vietnam, an alliance of liberals and Social Democrats opposed to the war in Indochina.


They were also given a friendly warning. “They told us,” said Mark, “to keep our distance from a man named Michael Vale and an organization called the American Deserters Committee.” Vale, said their KGB guide, would try to contact them and gain their confidence.


On May 24, 1968, a fleet of limousines arrived at the Hotel Astoria to drive the deserters to the Leningrad airport, where they each received $300 in cash from the Soviet Afro-Asian Solidarity Committee and bear hugs and kisses from their minders.


After an hour staring at the legs of the Swedish cabin crew, the deserters touched down at Stockholm Arlanda Airport to a repeat of the reception that had greeted the Intrepid Four six months before. On that occasion, the waiting photographers had borrowed the iconography of a visiting rock band. Stepping from the plane in identical black suits, John, Craig, Mike, and Rick were framed as the Fab Four of Vietnam War desertion. The Soviets must have seen this, too, and counted it a mistake. The new band of six arrived unscrubbed, unsmartened: authentic members of the counterculture. The Rolling Stones to the Intrepid Four’s Beatles. In the shots from that day, Kim pouts from behind a pair of shades. Mark, in a Red Army fur hat, has a foot perched on his battered suitcase. Whitmore is dragging on a cigarette. Callicoat smiles wryly. Joe Kmetz, a chubby wise guy with a guitar dangling from his right hand, squares off with the camera like a nightclub bouncer. Edwin Arnett hovers at the back, eyes downcast, pale, serious. And, as it would turn out, doomed.


As the Russians had predicted, Bertil Svahnström was the first person to welcome the deserters to Sweden—a friendly, patrician figure happy to be acting as envoy for liberal opposition to the Vietnam War, and to be a conduit for messages from Moscow. But there was little opportunity for private conversation. Reporters and photographers had already swarmed into the arrivals lounge. A press conference was coalescing around the deserters. Reporters fired off questions. Were the men Communists? Had they been influenced by their Russian hosts? Terry Whitmore said the questions were stupid. Joe Kmetz got to his feet and declared that nobody would say a word until the representatives of U.S. press agencies had left the room. “We’ll talk with everybody but Americans,” he insisted. He didn’t trust them. They wrote bullshit and they were probably working for the CIA. The hacks from Associated Press and United Press International had little choice but to withdraw. Svahnström looked quietly pleased at that.


Once the questions had been exhausted, the deserters were whisked into detention by a phalanx of Swedish policemen so courteous that they carried their bags to the waiting cars. Svahnström followed behind in his Volvo. They were taken to a police station in Märsta, a northern suburb of Stockholm—a holding pen for asylum seekers to this day. Here, the men were searched, questioned, given Coke and hot dogs, and permitted to relax in front of the television. They watched a program in which the African American singer Lou Rawls received a rapturous reception from the studio audience. (“At least Sweden ain’t Mississippi,” thought Whitmore.) Although they were told not to smoke in the cells, Joe Kmetz managed to light one of his Russian cigarettes by heating a piece of metal in a plug socket.


Before lights-out, Svahnström came to speak to them. The deserters, he said, would soon be released and issued with permits to remain in Sweden. He could help them negotiate the complexities of the local benefits system, find accommodation and a job. But he also repeated the warning of their Soviet hosts. Recently, Svahnström explained, a group had been established to help fugitive GIs in Sweden. Its representatives would soon be paying them a visit. But the men from the American Deserters Committee, he said, were not to be trusted. They were ideological extremists who would attempt to make the newcomers follow their hard political line.


As the men considered Svahnström’s warning, one of the American news agencies banished from the Arlanda Airport press conference was exacting its revenge. On May 26, UPI sent out a story by Virgil Kret, a correspondent in Tokyo, that was calculated to humiliate the man who had bawled its reporter out of the arrivals lounge.


Kret claimed to have interviewed Joe Kmetz in February, just before Beheiren took the fugitive marine under its wing. The encounter, he said, had taken place in a bar in Tokyo, where Kmetz, drunk and disconsolate, confessed that he’d been hiding for the past sixteen months in the room of a one-eyed Japanese woman ten years his senior, drinking Suntory whisky and cursing his fate.


