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PROLOGUE In a City of Weak Men


No one cried at his funeral.

More than twelve hundred invited guests crowded into the National Presbyterian Church in Washington, DC, to officially bid farewell to the man whose body now rested in the flag-draped coffin near the pulpit. President Richard Nixon, sitting in the front row with the First Lady, was trying his best to look appropriately solemn, even though he was privately delighted that the man in the coffin was finally dead. Nixon’s long-faced, lugubrious-looking vice president, Spiro Agnew, was in the second row with his wife, while nearby sat Supreme Court justices Warren Burger and Byron White, along with House of Representatives minority leader—and future unelected president—Gerald Ford. Former US attorney general John Mitchell, now heading Nixon’s reelection campaign, was there as well, while other pews were packed with cabinet secretaries, high-level presidential advisers, foreign ambassadors, big-city mayors and police chiefs, dozens of senators and congressmen, even a movie and TV star—all there to pay tribute to the strange and remarkable man in the flag-draped coffin.

And from where I sat, in a section of the church reserved for the dead man’s exceedingly small group of friends and distant relatives, I couldn’t see a damp eye in the house.

To anyone unfamiliar with American history it might have seemed odd that the man in the coffin would rate such a turnout of the famous and powerful, or that his funeral was being broadcast live on three television networks—this at a time when there were only three television networks to choose from. The dead man was, after all, just a bureaucrat, the head of a relatively small government agency, a man whose position in the federal table of organization technically put him on an equal footing with a deputy secretary of agriculture, or the head of the Federal Highway Administration. He’d never sought or held elected office, had never even voted; he’d never served heroically in the US military, had never been hailed as a peacemaker or served as an ambassador to foreign lands. But everyone gathered under the soaring arches and stained-glass windows in the nave of the National Presbyterian Church on this May morning in 1972 understood the truth: the man in the flag-draped coffin had transcended the ordinary rules of American political life.

Because the dead man was John Edgar Hoover—J. Edgar Hoover, for the past half century the director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation, the legendary FBI. And in terms of longevity and his cumulative impact on the national destiny, he’d been one of the most powerful men in American history.

To generations of Americans, J. Edgar Hoover was the FBI. He created the Bureau, transforming it from a small, corrupt bunch of seedy 1920s detectives and political hacks into what most people—certainly me included—considered to be the most well-trained and efficient and incorruptible law enforcement agency in the world. J. Edgar Hoover was the nation’s top cop, the number one “G-man,” sworn foe of John Dillinger and Alvin “Creepy” Karpis and public enemies everywhere, scourge of Nazi saboteurs and Communist spies and Ku Klux Klan lynch mobs, hero of countless books and movies and radio and TV shows in which the bad guys always lost, and the good guys always won; it was an article of faith among most Americans that J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI always, always got its man.

More than that, J. Edgar Hoover was the unceasing defender of the nation against cultural rot and degeneracy, a living symbol of all those things that so many Americans wanted their nation to be—tough, strong, brave, honest, decent. He was no mere politician or bureaucrat, willing to bend to the shifting political and moral winds that swept through the nation and through Washington, DC. Instead he was, as one American president described him, “a pillar of strength in a city of weak men.”

Everyone in America knew J. Edgar Hoover—or thought they did. People who would have been hard-pressed to identify the sitting vice president or the chief justice of the Supreme Court could instantly recognize his unsmiling bulldog face, his boxer’s stance, his machine-gun-quick staccato speaking style. Even as he grew older, into his seventies, and the nation slid into the antiestablishment turmoil that was the late 1960s and early ’70s—anti-war demonstrations, race riots, sit-ins, hippies, yippies, pot, LSD, women’s liberation, gay rights, black nationalism—J. Edgar Hoover had remained an enormously popular figure. A Gallup poll taken not long before his death revealed that 80 percent of Americans strongly approved of him as FBI director, while a mere 7 percent disapproved—numbers that any public official, then or now, would kill for. If no tears were being shed among the dignitaries at the National Presbyterian Church, more than a few Americans had wept at the news that J. Edgar Hoover was suddenly dead at age seventy-seven.

His public popularity was one reason that Hoover had managed to survive through five decades of vicious Washington politics. As President-elect John F. Kennedy privately explained after deciding to keep Hoover on as FBI director in 1960, “You don’t fire God”—and godlike he was, albeit a God more of the Old Testament than the New.

But there was more to it than that. Because J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI was not just a national crime-fighting agency. It was also a vast domestic-intelligence-gathering organization, a spy agency if you will, a harvester of information from every corner of American life. Just as he’d collected the hundreds of paintings and antiques and assorted curios that filled his modest home in northwest Washington, DC, J. Edgar Hoover had been America’s foremost collector of secrets.

It was those secrets, or the rumors of them, that had given him his power.

Over time J. Edgar Hoover’s legendary “secret files” had taken on an almost mythical quality. The most lurid and sensational of those files were said to be locked away in Hoover’s private office on the fifth floor of the US Justice Department building, hanging like a paper sword of Damocles over the head of any politician or anyone else who might pose a threat to the nation, or to Hoover and his beloved Bureau—which, to J. Edgar Hoover, were essentially the same thing. Sexual orientations or indiscretions, payoffs and shady business deals, political dirty tricks, career-killing associations with suspected “subversives,” gossip, innuendos, slanders—every form of personal and political cancer was said to be represented in Hoover’s secret files. It was assumed that almost everyone who was anyone in America, and particularly in Washington, DC, was the subject of an FBI file—including virtually every one of the dry-eyed dignitaries sitting in the front rows of the National Presbyterian Church. As one of those dignitaries, Richard Nixon, once angrily complained, “He’s got files on everybody, God damn it!”

Whether that was true or not didn’t matter. People believed it to be true, so the effect was the same. People who were not actually the subjects of an FBI file were deathly afraid they might be, especially if they had something to hide—which many certainly did. Even presidents of the United States, with their enormous power, were said to fear J. Edgar Hoover and his secrets. Hoover had served under eight presidents, and almost all had tried to ease him out of office, only to discover that their political courage didn’t extend quite that far. Lacking that courage, they wanted J. Edgar Hoover and his secrets on their side. As President Lyndon Baines Johnson put it so colorfully, and tellingly, “I’d rather have J. Edgar Hoover inside the tent pissing out than have him outside the tent pissing in.”

So while the long succession of presidents had come and gone, J. Edgar Hoover stayed on—and on, and on, and on. Even as he aged, and his once iron grip began to weaken, as it became increasingly clear that he was unable or unwilling to cope with the changes that were reshaping America in the 1960s and early ’70s, even as pressure increased for his withdrawal into an honorable retirement, J. Edgar Hoover stubbornly remained. His popularity—and his secrets—protected and sustained him.

And now, suddenly, he was dead.

So rather than grief, the feeling in the National Presbyterian Church on this May morning was one of relief—relief mixed with fear. For those who’d sincerely admired and respected him, and there were many, there was relief that death had spared J. Edgar Hoover the indignity of an inevitable descent into incapacity and irrelevance. For those who’d detested him—and there was no shortage of those in attendance, either—there was relief that the old man was finally gone, that the “Hoover problem” had solved itself.

As for the fear, it was the same old dread that had surrounded Hoover for decades—that his secrets would somehow fall into the hands of one’s enemies or perhaps, God forbid, the press. Even as the funeral congregants recited the Lord’s Prayer and the US Army Chorus sang “How Firm a Foundation”—“When through the deep waters I call you to go / The rivers of sorrow shall not overflow”—there was a scramble to find the secret files before anyone else could, to destroy them if necessary or to keep them for use as needed. At FBI headquarters, in Hoover’s home, at various FBI field offices, locks had been changed, file cabinets opened, documents shredded or carried away.

Some of Hoover’s secret files would eventually surface—and ironically they’d do far more damage to J. Edgar Hoover’s reputation than to those of the people named in them. But in all the world only three people had known all the secrets. Now one was dead, and the other two were sitting to my left and right in the National Presbyterian Church. They may also have been the only two people living who had, in their own ways, truly loved J. Edgar Hoover.

To my right was Clyde Tolson, who until his retirement the day after Hoover’s death had been the associate director of the FBI, the Bureau’s number two man. More than that, Tolson had been Hoover’s closest friend, so close that there were persistent rumors that the two men had a homosexual relationship—rumors that today are widely and falsely repeated as fact. But it was true that for more than four decades the two men—neither of whom had ever married—had been virtually inseparable. Although they lived in separate residences, they rode to work together every morning, had lunch together every day and dinner together most nights, and went on annual vacations together. Wherever Hoover was, there was Tolson, and whatever Hoover knew, Tolson knew as well.

But now, at age seventy-one, Tolson was a shadow of himself. A series of heart attacks and strokes had left his once ruggedly handsome face sagging and wan, his body shrunk by forty pounds, his hands palsied and weak, his mind wandering and unfocused. He’d had to be brought into the church in a wheelchair. Sitting silently in the church, dressed in standard FBI attire—spit-shined black shoes, gray suit, dark tie, and brilliantly white shirt—he seemed to be wasting away inside his clothes. I didn’t doubt that he’d loved J. Edgar Hoover in his way, but I couldn’t tell it from his face. No rivers of sorrow flowed from Clyde Tolson’s rheumy eyes.