“He found it difficult to speak, and when he did he spoke English like a Japanese bar girl,” wrote Kret. “He pronounced ‘wife’ as ‘wifu,’ ‘house’ as ‘housu,’ ‘Vietnam’ as ‘Vietnamu.’ ” Kret advised him to get a lawyer and turn himself in. “Never happen!” exclaimed Kmetz. “Never happen! They’ll put me in the monkey housu until I’m an old man!” After this, Kret reported, a member of Beheiren came to collect Kmetz from the bar and take him to a safe house. He was, said the reporter, “the most unhappy and desperate person that I have ever known.”


Was this story true? Was Virgil Kret for real? Apparently so. But the nature of his reality offered a warning about what awaited some of the deserters further down the line. I found his old stories for UPI and the Los Angeles Times and a mention of his presence at a California charity dinner attended by Mr. and Mrs. Zeppo Marx. But an article from an underground newspaper revealed that Kret had been expelled from Japan in 1969, accused of involvement in revolutionary politics. It also noted that in 1975, a source had warned Kret of an imminent assassination attempt on President Gerald Ford. Unfortunately, the source transpired to be God, who issued the tip, Kret claimed, in the form of a “time poem.”


The trail ended with a long-neglected blog called The Obituary of the World, in which Kret explained that he had received telepathic warning of God’s declaration of war against the Earth, and that the Almighty had already supplied the codes that would enable him to launch nuclear revenge upon those who had wounded him most grievously. The Buffalo Bills football team would be among the first to perish. Nothing new had been posted on the site since 2008. Since when, I couldn’t help noticing, the Bills have consistently failed to reach the NFL playoffs.


WHEN THE REPRESENTATIVES of the American Deserters Committee turned up at the police station, Mark and his comrades were ready to be suspicious. But the men who came to speak with them didn’t seem to be the dangerous figures described by Bertil Svahnström and the KGB. Their manner was friendly and reasonable. They explained that the Swedish welfare system would provide a modest income and that a network of sympathetic Swedes would be only too happy to offer them temporary accommodation. For many of Stockholm’s activist elite—left-leaning actors, journalists, and academics—a deserter in the spare bedroom had become that season’s most fashionable accessory.


Bill Jones, the chairman of the ADC, was a twenty-one-year-old former seminarian from St. Louis, Missouri, who’d deserted from Germany during his training as an army medic. Earnestness seemed his defining quality. Bill explained that he had hoped to meet the deserters in Leningrad, but Svahnström and the Swedish Committee for Vietnam had declined to pay for the ticket.


Bill’s colleague Michael Vale was older and more self-assured. A short, stocky man with a crinkly smile and unironed clothes, Vale was not a deserter but a professional translator from Cincinnati, Ohio, with an address book full of Swedish intellectuals and an apartment in Stockholm where everyone was welcome. Unlike the patrician figure of Svahnström, Vale talked the language of rebellion and revolt. In that moment, it was not clear how profound a revolution he had in mind. Nor was it possible to know that joining the American Deserters Committee would send some of its members to a prison they would never escape.




2 / THE COMMITTEE


IN OLDER WARS, the refusal to fight led only to the criminal underworld, a defector’s battalion, or a final cigarette in a cold field at dawn. When the Intrepid Four arrived at Arlanda Airport in December 1967, they rewrote that story. Their journey transformed desertion from an individual act of conscience or cowardice to a political step that GIs could take together: one that offered the possibility of a new life in a prosperous, liberal, neutral European country. Nobody planned this. Nobody organized it. It was as spontaneous as a love affair. The Intrepid Four walked from a café in Tokyo and asked for help from a young man with a plausibly countercultural haircut. He took them to Fūgetsudō, a smoky dive in the Shinjuku district where students came to drink bad coffee and talk about Mao. From this, a movement grew.


It may have been inevitable. The Vietnam War was unpopular. Fighting-on-the-streets unpopular. Tear-gas unpopular. Uniformed men could not be insulated from this bad news, no matter how far they were from home. Dissent in America meant dissent on American bases, in American ships, in American barracks. To the gathering dismay of their officers, men learned how to say no. It scarcely mattered whether their objections were conscientious or self-interested: whether they wanted to strike a blow for peace or sidestep military discipline. The exit signs had been illuminated. On the other side, a new generation of political radicals was ready to give support to anyone who passed through—hoping, perhaps, that the deserters might be recruited for a new kind of war. The war against war.


Discreetly, carefully, these tiny groups of activists approached the buzz-cut, hare-eyed young men they spotted loitering in cafés and at railway stations and offered board, lodging, help with paperwork. They secured funds from film stars and intellectuals, from church groups and charities. Clandestine assistance came from enemy governments and shady guys involved with armed struggles in the Third World. Through hand-delivered letters and quiet meetings in flats and farmhouses, they began working with one another, moving deserters over borders, from refuge to refuge. They sometimes worked against one another, too—impelled by the natural forces of left-wing factionalism, or by the mischief of hostile infiltrators. Nobody could be sure about that. But together they laid the tracks of an international underground railroad, built to shuttle dissenting men away from the napalm and razor wire to sanctuary.


Its ghostly infrastructure spanned the globe. Short routes carried deserters and draft dodgers over the American border into Canada. Beheiren managed the transpacific, trans-Siberian branch, on which the Intrepid Four had been shunted westward from Tokyo to Stockholm. Deserters opened up their own lines from bases in Germany, driving or hitchhiking north through Denmark and taking the ferry from Helsingør to Sweden. Some flew from Canada via Reykjavík. Anti-war activists too old for the draft became stationmasters of safe houses in Paris, London, Amsterdam, and Berlin. Underground publishers produced pamphlets to guide men through the system: Baedekers of desertion that listed the phone numbers and addresses of friendly lawyers and welfare groups. Anyone considering migrating to Sweden was directed to the officers of the American Deserters Committee—the organization about which Bertil Svahnström had issued his gloomy warning.


The first time I heard its name, I thought the ADC sounded rather innocuous. I imagined a room of sober young men passing resolutions against the military-industrial complex. Now I think of it as a phenomenon of a different order. Something through which we might read the times, like the psychedelic bus trip undertaken by Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters; or the Stanford Prison Experiment, inside which the psychologist Philip Zimbardo barricaded a group of impressionable boys and watched them sink into barbarism.


To describe the experiences of all those whose lives were touched by the committee would require more than a book. It would require an immense illuminated map of the world, and an army of uniformed croupiers pushing stacks of color-coded tokens in the direction of Sweden. Some tokens would represent deserters and draft resisters. Others would stand for men who looked like deserters or draft resisters but mysteriously fit neither category.


The ADC was always at the center of the argument—with the Swedish government, with the Swedish anti-war movement, with the counterculture, with America, with itself. It could not be conciliatory. It could not form amicable alliances. It had a knack for turning friends into enemies and biting hands that fed. Like many groups on the radical Left, its real talent was for reducing itself to increasingly smaller, purer fractions, until, eventually, it boiled away entirely. I heard it described as a revolutionary brotherhood, a goon squad, and an intelligence service front led by agents provocateurs.


“Whether they were CIA or KGB or just crazy, they were bad news,” said one boy who declined to join the choir. But even he was fascinated by them. As I traveled Sweden and the States, listening to the stories of its former members, it became clear that half a century later they were still computing the experience—whether they looked back on it with nostalgia or anxiety, or were determined not to look back on it at all. Several alumni of the ADC would have preferred not to be mentioned in these pages and told me so. But they were the men at the heart of the story, and as they decided not to fight the Viet Cong, I decided not to fight the story.


WILLIAM CUTHBERT JONES, the chairman of the ADC, was an early arrival in Stockholm. A good-looking Catholic boy from St. Louis, with a slight frame, soulful brown eyes, and a strong line in radical hep talk. “They call you a man,” he rapped, “and they treat you like an animal. They feed you their line and you think it’s the truth. Remember in basic training: double time, chow line, right face, left face? They wanted you disciplined like a well-running machine, easy to control, easy to handle. Uncle Sam needs you—to stop the bullets, to smother the grenades, to make the world safe for Coca-Cola.”


Right from the start, Bill Jones was the public face of the American Deserters Committee. He led its marches, spoke on its behalf from soapboxes and conference lecterns, wrote editorials for its newspaper, and gave its official interviews to the press—until he decided that those reporters who weren’t intelligence agents were probably going to stitch him up anyway and decided to remain silent. He would go silent for me, too, once he realized that I knew the story of the brainwashing institutes of Sweden, and the stranger story of what happened after. But at first things went swimmingly. We had lunch. We got on so well that he broke his diet and had a piece of pecan pie.


Our venue was the Old Ebbitt Grill, a Washington institution snug beside the White House: padded booths, brass railings, pink-tinged boudoir paintings, like some recently democratized gentlemen’s club. He chose it because it was convenient for his work as Washington bureau chief of a glossy magazine called Executive Intelligence Review. His email warned that he didn’t look like the boy in the pictures anymore, and that I should watch out for someone in a Red Army fur hat. (“Without the star,” he added, unnecessarily.) I knew him straight away, despite the extra weight and the loss of his fuzzy Che beard. People don’t change that much. Except politically.