And to my left, her arm touching mine, sat the only other person who knew all of J. Edgar Hoover’s secrets. She was Miss Helen W. Gandy—always, always Miss Gandy—Hoover’s lifelong personal secretary and executive assistant. This modest title belied her enormous influence. For more than fifty years, even before Hoover had become the Bureau director, Miss Gandy had been Hoover’s guardian at the gate, controlling the flow of people and documents through his office, filing away his secrets. To his last day and beyond, Miss Gandy protected J. Edgar Hoover—bureaucratically, politically, and, in at least one case I knew of, physically. Like Hoover and Tolson, she’d never married, never had children, never had a life outside the FBI.

She wasn’t a difficult or unpleasant woman. Almost everyone who knew her praised her gentle demeanor, her quick sense of humor, her unflagging dedication to Hoover and the Bureau. People said these things partly because they were all true, and partly because it was dangerous to say anything else. Because underneath that pleasant exterior was a core of pure cold steel. With a whispered aside or knowing glance or a subtle sigh, she could—and did—make or break an FBI career or change the course of FBI policy. In her way, Miss Helen Gandy was every bit as tough as her boss.

Now she was seventy-five years old, a dignified woman in a floral-print dress with a white collar and white pillbox hat, saying farewell to the man to whom she’d devoted her entire long life. And if like Clyde Tolson she’d loved J. Edgar Hoover in her own way, like Tolson she didn’t show it. As the Reverend Edward L. R. Elson, pastor of the National Presbyterian Church and chaplain of the US Senate, read from the second book of Timothy—“I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept the faith”—I didn’t see a single tear course down Miss Helen Gandy’s lightly powdered cheek.

And who was I to be sitting there in the “friends and family” section of the church with Miss Gandy and Tolson? I couldn’t call myself J. Edgar Hoover’s friend, and I certainly wasn’t part of his family, which now consisted of only a few largely estranged nieces and nephews. I was FBI Special Agent Paul R. Letersky, although you shouldn’t put too much weight on the “special” part; all FBI agents were and still are called special agents. Compared with the FBI top brass packed into the front pews at the funeral, some of whom were already busily scheming to take Hoover’s place, I was a pretty lowly figure in the FBI pecking order. I was just a twenty-eight-year-old street agent, what we called a brick agent. I spent my days and nights doing the real business of the FBI—chasing bank robbers and airplane hijackers and dangerous fugitives and anyone else who’d done violence to Title 18 of the US Code. I had little concern for politics, within the Bureau or out.

But I’d known J. Edgar Hoover. For two years in the mid-1960s, when I was a young civilian clerk in the FBI, going to law school at night and looking forward to the day when I could become an FBI special agent, I’d been on the Director’s personal staff. Working with Miss Gandy, I’d helped shuffle visitors in and out of his office, screened his phone calls, answered his mail, endured his various moods and his many eccentricities and bouts of cold, hard anger—and I’d benefited from his example. It may not sound like a particularly glamorous job, and except that I was working for the legendary J. Edgar Hoover, it usually wasn’t. But it had given me a close-up view of some of the most turbulent times in our history, and an insight into the ways of powerful men, and women.

So, yes, I knew J. Edgar Hoover. And the J. Edgar Hoover I knew was kind, courteous, thoughtful, fearless, sometimes funny, a perfect gentleman, and a devout patriot. Given his public image, that may not sound plausible—J. Edgar Hoover, funny?—but it was true. And it was also true that J. Edgar Hoover could be vindictive, closed-minded, hypocritical, a man of intense hatreds and eternal grudges, a man who in his sincere belief that he was protecting his country had repeatedly violated the principles of the Constitution on which that country was founded.

He was all of those things. As I sat there at his funeral, I thought for the thousandth time that J. Edgar Hoover was one of the most fascinating and perplexing men in American history. For all his faults and failures, I admired him then—and in many ways I still admire him. But I also hoped that there’d never be another like him.

And so as President Richard Nixon stood to deliver the last eulogy for J. Edgar Hoover, I wasn’t crying either.






CHAPTER 1 Mr. Hoover’s FBI


August 1965, a stiflingly hot and sultry Monday morning in Washington, DC; hot and sultry is the only kind of morning they have in Washington, DC, in August. I was standing at the corner of Pennsylvania Avenue and Ninth Street, just outside the ornate art deco double doors of the enormous US Department of Justice building, already sweating in my off-the-rack gray suit and white shirt and tie. In just a few moments I’d walk through those doors and report as ordered to begin my life in J. Edgar Hoover’s FBI. I couldn’t help thinking once again about the odd circumstances that had brought me here.

It’s funny how the course of your life can shift on mere chance. Maybe you step six inches to the left and the bullet misses you, or you step six inches to the right and suddenly you’re dead. Maybe you leave a party two minutes early and you never meet the person you would have been married to for the next forty years. Or maybe you’re a twenty-one-year-old college student who’s planning to become a high school teacher and football coach and you just happen to get into an argument with an FBI agent—and the next thing you know you’re working for J. Edgar Hoover.

That was me.

As a kid growing up, I’d never given a single thought to becoming an FBI agent. Sure, I knew what the FBI was, and that J. Edgar Hoover was the head of it—everyone in America over the age of six knew that. I’d watched some of the 1930s G-men movies replayed on TV and had seen newsreels of J. Edgar Hoover warning about the Communist threat before the Saturday-afternoon matinee. But I never wore a Junior G-Man badge (actually the Junior G-Man craze had pretty much died out by the time I came of age), never dreamed of becoming an FBI agent, never had any connection to, or much interest in, any form of law enforcement. My dreams had revolved around becoming a Major League Baseball player; the only “crime” I wanted to solve was picking off a guy trying to steal second base.

I grew up in a small (population twenty thousand) industrial town called Dunkirk, in far western New York on the shore of Lake Erie. As you might have guessed from my name, my grandparents were Polish immigrants, which meant we lived in the town’s “Polish Ward”—Polish butcher shops, Polish restaurants, the Kosciuszko Club, the Moniuszko Polish Singing Society, the Catholic Church with sermons in Polish. (Later, when I was undergoing the extensive background check required to work for the FBI, the Bureau had to scramble to find Polish-speaking agents who could interview my neighbors about me.) It was a solid working-class environment. My maternal grandfather—dziazia in Polish—worked at the True Temper shovel factory in town, my father worked as a laborer at the Briggs Dairy, and if we weren’t rich, my three sisters and I never felt poor, either. To me it was sort of a Leave It to Beaver life, except that unlike Ward and June Cleaver, my dad never came home carrying a briefcase and my mother never cooked a meal wearing high heels.

I was born in 1943, part of the demographic cohort squeezed between the Greatest Generation, which fought World War II—two of my uncles were killed in that war—and the postwar baby boomers. Time magazine dubbed us the Silent Generation, and I guess we were. Plenty of things were going on in America at the time—McCarthyism, the civil rights movement in the South, the growing nuclear weapons escalation between the United States and the Soviet Union. But except for the “duck-and-cover” nuclear-war drills in school, none of those things seemed to have much direct impact on Dunkirk, New York. For me there was none of the James Dean teen angst of Rebel Without a Cause, or the switchblade-wielding urban violence of Blackboard Jungle. I guess the most rebellious thing my buddies and I ever did was when we accidentally burned an empty New York Central Railroad boxcar right down to the tracks. (It was an accident! Honest!) Fortunately, our vow of omertà—silence—somehow held up, and the FBI background checkers never found out about that caper. And I’m pretty sure the New York statute of limitations on arson has long run out.

So, no, juvenile delinquency and teen rebellion weren’t my things; sports were. Basketball, track, football, and especially baseball—I loved them all, and I played them all in high school. And after graduation it seemed only natural that I’d continue to play at the college level.

I was determined to go to college. I’d spent too many days helping my father load heavy milk crates onto pallets at the Briggs Dairy to ever want to spend my life doing manual labor. So I enrolled at the State University of New York at Fredonia—go, Blue Devils!—where I majored in social studies and education. But my real major was being a jock. I made varsity in three sports, with baseball being my best, and I still harbored hopes of making it to the Bigs.

But as so often happens, eventually reality set in. In my senior year I realized that while there were thousands of pretty good ballplayers like me, in all of America only about five hundred guys actually played in the Major Leagues at any given time. I was good—but I wasn’t that good.

So what to do with my life? Somehow I got the idea that going to graduate school might be the ticket. I could get a master’s degree in history or political science, and besides, at the time being a full-time student got you an exemption from the military draft. This was before the big US buildup in Vietnam—most Americans had barely even heard of Vietnam—and the idea of spending the next two years of my life as a draftee sitting around some dusty army base in Louisiana or Texas didn’t have much appeal.