Although Bill described himself as “very working-class,” this was a matter more of feeling than fact. The family tree was luxuriant and deep-rooted. His father was a real estate broker who dealt in upscale apartment blocks in downtown St. Louis. The first William Cuthbert Jones was a distinguished criminal lawyer who had earned the rank of major in the Civil War and, with something preying on his mind, made a deathbed conversion to Catholicism. Rome’s influence extended to Bill’s generation: a sister and two of his uncles entered religious life, and Bill was educated by Benedictine monks. “The martyrs were my heroes,” he said. “This is how I saw my life.”


Being a martyr for God was one thing. Being a martyr for President Lyndon B. Johnson was another. One night in 1966, at Christian Brothers College High School, Bill decided to do something about it. “I tore up my draft card and put it in the mail. My friends thought I was totally nuts. I thought I’d make a difference. Have an effect.” He shook his head sardonically. “And then I got scared. I went down to the mailbox and waited for the postman to get this damn letter back. Which I did.”


Having silenced his own protest, he enlisted in the army and began training as a medic. First he drove a truck between military hospitals in Germany. Later he took electrocardiograms of wounded soldiers and watched the flickering needles describe the consequences of punctured lungs, shattered bones, buried bullets: a thousand more reasons not to go to Vietnam. But it was the Intrepid Four who pointed the way to Sweden. When Bill saw them on the cover of a magazine, he began plotting a journey north. (“Like Yogi Berra says,” reflected Bill, “when you come to a fork in the road . . .”)


Another medic in his unit had the same impulse and acted first, selling his car and hitchhiking to Denmark. Bill intended to join him, but didn’t like what he found when he arrived. “He was something in the Copenhagen club scene,” he recalled. “I met some of his friends, and it seemed somewhat seedy.”


So he kept moving north to Stockholm, arriving on a snowy afternoon in late January 1968 and making his way to the main railway station, where he asked a passerby how to get in touch with one of the Swedish anti-war groups. “It’s Saturday,” he was told. “They’ll all be out marching.” They were. Processing through the street under banners demanding an end to American aggression in Indochina. Bill joined the march, explained who he was, and found himself treated as the hero of the hour. And in that moment he was reconciled to a life in exile. Destiny was calling. “If you think you’re doing something that’s going to have an effect upon history,” he said, “that’s a very powerful force.”


There were, Bill said, several former seminarians in the ADC. They made good revolutionaries. Looking back over his old speeches, it was easy to see how well the rhetoric of sin and redemption mixed with the sixties’ language of struggle and revolution. The present system, Bill argued, was corrupt and stagnant. A new one was required. The wretched of the earth—exploited laborers, Third World guerrillas, Vietnam deserters—would create it with violence.


“And is not,” he asked, “this violent indignation of alienated people one of the highest forms of love? The love of human brotherhood which refuses to abandon one’s fellow man to the scourge of hell on earth?” Bill’s medical background provided more enriching imagery. “It is comparable to a competent surgeon who must excise a malignant organ in order to save a life,” he argued.




And those concerned with man’s spirituality must participate in the operation or be seen for what they are—“hypocrites, whited sepulchers, and the people will vomit them out of their mouths.” We the American Deserters Committee of Sweden have seen clearly our duty faced with the situation of the world today. As members of the U.S. Army we were the prime instruments of these same forces of repression and reaction, and we have excised ourselves from this malignant body. We saw our function and refused to carry it out. We answered a higher call of the people of the world who were crying for help from their brutal oppressors.




If Bill had made this speech in London, he would have risked deportation. If he had made it in Paris, he would have been kissing goodbye to his next fourteen-day carte de séjours. In Stockholm, however, it was fine. In Stockholm, he could make the speech while receiving a free bus pass and $20 weekly welfare payments, attending state-funded language classes, and enjoying the protection of humanitarian asylum—a new diplomatic category created for the benefit of the deserters by a political class that wanted to signal its opposition to the Vietnam War.


But the ADC was in no mood for gratitude. Its members were revolutionaries, and revolutionaries never said please or thank you. “Some people were typically liberal and didn’t want you to go too far,” Bill told me. “We had a lot of fights about that. But there was a feeling that we had been lied to for years, and now we had to try something else.”


IN THE 1960s and ’70s, Sweden was another word for utopia—particularly in countries afflicted by industrial decline and rising unemployment. The Swedish model, as it was called, with no hint of double entendre, appeared to have delivered the Swedes from anxiety. They had the highest living standards in Europe. They had big cars and tasteful modernist furniture. Their welfare state was a miracle of generosity: this was a country without visible deprivation.


Poised between the two power blocs of the Cold War, Sweden also had political neutrality and moral independence: how many other states would have permitted Bertrand Russell and Jean-Paul Sartre, two foreign intellectuals, to convene a private tribunal to investigate American war crimes in Vietnam? But that’s what happened—witnesses were called, napalm burns examined, testimonies taken from the bombers and the bombed, and in May 1967 a jury of writers, thinkers, and activists announced that they had found the United States of America guilty of genocide against the Vietnamese people. The horrific details were telegraphed around the world.


The Swedes also seemed to enjoy impressive social and sexual liberty. Theirs was the country that exported all those blue movies, all those blond masseuses and au pairs. It was a place where sex education was enshrined in the school curriculum and condoms were dispensed from vending machines on the street. American commentators looked on this from afar with a mixture of envy and horror. Time magazine set the tone as early as 1955, with a notorious article entitled “Sin and Sweden,” which depicted the country as a topsy-turvy zone “where sociology has become a religion itself, and birth control, abortion and promiscuity—especially among the young—are recognized as inalienable rights.” Jaws dropped across America, also a little drool.


For the U.S. press, Swedish sociology was a gift that kept on giving. Its pioneering collection of data on the habits and experiences of its citizens was a rich source of inspiration for American journalists researching their stock shock-horror pieces on Swedish sex. In February 1966, for instance, U.S. News & World Report published a report on the increase of sexually transmitted diseases in the Swedish population. “Ten percent of the infected boys,” it claimed, “had had relations with 200 different girls.” Easy to imagine which part of that statistic burned most fiercely in the mind of the male reader.


What sold newspapers also sold films. The Italian director Luigi Scattini had an international hit with Sweden: Heaven and Hell, which depicted the Swedes as lesbian clubbers, married swingers, and space-hopping nudists. (It also premiered Piero Umiliani’s song “Mah Nà Mah Nà,” years before the Muppets made it their own.) Sweden’s own film culture produced I Am Curious (Yellow), the art movie that combined explicit sex scenes with footage of the education minister Olof Palme, sitting in his little back garden in Stockholm and talking about “our dream of a classless, egalitarian society.”


OLOF PALME DID not make an explicit invitation to the deserters, but he did plump up the cushions and put on some seductive mood music. At first, these were quiet moves: behind-the-scenes conversations with colleagues that smoothed the fugitives’ progress into Swedish airspace.


Then, on the night of February 21, 1968, something noisier: Palme leading a five-thousand-strong march on the U.S. Embassy in Stockholm, with Nguyen Tho Chan, the North Vietnamese ambassador to Moscow, at his side; Palme addressed the crowd with a flaming torch in one hand and inflammatory speech in the other. “The goal of democracy,” he told them, “can never be reached by means of oppression. One cannot save a village by wiping it out, putting the fields on fire, destroying the houses, captivating the people or killing them.” A continent of people, he argued, thought the same. “The truth is that the overwhelming majority of people in Europe dissociate themselves from this war, want to have an end put to the sufferings, want to give the people of Vietnam the right to decide over their own future. This democratic opinion does not experience the war of the United States in Vietnam as a support for democracy, but as a threat against the democratic ideas, not only in Vietnam but also throughout the world.”


Palme was a rising star in the Social Democratic Party, but those words made him brightly visible everywhere. In December 1967, an unofficial anti-war demonstration in Stockholm had ended with police batons drawing blood outside the U.S. Embassy. Palme’s walk with Nguyen Tho Chan implied a change of policy.


He was denounced in the U.S. press, his audience dismissed as a “leftist mob.” America’s ambassador to Sweden, William Heath, a beady-eyed Texan whose preferred epithet for anti-war protestors was “rattlesnakes,” withdrew to Washington beneath a barrage of hate mail and rotten eggs. American sabers rattled. The U.S. State Department threatened to halt the export of Redeye missiles to Sweden. The International Longshoremen’s Association warned that Swedish goods might be denied entry to American ports. The NBC anchorman Frank McGee suggested that this was the end of Swedish neutrality. And as relations between the two governments cooled, American dissidents registered a rise in temperature and followed its spring warmth north.