The problem with grad school was how to pay for it. Tuition at Fredonia had been almost free (about $200 a semester), but graduate schools weren’t so generous. If I wanted to go to grad school, I needed a full-time job.

Actually I had a job lined up. As I said, I was an education major, and I’d already gone through fifteen weeks of student teaching, so a local high school had offered me a job as a history and social studies teacher and coach of the football team, at a salary of $6,200 a year—which was pretty good money at the time. The coaching part sounded great, and who knew, maybe someday I’d find myself the head coach of the New York Giants. But the idea of drumming the finer points of the Missouri Compromise or how a bill becomes a law into the heads of bored teenagers for the next few years didn’t sound exciting. I wondered if there could be something else out there.

I’d been told—erroneously as it turned out—that the New York State Police had a program that would pay for state troopers to go to graduate school. Again, I’d never had much interest in law enforcement, but it sounded like a good deal. I could go to grad school by day and hang speeding tickets on motorists on the New York Thruway by night. So just before my college graduation, I stopped by the state police barracks in Fredonia and talked to a captain about my plans to become a state trooper / grad student. But the captain patiently explained that I’d been misinformed, that while they’d love to have me as a state trooper, the New York State Police offered no such graduate school subsidy program. Disappointed and a little embarrassed, I thanked him, backed out of his office, and left the building.

That’s when the FBI agent chased me down.

“Excuse me, young man.” He flashed an ID card encased in a leather credential wallet. “I’m Special Agent So-and-So, with the FBI. I was in the office next door to the captain’s, and I couldn’t help overhearing what you told him. Tell me, how would you like to work for the FBI?”

I was a bit taken aback, so I stammered, “I don’t know. I don’t think I’m qualified to be an FBI agent.”

The guy laughed. “No, you’re not qualified to be an FBI special agent.”

Now I was getting a little annoyed. This guy was in his early thirties, wearing a business suit, and he had an air of authority around him, but I hadn’t had a chance to completely eyeball his credentials. Maybe he was an FBI agent—special agent—and maybe he wasn’t.

“If I’m not qualified, then why the hell are you asking if I want to work for them? Let me see your credentials again.”

Now it was his turn to get annoyed. He grudgingly pulled out his credential case, flipped it open, and held it about six inches in front of my nose. Sure enough, the ID card said, “Federal Bureau of Investigation,” and at the bottom was a tiny signature: “J. Edgar Hoover.”

“Okay. But what’s this business about working for the FBI?”

“Look, kid, you told the captain you’re twenty-one, right? You have to be twenty-three to become an FBI agent. But after you graduate from college, we can get you a job as a civilian clerk for the Bureau, and you can go to law school at night. It’s not an absolute requirement, but Director Hoover prefers his agents to have law or accounting degrees. By the time you get your law degree you’ll be old enough to apply for appointment as a special agent.”

Well, I was still a little suspicious of this guy, who said he was the “resident agent” in the nearby town of Jamestown—meaning he was a one-man suboffice of the FBI field office in Buffalo. Like any resident agent, part of his job was to maintain close relations with local law enforcement, which was why he was at the state police barracks in the first place.

But if I was still skeptical, I was also impressed that he’d so quickly recognized my outstanding talent and superb abilities and limitless potential. I would have been less impressed if I’d known that hitting up guys like me was also part of his job, as it was for every FBI field agent. The FBI had always said that for every man who was accepted as an FBI agent (no women were allowed to apply), another thousand applicants had tried but failed to make the grade. That wasn’t quite true, but to keep the applicants-to-new-hires ratio high, agents were under constant pressure to find fresh potential applicants for the Bureau. Every field office had a quota of prospective applicants to meet, and failure to meet it meant the special agent in charge had some serious explaining to do.

They couldn’t try to recruit just anybody. In addition to the college degree requirement, other critical factors were an assertive personality (I’d already demonstrated that quality to the FBI man) and the proper appearance—including the shape of the recruit’s head. As I later found out, FBI headquarters sent frequent reminders to the field offices that “long-hairs, beards, pear-shaped heads, truck drivers, etc.” were not to be considered for FBI employment. At the time, “long-hairs” and “beards” referred to academic/intellectual types who were thought to be too soft, while “truck drivers” was Director Hoover’s shorthand phrase for men who were too rough in manner or appearance to live up to the ideal FBI image. As for “pear-shaped heads,” I’m still not exactly sure what that meant, whether it referred to heads that were too big at the top and too small at the bottom or vice versa. But whatever it meant, apparently my cranial conformation wasn’t disqualifying, nor was I an obvious long-hair or truck driver.

I told the FBI agent I’d think about it and gave him my mailing address. A few days later I got an application form and some brochures with titles such as “Facts About a Career in the FBI.” They explained that FBI civilian clerks made an annual salary of $3,680, plus benefits, including twenty days paid vacation, and that being a clerk was an excellent pathway to becoming a special agent. To qualify as a special agent trainee, applicants had to be a male US citizen, at least twenty-three years old, with a law degree or an undergrad accounting degree with three years working experience (although as the FBI resident agent told me, there were some exceptions for college grads with special skills in language, science, and so on). As for physical requirements, applicants had to be at least five-seven “without shoes” (check—I was six-two); have uncorrected vision no worse than 20/50 in the weakest eye (check—I had 20/20); “be able to hear ordinary conversation at least fifteen feet away with each ear” (check—I assumed FBI agents needed good hearing to pick up the whispered conversations of malefactors); and, finally, “be able to perform strenuous physical exertion and have no defects which would interfere with their use of firearms or their participation in raids, dangerous assignments, or defensive tactics” (check and double-check—I was an athlete).

The more I read about it, the cooler the idea of becoming an FBI agent began to seem. Raids! Dangerous assignments! True, I’d have to slug it out as a civilian clerk for a few years, at a salary that was a couple thousand dollars less than what I could make as a high school teacher and coach. And I knew it would be a grind to work for the FBI full-time—there were no part-time jobs with the FBI—and go to law school full-time as well. (You had to be a full-time student to keep your draft deferment; part-time didn’t count.) But I also knew that once I made special agent, my pay would shoot up to $10,000—and more important, it was an exciting and high-prestige job.

So my mind was made up. I was going to be a special agent of the FBI! I could already envision myself catching bank robbers, or maybe even some Russian spies. I filled out the application and sent it to the Buffalo FBI Field Office, and a couple months later, after the extensive background check, I got a letter directing me to report to FBI headquarters in Washington, DC, as a GS-4 level civilian clerk.

(A lot of people think the GS stands for “government service,” but it doesn’t; that would be too simple. It actually stands for “general schedule,” with rankings from GS-1 to GS-15 (they used to go up to GS-18), with ten salary “steps” at each level based on an employee’s time in that grade—which means that as a new guy I was technically a GS-4 Step 1 employee. As anyone who takes a job with the US government soon finds out, the first rule of the federal bureaucracy is to make everything as arcane and complicated as possible.)

Confident I’d get the job, I’d already signed up for law school night courses at the Mount Vernon School of Law in Baltimore, which was thirty-five miles away from Washington, but which was one of the few schools in the area that allowed full-time law students to also have full-time day jobs. So when the summons from the Bureau came, I loaded up my battered 1960 Mercury and headed south.

So on that steaming Monday morning in August 1965 I found myself standing outside the massive, block-long US Department of Justice building. I was young, enthusiastic, bursting with energy, and more than a little idealistic. I knew I was doing the right thing.

Without a second thought I walked through the double doors and joined Mr. Hoover’s FBI.



If 1965 was a pivotal year for me, it was also a pivotal year for the nation—and for the FBI.

In January, President Lyndon Baines Johnson was inaugurated for his first (and only) elected term, this after his landslide victory over conservative Arizona senator Barry Goldwater in the 1964 campaign. In the spring, Martin Luther King Jr. and hundreds of other peaceful civil rights activists were beaten and arrested by club-wielding local cops in Selma, Alabama, while nine thousand miles away a regiment of thirty-five hundred US Marines landed at Danang, Vietnam, becoming the first American ground combat unit to be sent into that conflict. Up until then some four hundred American military “advisers” had been killed in Vietnam over the previous eight years, but in 1965 that number of American dead would grow to the thousands, and then the tens of thousands. In the summer President Johnson signed the landmark Voting Rights Act—which, coupled with the Civil Rights Act of 1964, was intended to bring long overdue justice to black Americans—but the ink was barely dry on that legislation when riots broke out in the largely African American Watts section of Los Angeles, riots that left thirty-four dead, a thousand injured, and hundreds of buildings looted and destroyed.

So it went—racist murders in the South, public draft-card burnings in Berkeley, small but growing anti-war demonstrations in the nation’s capital and elsewhere. Another milestone event that year would have a profound effect on the nation—and on my career with the FBI. On New Year’s Day 1965, J. Edgar Hoover celebrated his seventieth birthday.