BILL JONES LED the American Deserters Committee. Michael Vale was its guru. But it was Hans Göran Franck, a lawyer and the head of the Swedish branch of Amnesty International, who conjured the ADC into being. Franck had been one of the organizers of the Russell Tribunal and, though he knew Bertil Svahnström and the respectable liberals of the Swedish Committee for Vietnam, he was closer to more radical forces on the left—the Front for National Liberation (FNL), young student activists who were for militancy, Mao, and swift victory for North Vietnam. Franck’s office processed the bulk of the deserters’ asylum claims, and did so tirelessly and for free. Other forms of practical assistance came from volunteers, many of whom were members of Amnesty International: teachers, doctors, and academics who opened up their spare rooms and summer houses, laid extra places at the dinner table.


They were not the only ones providing this help. Only a month after the arrival of the Intrepid Four, more than forty different grassroots groups were doing their bit. Franck reasoned that if the deserters formed their own organization, they might take on some of this work themselves. Old hands would assist new arrivals, advising them how to fill out the forms, negotiate interviews with the police and the social bureau. Together, they might also develop a unified voice, allowing them to make their own representations to the authorities—and to rebut the claims of their enemies.


At the end of January 1968, General Lewis F. Shull, former Pentagon intelligence man and the judge advocate of the U.S. Army in Europe, told the press that the Stockholm deserters were apolitical dropouts. “They are bums,” he said, “not the highest type of soldier.” If the deserters formed their own political organization, then charges like this would be harder to make. All Franck needed was someone to coordinate it for him.


He had already met his candidate six months previously, and in unusual circumstances. On May Day 1967, the first day of the Russell Tribunal, Franck had been out on the streets of Stockholm to show his opposition to American imperialism. The lawyer got caught up in a scuffle. He watched a group of policemen drag a demonstrator down a concrete stairwell into a parking lot and set upon him with their nightsticks. “You don’t have to beat him raw!” Franck shouted. Before he could intervene, the man was loaded into a van and driven away.


Later that day, Franck received a phone call from his cousin Mirjam. Mirjam Israel was a prominent child psychologist who, in the clinic and from her advice column in the daily newspaper Aftonbladet, advocated the distinctly Swedish permissiveness that made most Americans want to jump on a chair and scream. She had recently separated from her husband, Joachim, a sociology professor and her coauthor on the landmark study There Are No Naughty Children, which discouraged the young from blind obedience to their parents. (Another outrageous Swedish idea.) In Joachim’s absence, Mirjam had taken an American visitor under her wing. He was a sharply intelligent professional translator in his early thirties, Ohio-born, Caltech-educated, much traveled, and now sitting in a police cell, bruised and in need of legal representation. When Franck turned up at the police station, he was surprised to see a familiar face. The man who had been beaten in the parking lot. Michael Vale.


Vale claimed a scientific journal as his main employer. The fees must have been generous, as he seemed to have plenty of time on his hands, much of which he spent enthusing about Trotsky, or hanging out with the teenage Maoists of the Swedish anti-war movement. The May Day incident gave him a taste for action. When a large but unofficial Vietnam demonstration erupted across Stockholm on December 20, 1967, Vale turned his flat into a communications nerve center. His apartment had two telephone lines. One was used to receive incoming reports on police movements from activists calling in from phone booths across the city; the other was used to feed that intelligence back to demonstrators on the street. “We issued orders from there,” one former teenage rebel told me. “Where to reassemble to keep the demonstration together after the police had shattered it. It was like a field battle.” Michael Vale secured its victory.


THE AMERICAN DESERTERS Committee held its first meeting at the premises of Verdandi, a Swedish temperance society, on the afternoon of Sunday, February 11, 1968. The space was packed with people, though there were, perhaps, only fifteen Americans in the room; activists, hangers-on, and Social Democrat grandees made up the rest. The star attractions were the Intrepid Four, who, six weeks after landing in Sweden, had already acquired luxurious sideburns and Scandinavian girlfriends. Beside them moved a figure with just as strong a claim on history: Ray Jones III, a twenty-one-year-old private from Pontiac, Michigan, officially the first Vietnam deserter to seek asylum in Sweden. He and his German wife, Gabriele, had arrived from Germany via Copenhagen in January 1967 and had been quietly granted leave to stay by the Swedish Aliens Commission. After ten months of unemployment Jones had secured work teaching classes in jazz ballet, but having a regular job did not reduce his appetite for giving a hard political line to reporters who asked about his case. “Vietnamese people,” he declared, “are being treated by Americans like the Negroes in America.” For African American soldiers like him, Jones argued, desertion was “a matter of self-preservation.”
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