At the time, seventy was the mandatory retirement age for most federal employees, Hoover included. (Presidents, Supreme Court justices, members of Congress, and some others were exempted.) In the months leading up to Hoover’s birthday there’d been much speculation that Lyndon Johnson would allow the mandatory-retirement requirement to kick in, thus gently moving the old man out of the FBI directorship without running the political risk of firing him. But Hoover and Johnson had a long history—Johnson and his family were Hoover’s neighbors in a Rock Creek Park neighborhood when Johnson was a senator—and as we’ll see, Hoover had done Johnson some political favors over the years and would continue to do so. So in a ceremony in the White House Rose Garden, Johnson had announced in his Texas drawl, “Edgar, the law says you must retire next January when you reach your seventieth birthday, and I know you wouldn’t want to break the law. But the nation cannot afford to lose you. Therefore… I have today signed an executive order exempting you from compulsory retirement for an indefinite period of time.”

Despite the “indefinite period of time” caveat, there’d never again be a convenient and politically palatable way for Johnson or any other president to force Hoover out of the FBI directorship. In effect, Johnson had appointed Hoover FBI director for life—and in terms of his legacy and his standing in American history, accepting that lifetime appointment was probably the biggest mistake J. Edgar Hoover ever made.

But that was in the future. In 1965 J. Edgar Hoover was at the pinnacle of his power and success and fame. And 1965 may also have been the last year that Hoover understood the nation he’d served for so long.

Because despite the pockets of strife and turmoil described above, America in 1965 was not yet the bitterly divided nation it was soon to become. Although still shaken by the 1963 assassination of President Kennedy, and disturbed by racial violence in the South, most Americans still leaned more closely to the mores and morals of the 1950s—J. Edgar Hoover’s mores and morals—than to those of the latter part of the 1960s.

According to a 1965 Gallup poll, 61 percent of Americans supported the US involvement in Vietnam, while just 24 percent opposed it, with 15 percent having “no opinion”; Johnson himself enjoyed approval ratings in the low 70s. Only 10 percent told Gallup’s pollsters that they’d ever felt an urge to join a public demonstration or protest, and 72 percent said religion was “very important” to them (that figure would plummet in the next decade). Only 4 percent said they had “very little respect” for their local police. As for the Bureau, a poll conducted that year found that 85 percent of Americans had a “highly favorable” opinion of Mr. Hoover’s FBI.

On the popular-culture side, America in 1965 remained remarkably “square.” Less than 1 percent of Americans had ever tried marijuana, according to most estimates, and far fewer still had ever dropped LSD. (In case you’re wondering, I was part of the other 99-plus percent who had not tried marijuana or LSD—and I remain so to this day. I just wasn’t interested.) The top-grossing movie in 1965 was the family-friendly The Sound of Music, and the top-selling record wasn’t some Bob Dylan–esque protest anthem but rather the nonsense song “Wooly Bully” by Sam the Sham and the Pharaohs. The top twenty shows on TV were dominated by such noncontroversial fare as The Lawrence Welk Show and My Three Sons and The Dick Van Dyke Show, with Rob and Laura covered neck to toe in pajamas as they crawled into their separate twin beds at night.

When it came to personal appearance, prim formality still ruled. In 1965 ladies still wore hats and gloves at social events, and most young women still sported big-hair perms and skirts with hemlines down to their knees—although a few of the more daring had begun shifting to the miniskirt, made shockingly famous the previous year by the skeletal British supermodel called Twiggy. For professional men, the gray fedoras of earlier years were out, but suits and ties and white shirts were still the order of the day. As for men’s hairstyles, the short-haired “collegiate look” was still in fashion; it would soon be replaced by the hirsute styles pioneered by the Beatles and the Rolling Stones.

The point here is that in going to work for the FBI in 1965, I wasn’t at odds with most of America, or even with my generational cohort. People still believed in Mr. Hoover’s FBI—and so did I. I couldn’t wait to become a full-fledged part of it as a special agent.

But first I had to sweat out three years as a clerk and a law school student.

At the time there were ten “divisions” in FBI headquarters, also known as FBIHQ or, for reasons lost to time, the Seat of Government (SOG): General Investigative Division, Domestic Intelligence Division, Administrative Division, Training Division, and so on, all headed by an assistant director. (In an odd twist, the second-in-command of each division was called the number one man—again, for reasons lost to time.)

I was assigned to Crime Records Division, which had little to do with either crime or records. Instead, this was the Bureau’s publicity and public relations department. Staffed by about one hundred people—supervising special agents, female typists and stenographers, and civilian clerks like me (almost all of them young guys who were hoping to become special agents)—Crime Records occupied a suite of offices on the Justice Department building’s fifth floor, just across the hall from the Director’s office. It was a busy place, reminiscent of the newsroom of a great metropolitan newspaper: ringing phones, clacking typewriters, people hunched over desks beneath a thin blue haze of cigarette smoke. (This was a year after the surgeon general released his first report on the health hazards of smoking, but so far the warnings hadn’t gained much traction; almost every office desk and living room coffee table in America had an ashtray on it. As an athlete I’d never smoked, and I never did take it up—except secondhand.)

Our duties in Crime Records were many and varied. We wrote press releases about FBI successes for newspapers across the country, created speeches for FBI brass to deliver to Elks and Moose and Rotary clubs, and produced informational brochures and booklets on such topics as prevention of juvenile delinquency and the lurking threat of Communism. The division also handled contacts with Congress and with the press, monitoring major newspapers for news stories about the FBI or on subjects of interest to the FBI. Crime Records produced the highly popular Ten Most Wanted fugitives list that was printed in hundreds of newspapers and posted on the walls of thousands of US post offices. The division also published the FBI in-house publication The Investigator as well as the Law Enforcement Bulletin, a monthly magazine on crime prevention and investigative techniques that was sent out to police and sheriff’s departments throughout the nation.

And then there was the job of handling the letters from the public—tens of thousands every year, many addressed to the Director personally, others addressed simply “FBI, Washington, DC.” Some were over-the-transom tips about alleged crimes, everything from a coworker allegedly dipping into the cash register to wives claiming their husbands were plotting to kill them. If a federal offense was involved, we’d pass it on to the appropriate FBI investigative division; if not, and if it seemed serious, we’d forward it to the local police. Other letters were anonymous rants against the FBI, Hoover, the government, politicians, the Supreme Court, you name it. Letters threatening violence against anyone would be sent to the FBI Crime Lab to see if they could be matched to any known handwriting sample or other evidence.

But the overwhelming majority of the letters were from ordinary people. Kids wrote to ask how they could become FBI agents. Small-town businessmen wrote to thank Mr. Hoover for his stand against the Communist threat. Housewives wrote to ask what Mr. Hoover’s favorite recipes were. And on and on. Every one of those thousands of letters had to be answered with a “personal” response from J. Edgar Hoover—and part of my job in Crime Records was to help answer them.

It wasn’t simply a case of stuffing a mechanically signed form letter into an envelope. The Director hated form letters. So first we’d run a name check on the person to see if anything derogatory about him or her was in the FBI’s extensive files—a past arrest or conviction, membership in a subversive organization, that kind of thing; it wouldn’t do for the Director to send a thank-you note to a criminal or a Communist. Then we’d dictate a response that specifically applied to the letter writer.

For example, say a hardware-store owner in Bad Axe, Michigan, sent Hoover a copy of a letter to the editor that he’d written to the local paper extolling the FBI. The response would go like this: “Dear Sir: I received your letter of September 9 and want to thank you for your thoughtfulness in writing. It is certainly good of you to furnish this material to me, and you may be assured I appreciate the favorable comments you made in your letter to the newspaper. Sincerely, J. Edgar Hoover.” The response would then be typed up by a Crime Records typist, and once it was approved by a supervisory special agent, it would wend its way up through several levels of bureaucracy until it reached Hoover’s office for his signature—except that Hoover didn’t actually sign it. As I learned later, Miss Gandy signed Hoover’s name to almost all of his correspondence. If a handwriting expert had compared Hoover’s actual signature and Miss Gandy’s version, he would probably have declared Hoover’s signature a forgery.

This process was repeated thousands of times every year, and woe to anyone who produced a letter with a misspelling or a typo or a grammatical error—or any kind of error, however small. I remember once early on I was drafting a response letter to a kid from Duquesne, Pennsylvania, who’d written to the Director saying he wanted to be an FBI agent. “Dear Jimmy: I am delighted to learn that you wish to become a Special Agent of the Federal Bureau of Investigation.…” But something about the word Duquesne in the return address didn’t look right to me; I thought maybe the kid had misspelled it. So I asked one of the other clerks, a guy who’d been there for a while and who hailed from Pennsylvania, “Say, how do you spell Duquesne, like the town?”

“Look it up,” he said brusquely.

I thought, Well, okay, if that’s the way you’re going to be. “Right, I’ll look it up. Thanks for the help.”

The guy put down the letter he was working on and looked over at me. “Hey, Letersky, I’m doing you a favor here. Don’t ever take anybody’s word on something like that, because if they’re wrong, it’ll be your neck on the chopping block.”

He looked around as if to make sure no one was listening, then went on in a low voice, “You’ve heard about the popovers story?”

“Popovers? Like the pastry?”

“Yeah. This happened a while back. Some women’s magazine wrote a story about the Director that said he liked to bake popovers. So we started getting letters from housewives asking for his recipe. The Director’s office gave us a recipe for popovers, and whenever we got one of those letters, we’d type up the recipe and send it to them. Then one of the supes [supervisory agents] approved a letter with the recipe and sent it up the line to the Director’s office. Problem was, the letter said you needed five tablespoons of baking powder.”

“So?”

“So the recipe called for five teaspoons of baking powder. Someone in the Director’s office caught it before it went out, but there was hell to pay.”

“About popovers? You’re kidding.”

The guy glared at me. “Do I look like I’m kidding? The supe and everybody else who approved it got letters of censure.”

“Letters of censure?”

“Yeah. Straight from the Director’s office. ‘You have failed to adequately perform your duties, et cetera, et cetera.’ You’ll find out when you become an agent—if you become an agent. One letter of censure won’t kill you, but it can temporarily hold up a promotion or a salary bump. And if you get too many, you’ll find yourself freezing your ass off at the field office in Butte, Montana, or maybe bounced out of the Bureau altogether. You’ll see.”

“Okay, thanks for the tip,” I said—then looked up the proper spelling of Duquesne.

I would soon hear other stories from other clerks and some of the special agents I got to know, stories usually told in hushed tones. Special agents who got disciplinary transfers for using a Bureau car—BuCar in FBI-speak—to pick up their dry cleaning. Veteran agents who were threatened with termination for being just a couple pounds over the FBI’s rigid weight restrictions. Field office special agents in charge (SACs) who were summarily demoted and sent “to the bricks” as ordinary street agents because one of their subordinate agents had screwed up a single piece of paperwork.

And on and on. At the time I didn’t know how many of the stories were true—actually they all were—but the point was clear: there was no room for, or forgiveness of, error in Mr. Hoover’s FBI. Any violation of the rules or, worse, any action that publicly “embarrassed the Bureau” would ruthlessly be punished—and because most FBI personnel weren’t covered by civil service protections, there was no appeal.

Well, all this may sound overly harsh, and even silly—and in almost any other organization I guess it would have been. But the FBI’s rationale was simple. This wasn’t the Department of Agriculture, or the Bureau of Weights and Measures. This was the FBI, and it was engaged in serious business; people’s lives and the nation’s security were at stake. Even the tiniest error in a search warrant affidavit could get an important espionage case thrown out of court; even the smallest overlooked detail could allow a fugitive murderer to escape arrest and kill again. Perfection in all things large and small was the minimum acceptable standard.

In a way that ethos made sense to me. In sports I’d always strived for perfection; even if I never achieved it, that was always the goal. The way I looked at it, if you were satisfied being anything less than perfect, you’d already lost the game. Later, as I got older and started working as a field agent, I began to realize that the Bureau’s relentless demand for perfection could often be self-defeating, and at times unnecessarily cruel. But at the time I was young and a little cocky and confident in my abilities. If Mr. Hoover’s FBI demanded that I know the difference between tablespoons and teaspoons and the correct spelling of Duquesne, that was okay by me.

That expectation of perfection also extended to one of my other duties as an FBI civilian clerk—serving as a guide for the famous FBI tours.

Next to the White House tour, the FBI headquarters tour was the most popular such attraction for visitors to Washington, DC. In 1965 some six hundred thousand people took the FBI tour, which works out to three thousand people every business day; people lined up in droves for the hour-long tour, during which they could gaze at various exhibits depicting the fight against gangsters and spies, peer through glass windows at the boys in the Crime Lab examining evidence with microscopes, and finally watch a live-ammunition firearms demonstration by special agents in the firing range in the basement. Over the years millions of Americans took the FBI tour, and I would guess that almost all came away with a renewed appreciation for their Federal Bureau of Investigation.

So from a public relations standpoint the FBI public tours were important. But of even greater importance were what we called “congressional” or “special” tours.

For example, say the chairman of the Jasper County, Iowa, Republican Committee wrote to his Republican congressman or senator and said that he and the missus and Buddy and Sis were planning a vacation trip to Washington, DC—and it sure would be great if the family could go on the FBI headquarters tour he’d heard so much about. The congressman’s staff would forward the request to us, and after a quick name check we’d make arrangements for the family to get a private guided tour—with no waiting in line, special access to the Lab and other areas, and as much time on the tour as they wanted. As a result, the local politician would owe a small favor to his congressman, and his congressman would in turn owe a small favor to the FBI—and as those small favors accumulated, the congressman would owe a big favor to the FBI, perhaps payable at appropriations time. That was the way things worked in Washington, DC, back then—as I imagine they still do.

Of course, Mr. Hoover’s FBI didn’t want just anybody to guide the tours. It didn’t want members of the public—and certainly not the chairman of the Jasper County Republican Committee—to come away thinking that the tour guide seemed unknowledgeable or unkempt in appearance or, God forbid, that he had a pear-shaped head. So all the tour guides had to be male civilian clerks who met the standards of the ideal FBI special agent—that is, they had to be physically fit, poised, articulate, and good-looking in a rugged all-American way. And to qualify as a “special” tour guide, you had to be all that and just a little more. At the risk of sounding immodest, I guess I fit the bill, because shortly after I reported to Crime Records I was assigned as one of the special tour guides, among my other duties.

But to be a special tour guide you had to know what you were talking about when it came to the FBI—more than just the stuff you could get from a one-day orientation. So the Bureau sent me and a few other prospective special tour guides to the FBI’s training facility at the Quantico Marine Corps Base for a three-week course on FBI history, organization, and lore, taught by the same special agents / instructors who taught the new-agents classes.

It was there that I first learned the story of Mr. Hoover’s FBI—or at least the story as the FBI liked to tell it.



One of the surprising things I learned during the three-week course at Quantico was that the FBI story didn’t start with J. Edgar Hoover. And it wasn’t even called the FBI. Instead the story began with a small and notoriously corrupt federal agency called the Bureau of Investigation, or BOI.

The BOI had a checkered history. Created in 1908 to investigate antitrust cases and frauds involving public lands, the Bureau soon found itself embroiled in a series of controversies. Amid the hyperpatriotic hysteria of World War I, BOI agents investigated alleged violations of the newly passed laws that made it a federal crime to oppose the military draft or to criticize government officials; at least a thousand people were prosecuted. BOI agents also staged “slacker raids” in various American cities to scoop up men who’d failed to register for the draft; tens of thousands of American citizens were detained, most of whom either weren’t subject to the draft or who simply failed to have their draft cards on them. Still later, amid the so-called Red Scare, after a series of bombings by radical groups—including one that damaged the Washington, DC, home of then attorney general A. Mitchell Palmer in 1919—BOI agents engineered the so-called Palmer Raids, a series of sweeps directed at suspected Communists and anarchists. Thousands of people were arrested without warrants and locked up, not always gently, and hundreds of foreign-born US residents were deported.

The slacker sweeps and the Palmer Raids had initially been supported by a frightened American public and by most of the American press. Only later did the public’s attitude change, after a coalition of church groups, legal scholars, and liberal politicians denounced the Bureau for trampling on people’s constitutional rights and acting like some kind of national secret police force. It was part of a pattern that has followed the Bureau to this day. Alarmed by a perceived threat—anti-war activists, bomb-throwing radicals, Communists, terrorists, whatever—the American public and press and politicians demand that the Bureau use whatever means necessary to combat the threat. Then later, as passions cool, the same American public and press and politicians denounce the Bureau for going too far.

The backlash against the Bureau of Investigation following the Palmer Raids didn’t matter. By then, the Bureau’s reputation had sunk so low that it was in imminent danger of being abolished.

The inauguration of President Warren G. Harding in 1921 ushered in an era of almost unprecedented scandal and corruption in Washington, DC—and in the Bureau. Harding appointed as his attorney general a political hack named Harry Daugherty, who quickly put the Department of Justice and the Bureau of Investigation up for sale. Soon the BOI agents’ ranks were filled with political appointees who were incompetent, lazy, or blatantly corrupt, and often all three; one particularly notorious BOI special agent was a lifelong con man who’d recently gone on trial for the murder of a wealthy elderly widow and had just barely beaten the rap.

Fortunately for the Bureau, President Harding died of heart failure while on a trip to the West Coast in 1923. His successor, Calvin Coolidge, sacked Attorney General Daugherty—who narrowly escaped going to prison—and appointed in his place a towering figure of New England rectitude named Harlan Fiske Stone. Stone in turned sacked the current director of the BOI and started looking around for a new one.

Enter John Edgar Hoover.

The Quantico instructors didn’t have much to tell us about Hoover’s early life. Apparently the feeling was that the Director was the Director, and what he had been like as a young boy was irrelevant—if he’d ever actually been a young boy, which to many people seemed almost impossible. But a few details about the young Hoover may be helpful here. They may explain some things.

Hoover was born in 1895, in the middle-class Seward Square neighborhood near Capitol Hill in Washington, DC; he would live in Washington for the rest of his long life. His father, Dickerson Hoover, was a midlevel employee of the US Coast and Geodetic Survey—essentially the government’s mapmaking agency. Basically kindly and gentle, Dickerson Hoover was plagued by bouts of what was then called melancholia, what today we’d call clinical depression. Eventually Dickerson’s mental illness would cost him his job, with no government pension, and land him in an asylum—a source of great family shame in that era. As an adult, Hoover never spoke of his father.

Hoover’s mother, Annie, was strong. A descendant of a moderately distinguished Swiss family, Annie Hoover was a dominating woman, a devout Lutheran, and a firm believer in the traditional values of piety, self-discipline, and hard work—values she relentlessly imposed on her youngest son. Disappointed in her husband’s lackluster career and embarrassed by his debilitating illness, Annie looked to her son to rise in the world and improve the family’s social standing—and to accomplish that he would have to achieve perfection in all things. Hoover had an older brother, Dickerson Jr., fifteen years his senior, and an older sister, Lillian, but Edgar, as the baby of the family was called, was the most under his mother’s spell. Hoover would live with Annie in the house on Seward Square until he was forty-three years old; only her death would separate him from his mother.

Hoover’s childhood nickname was Speed, and stories about how he got the name vary. But the most likely explanation was the way he talked—a rapid-fire, machine-gun style that would become familiar to generations of radio and film and television audiences. Afflicted with a stutter, young Hoover had read somewhere that the “cure” was to speak rapidly, in short staccato bursts, as if to overwhelm the stuttering impulse through the sheer volume of words. He spent countless hours practicing that method in front of a mirror, overcoming his perceived disability through hard work and willpower—overcoming it to the point that he became a leader of his high school debate team. (It was said that the only debate he ever lost was when he tried to convince his female English teacher of the fallacies of women’s suffrage.) Like many a successful man who triumphed over his own weaknesses, throughout his life he’d have contempt for other men who couldn’t triumph over theirs.

Slightly smaller than average as a boy, Hoover, to his lifelong regret, wasn’t an athlete. The oft-told story that his trademark pugilist’s squashed pug nose was the result of a sports injury wasn’t true; the distinctive Hoover proboscis was actually caused by a badly infected boil that didn’t properly heal. But Hoover shone in other things. In addition to being the leader of the debate team, he was valedictorian of his high school class and a captain in the school’s Cadet Corps, a spit-and-polish military-style drill team that Captain Hoover demanded had to be perfect down to the last button. He wasn’t particularly popular socially, especially with girls; his dance card for one school social event didn’t have a single girl’s name on it. But he had an amazing ability to persuade other boys—and later, other men—that he and he alone knew what to do in any situation, and to convince them to follow him. You could say he was a born leader.

At age eighteen Hoover landed a job as a messenger for the Library of Congress while attending George Washington University law school at night, where naturally he got almost all A’s. After graduation in 1917, with a law degree in hand, Hoover got a job as a clerk at the Justice Department—and began his meteoric rise within the bureaucracy. During World War I he conducted investigations of suspected anti-war activists, and later he was named head of the Department’s new General Intelligence Division, which collected information on suspected radicals of the Bolshevik or anarchist persuasion. He was a key player in the Palmer Raids—for which the American left would never forgive him. In 1921 he was named assistant director of the BOI, under a director named William J. Burns, the colorful and cheerfully crooked founder of the famous Burns Detective Agency. Then Harlan Stone took over as AG.

Hoover was the sort of young man that older men of authority such as Stone noticed. Hoover came to work early and stayed late, weekends included, he consistently volunteered for additional duties, he always had the necessary facts and figures on hand, he always seemed to anticipate what the boss would want next; the man was a dynamo. A bachelor, he had no distracting social or personal life anyone was aware of. He was also, within the limits of his salary, a snappy dresser: white linen suits in summer, conservative gray suits after Labor Day, the decorative pocket handkerchief always arranged just so, his slicked-back black hair always carefully trimmed. He made a good impression.

Perhaps most important, Hoover was also known as a young man of impeccable integrity; he’d grown so disgusted with the Bureau’s declining standards that he was on the verge of resigning. Then, based on recommendations from various government officials—including the secretary of commerce, and future president, Herbert Hoover (no relation to J. Edgar)—Stone decided to give the young Hoover a shot as acting director of the BOI.

As related by the Quantico instructors and endlessly repeated in articles and books, the appointment happened like this:

“Young man,” Stone said as Hoover reported to his office, “I want you to be acting director of the Bureau of Investigation.”

“I’ll take the job, Mr. Stone,” Hoover responded, “on certain conditions. The Bureau must be divorced from politics and not be a catchall for political hacks. Appointments must be made on merit. Second, promotions will be made on proven ability and the Bureau will be responsible only to the attorney general.”

“I wouldn’t give it to you under any other conditions,” Stone growled. “That’s all. Good day.”

Seven months later, in December 1924, Stone dropped the “acting” from Hoover’s title and made him, at age twenty-nine, director of the Bureau. No Senate confirmation was required for the position. It would turn out to be the longest-standing high-level appointment in US government history.

Hoover was as good as his word to Stone. With almost breathtaking speed he began to transform the Bureau, summarily firing the deadwood and the crooks from the agents’ ranks and replacing them with young men of proven integrity, most of them holding law or accounting degrees, particularly young men who in appearance and bearing made the right impression. His rules of personal behavior were strict and strictly enforced. For example, with Prohibition in effect, Hoover made it clear he’d fire any agent caught drinking alcohol, on or off duty. He himself had given up alcohol, he said—he reportedly even confiscated Mother Annie’s stash of dinner sherry—and he expected his agents to do the same.

The young Director made sweeping organizational changes as well. No longer were the heads of the Bureau’s various field offices allowed to run their own little fiefdoms, with their own rules and procedures. Hoover standardized the myriad forms used by all the field offices and issued the first Manual of Investigations, which laid out precise regulations for conducting Bureau business—and to make sure the rules were precisely followed, he set up a system of inspectors from Bureau headquarters who’d periodically descend on field offices to examine their records and paperwork, in frightening detail. Any deviation was blamed on the special agent in charge, who’d suffer accordingly. Centralized control was the key to Mr. Hoover’s Bureau.

Convinced that crime investigation was as much a science as an art, Hoover also created a nascent “laboratory” at Bureau headquarters to examine evidence in criminal cases—hair and clothing fibers, handwriting on ransom-demand letters, expended gun cartridges, and so on. Starting with a borrowed microscope in a smoking lounge at headquarters, the Bureau’s Crime Lab would soon become the world’s foremost forensic laboratory, examining at no charge tens of thousands of pieces of evidence sent in from police departments across the country. Hoover founded the FBI National Academy to train police officers from around the country in law enforcement professionalism and modern crime-fighting techniques; he liked to call it “the West Point of law enforcement.” Hoover also began consolidating the nation’s fingerprint records, which had previously been scattered at various locations throughout the country, into a central location in Washington. Now if a local sheriff had a suspicious-looking guy in the county jail on a vagrancy charge, he could simply air-express a copy of the man’s prints to the Bureau’s Identification Division and quickly find out if the jailbird really was just a down-on-his-luck bindle stiff or if he was an escaped murderer from Texas. The Bureau’s fingerprint division began with some eight hundred thousand print cards; by 1965 it had almost 200 million.

And on and on. The young Director, we were informed by the Quantico instructors, was a man of boundless energy, an organizational genius, a paragon of personal virtue and incorruptibility. We believed it—and during that early period in the Director’s tenure, it happened to be true.

Strangely enough, given J. Edgar Hoover’s later thirst for publicity, for the first nine years of his directorship Hoover and the Bureau maintained a low profile, investigating federal bankruptcy frauds and crimes on Indian reservations but never grabbing the headlines. The Bureau’s only jurisdiction in “street crimes” involved violations of the federal Mann Act, which prohibited the transport of a female across state lines for “any other immoral purpose.”

(The Quantico instructors didn’t mention this, but although the Mann Act was aimed at attacking forced prostitution, the “any other immoral purpose” clause also made it a convenient tool to use against almost anyone who’d offended public decency by engaging in interstate unmarried sex. Among the prominent individuals who’d be nabbed under the Mann Act was Jack Johnson, the first African American world heavyweight boxing champion, convicted in 1913 of transporting a white woman across state lines for consensual sex. Other alleged Mann Act violators included architect Frank Lloyd Wright, Charlie Chaplin, and Chuck Berry. Not until the late 1970s would the Mann Act be strictly limited to prostitution and child sex trafficking; until then, it had technically been a violation of federal law to take your girlfriend on a romantic weekend trip to Vegas.)

So in the early days probably not one American in a thousand had ever even heard of the Bureau of Investigation, or of J. Edgar Hoover. The Bureau was so little known that when Hoover personally went to New Jersey in 1932 to offer the Bureau’s assistance in the kidnapping case of Charles Lindbergh’s infant son, the famed aviator refused to even speak with him, instead entrusting the investigation to the New Jersey State Police. But several years later the Bureau would play a key role in the arrest and murder trial of the son’s kidnapper, Bruno Richard Hauptmann, who was later executed.

By that time, everyone in America knew about the Bureau, and J. Edgar Hoover.

The 1920s saw a wave of crime sweep across America, as bootleggers such as Al Capone employed armies of low-level criminals to deliver and protect their products—and if necessary to murder their competitors. (Hoover’s Bureau wasn’t charged with enforcing Prohibition laws; that was the purview of the Treasury Department’s much larger Bureau of Prohibition—which, Eliot Ness and his “Untouchables” notwithstanding, was notoriously corrupt.) As Prohibition was ending, those low-level criminals turned to other lucrative pursuits, bank robbery and the kidnapping for ransom of wealthy people chief among them; in 1931 alone there were almost three hundred such kidnappings reported, and in hundreds more cases the ransoms were paid without the local cops being informed.

But in a nation demoralized and angered by the Great Depression, many Americans didn’t see robbing a bank or depriving a rich man of his money as much of a crime. Hollywood played along by producing a slew of movies in which gangsters were tragic heroes forced into lives of crime by circumstances beyond their control. Edward G. Robinson in Little Caesar (1931), James Cagney in The Public Enemy (also 1931), and dozens of others—they made criminals seem glamorous. Soon real-life criminals, not just the movie ones, became household names. Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker (Bonnie and Clyde), George “Babyface” Nelson, Alvin “Creepy” Karpis, Kate “Ma” Barker and her criminal brood, George “Machine Gun” Kelly, Charles “Pretty Boy” Floyd, and of course John Dillinger. Newspapers across America trumpeted their exploits, and more than a few Americans applauded.

There was no applause at the Bureau of Investigation. Hoover publicly railed against the gangsters, calling them “rats,” “cowards,” “scum,” “these filthy degenerates with their diseased women,” and he loudly condemned the “sob-sister convict lovers” who made excuses for them. Hoover’s assessment of the gangsters was closer to the truth than the public’s; almost to a man and woman they were simply sociopathic murderers and thugs, not modern-day Robin Hoods. But unfortunately there wasn’t much the Bureau could do about the gangsters. As the 1930s began, Bureau agents weren’t authorized to make arrests or even carry guns, and their jurisdiction was severely limited.

That soon changed. After the shocking kidnap-murder of the Lindbergh baby, Congress made kidnapping for ransom a federal crime, punishable by death. Later laws made it a federal offense to rob a bank, transport stolen goods over state lines, cross a state line to avoid prosecution, or assault a federal officer. Bureau agents were given the power to arrest and for the first time were issued firearms—including Thompson submachine guns, the gangsters’ own weapon of choice. The changes marked the birth of the real Federal Bureau of Investigation, which became the Bureau’s new official name in 1935. Armed with firepower and the force of law, Hoover dispatched “flying teams” of his top agents around the country to track down the most notorious “public enemies” and arrest them if possible or kill them if necessary.

Mostly they killed them. Baby Face Nelson, shot to pieces by Bureau agents in a gun battle outside Chicago. Ma Barker and her son Fred, shot by agents in Florida and their bodies placed on public display. Pretty Boy Floyd, shot and killed by Bureau agents in a cornfield in Ohio. John Dillinger, betrayed by a Chicago madam—the famous Woman in Red—and gunned down outside the Biograph Theater by agents led by Melvin Purvis. Machine Gun Kelly, wanted for the kidnap for ransom of a wealthy Oklahoma oilman, captured without a fight by Bureau agents in Memphis. As the agents closed in, Kelly reportedly shouted, “Don’t shoot, G-men, don’t shoot!” Whether he actually called them the shorthand version of government men isn’t certain, but the press picked it up and the G-men name stuck forever after.

Even Hoover himself got into the act. After a congressman publicly ridiculed him for never having personally made an arrest, Hoover flew to New Orleans to capture bank robber and killer Alvin “Creepy” Karpis, whom Bureau agents had under surveillance. Hoover reportedly grabbed Karpis as he was sitting in a car and later said the gangster shook with fear “like the yellow rat he is.”

The killing wasn’t all a one-way street; five bureau agents died in gun battles with the gangsters. But every killing and every arrest made headlines for Hoover and his G-men. And in an abrupt about-face, Hollywood played along. After the new Hollywood Production Code of 1934 effectively banned gratuitously violent films that glorified gangsters, Hollywood started making gratuitously violent films that glorified the G-men. The most famous was G-Men (1935), which ironically starred the aforementioned James Cagney as a Bureau agent battling bad guys, but there were dozens of others, with titles such as Let ’Em Have It, Show Them No Mercy!, and Public Hero Number 1. There were G-men radio shows, G-men books, G-men comic strips. And there were countless newspaper and magazine stories about the FBI’s still-young Director—he wasn’t yet forty—J. Edgar Hoover.

The instructors at Quantico didn’t get into this part of it, but almost overnight Hoover became much more than just a government official. On paper he may have been a $6,000-a-year (about $100,000 today) midlevel bureaucrat, but in real life he was a celebrity. Soon his distinctive bulldog face could be spotted at star-rich venues such as the Stork Club in New York or, later, the Mocambo nightclub in LA; he was photographed with stars from little Shirley Temple to the sultry Dorothy Lamour. The Gangster Era made J. Edgar Hoover—and the FBI.

Soon enough the gangsters were replaced by new public enemies—spies, “fifth columnists,” and saboteurs. In the late 1930s, with Hitler on the march in Europe, Hoover’s FBI carried out President Roosevelt’s orders to investigate pro-fascist groups like the German American Bund and rolled up several Nazi spy rings operating in the United States. After Pearl Harbor, the rapidly expanded Bureau—it went from just nine hundred special agents in 1940 to almost five thousand by 1944—sent hundreds of agents into South America to combat Nazi subversion efforts there, and it also intensified the hunt for spies and saboteurs on US soil. The Bureau’s most sensational World War II moment came in 1942, when FBI agents tracked down and arrested eight specially trained German saboteurs who’d been landed by submarines on beaches in New York and Florida, armed with explosives and wads of cash. After a quick trial by a military tribunal, six were hanged. The Nazi saboteurs case cemented the FBI’s reputation for always getting its man; only after wartime secrecy rules were lifted was it revealed that the Bureau had gotten a lucky assist when one of the saboteurs had a change of heart and turned himself in to FBI headquarters. Still, rounding up the others had been an impressive investigative effort.

The end of World War II brought a new enemy that was actually the old enemy—Soviet-style Communism. The late 1940s and 1950s obsession with Communism may seem overblown by today’s standards, and maybe it was. But Communism was undeniably a threat to freedom—ask anyone who lived in East Germany or Hungary in the 1940s and ’50s. The FBI cracked numerous Soviet espionage cases, from the Julius and Ethel Rosenberg spy ring that fed purloined US atomic bomb secrets to the Soviets, to the famous Hollow Nickel Case against undercover KGB colonel Rudolph Abel. The FBI’s relentless pursuit of Red spies was glamorized in popular Hollywood films such as 1951’s I Was a Communist for the FBI. Director Hoover wrote a book about Communism called Masters of Deceit—required reading at Quantico—that sold a quarter million copies in hardback alone. (Much of the book was actually written by Crime Records Division.)

And so on. Gangsters, saboteurs, spies—the instructors at Quantico laid out the entire panoply of FBI successes for us.

But we didn’t just learn about FBI history during our three-week course. We also had to be familiar with FBI organization and policies. We had to know that in 1965 there were 6,336 FBI special agents and 8,533 FBI civilian support personnel, distributed among fifty-six field offices and more than five hundred resident agencies, as well as in the FBI’s various headquarters divisions and special units. To prepare us for the Lab part of the tour, we were instructed in the basics of spectrography and hair analysis and petrography (soil analysis). We were taught the basics of firearms identification, and the instructors even took us out to the firing range to watch a class of agent trainees go through their paces—although, perhaps wisely, they didn’t let us civilians shoot anything.

One other aspect of FBI culture was drummed into us from the start—personal and professional integrity. Every FBI agent had to be above reproach, we were told; that was why the Bureau’s selection process was so rigorous, and why the Inspection Division so closely monitored each agent and special agent in charge for any hint of professional misconduct or personal immorality. The Bureau did it that way because it worked.

I remember once early on, during a briefing on FBI hiring and background investigation procedures, when the agent instructor, a veteran former street agent from Chicago, called me out:

“Mr. Letersky, how many special agents of the FBI have ever been charged with a crime? Go on, take a guess.”

I could tell from the way he posed the question what the answer was. “None, sir?”

“Exactly! None, as in not one. Not one serving special agent of the FBI has ever been charged with a crime. That’s why the Bureau spends so much time and effort finding only the best men—not only men of mental and physical strength but moral strength as well, men who can withstand the most intensive background investigation given to any US government employee. No man with a criminal record or criminal tendencies has ever been appointed as an FBI special agent, gentlemen, and no such man ever will be. Director Hoover has a saying: ‘One man didn’t build the FBI, but one bad man can bring it all down.’ Gentlemen, when you become agents—if you become agents—do not dishonor yourself and your family and your country and your fellow agents by being that man. Is that understood?”

“Yes, sir!”

Well, as I later found out, what the instructor said was a little misleading. True, under Hoover’s long tenure no currently serving FBI agent had ever been indicted for a crime. But over the decades a few agents suspected of criminal activity had quietly been bounced out of the FBI, although they weren’t prosecuted to avoid embarrassing the Bureau. And given human nature, surely there were a few bad agents who just never got caught. Still, under Hoover, no FBI agent had ever been charged with robbing a bank or shaking down a mobster or murdering his wife or selling secrets to the Russians or any other major crime. At a time when most big-city police departments were periodically wracked by police corruption scandals involving dozens and dozens of bad cops, there’d never been a corruption scandal in the FBI. This amazing achievement was a credit not only to the agents themselves but also to Hoover’s management system.

So even before the three weeks at Quantico was over, I was thoroughly sold on the FBI—even more so than I’d been before. Clearly, the FBI was the best-trained, most efficient, and most incorruptible investigative agency in the world, an elite organization of honest, brave, well-educated men who were dedicated to protecting America against all enemies, foreign and domestic.

By the time I got back to FBI headquarters I was starry-eyed and eager to help tell the FBI story.



“Hello, Mr. and Mrs. Smith, I’m Mr. Letersky and I’ll be your guide today. Did you have a good trip in from Jasper County?… Good! Congressman Jones wanted us to be sure to take good care of you, so if there’s anything you need, please don’t hesitate to ask. And you, young lady, you must be Sis, and you must be Buddy. Are you pretty excited about seeing how the FBI works?… I’ll bet you are! I can tell you this, if John Dillinger had ever taken an FBI tour and seen what we can do, he probably never would have tried to take on the FBI! So if you’re ready, let’s begin by showing you some exhibits that tell the FBI story. Right this way.”

I really enjoyed doing the tours. They took me away from paperwork, gave me a chance to meet all kinds of different people—good training for a would-be FBI agent—and to be honest, I liked the admiring, wide-eyed stares of the kids. Maybe I wasn’t a special agent—yet—but I still had an FBI ID card hanging from my neck, and I looked like a special agent. For them that was enough.

So I’d take them through the various displays in the Exhibits Section: maps showing the FBI field offices, photos of the World War II Nazi saboteurs, a flowchart of the conspirators in “The Crime of the Century: The Case of the A-Bomb Spies” (the Rosenberg spy case), a section on the Gangster Era of Baby Face Nelson and Creepy Karpis and Machine Gun Kelly. Dillinger had a large display case all to himself, containing his death mask and the straw boater hat he was wearing outside the Biograph Theater, as well as the handgun he drew before agents shot him down. There was a wall display of “Notorious Criminals Captured by the FBI,” as well as wanted posters for those currently on the Bureau’s Ten Most Wanted fugitives list, a grim lineup of murderers and other malefactors that was constantly being updated. I was expected to keep up on the current stats.

“In the fifteen years since the Bureau began compiling its Ten Most Wanted list,” I’d tell them, “exactly 223 of the nation’s most vicious and dangerous criminals have appeared on the list, and of those, 210 of them—ninety-four percent—have been captured or otherwise located. In one-third of the cases the captures were the direct result of a member of the public seeing the Ten Most Wanted fugitive’s picture in a newspaper or magazine or on the wall at the post office. In fact, not too long ago one of our Ten Most Wanted fugitives was apprehended after someone recognized his photograph while taking this very tour! So take a good look at those faces, Buddy, but remember, all of these men have to be considered armed and dangerous. If you happen to see anyone who looks like them, or if you see any criminal activity, don’t try to do anything yourself. Ask your parents to contact your local police or the FBI, okay?… Good! Now, the next exhibits explain the danger to our way of life posed by Communism.”

(That was a true story about one of the tour takers helping to nab a fugitive. In 1961 a nurse from St. Paul, Minnesota, recognized one of the Ten Most Wanted as her neighbor, a wanted serial murderer and rapist named Hugh Bion Morse; agents captured him the next day.)

A lot of wall displays concerned the Communist threat, with titles such as “Communism: Freedom’s Enemy” and “The Built-In Deficiencies of Communism” and “Tool of Communism: Communist Party USA.” There were hammers and sickles and a photo of former Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev declaring “We will bury you!” Again, today all that may seem impossibly old-fashioned, even quaint, but in 1965 most Americans took the Communist threat seriously. The nation was only a few years removed from the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis, which brought the world to the brink of thermonuclear war, and Communist forces were on the march in Africa, Latin America, and of course Southeast Asia. In 1965 the sight of Khrushchev’s gap-toothed, porcine face declaring that the Communists would bury us was still forbidding enough to scare the bejesus out of any little kid—and his parents.

After the exhibits portion of the tour I’d load the guests onto an elevator and take them up to the FBI laboratory on the seventh floor. People on the public tours would gaze through a glass wall as special agents in lab coats peered through microscopes or pored over evidentiary documents, but on the congressional tours I’d take the guests behind the glass wall and into the Lab itself. You could never do that today, lest the visitors contaminate evidence, but things were different back then—and the visitors almost always came away impressed.

“Buddy,” I’d say as we walked through the Lab’s Hair and Fibers Section, “do you see that large orange photograph on the wall there? That’s a picture of a human hair magnified ten thousand times! These smart fellows in the Lab can tell an awful lot from a strand of hair—they can tell a person’s age, if it’s a man or woman, what race they are, and a lot of other things. The FBI Lab has cracked many a case based on a single hair left behind at a crime scene.”

Then it was on to the petrology and metallurgy section, documents examination unit, spectrography unit, firearms identification unit. By today’s standards the FBI Lab in 1965 would seem almost primitive, but at the time it was state of the art, and by far the most respected criminal forensics lab in the world.

Then, finally, the best part of the tour, especially for the boys, and maybe their fathers, too—an earsplitting demonstration of FBI firepower in the gun range in the basement. Firearms instructors from Quantico would squeeze off a few rounds at a man-shaped silhouette paper target with a .38-caliber revolver and then unleash an entire thirty-round magazine from a Thompson submachine. (Even though the Thompson was no longer being issued to agents, it was an integral part of the FBI mystique.) And these guys never missed; every round was in the K-5 ring, the K standing for “kill.” Then they’d pull the target back in and give it to the kid with the widest eyes and the most awestruck expression; I imagine hundreds of those bullet-riddled FBI paper targets are still tucked away in cardboard boxes in attics across America.

Occasional tense moments occurred on the tours. Once I was taking a family through the Exhibits Section, and this kid, a boy about ten years old, was intently gazing at a display of an old yellowed document under glass that listed a variety of archaic crimes. Suddenly the kid looks up and says to me, “Sir, what’s sodomy?”

The question kind of hung there in the air. The kid’s parents looked stricken, the father flush faced, the mother biting her knuckle. I tried to act as if I didn’t hear the kid, but he was relentless.

“What’s sodomy?” he demanded even more loudly.

I had to give him something. “It’s a crime against nature. And now if we could just step this way…”

But the kid wasn’t having it. He gave it about one second, then demanded, “What’s a crime against nature?”

The would-be FBI agent must be quick on his feet. He must be poised and articulate in his dealings with the public. He who aspires to be an FBI agent must have an answer to every question, but he must never, ever say or do anything that would embarrass the Bureau.

“Son, a crime against nature is when you go into a national forest and cut down a tree without permission.”

That did it. “Oh,” the kid said. I don’t know if my answer caused him any minor confusion later in life, but his parents certainly looked relieved, and I’d dodged a bullet—and not for the last time, either.

Not long after that I had to dodge another one—except this “bullet” was fired by my dziazia, my grandfather. He’d come to Washington for a visit, and I got permission to give him a private tour, and it was going well until we got to the John Dillinger exhibit. My grandfather took one look and said, “Oh, yes, that John Dillinger was a good man!”

Did you ever notice how your grandfather’s voice always got louder when he was saying something embarrassing in public? That was my dziazia—and he had a louder-than-most voice to begin with. Then he decided to elaborate: “Yes, that Dillinger helped poor people!”

In all the world, the last place you wanted to say something nice about John Dillinger was at FBI headquarters; it was like singing the Antichrist’s praises in the Vatican. A public tour group was nearby, and already some of the gawkers were staring at us.

“That’s not true, Dziazia,” I said in a low but urgent voice. “Dillinger was a criminal. Now maybe we should move along.…”

“No, Pawel”—Pawel is Polish for “Paul”—“John Dillinger helped people out. He was a good man!”

Well, I finally got him out of there. But I never did change his opinion.

Strangely enough, there was very little mention in the tour exhibits of J. Edgar Hoover. This was in keeping with what the instructors at Quantico told us was another of the Director’s favorite sayings: “The FBI is a we organization, not a me organization.” Except for his official FBI portrait on a wall at the start of the tour, and a display copy of Masters of Deceit and some of his other writings on Communism, the Director’s name and image were largely missing.

Still, J. Edgar Hoover’s presence was everywhere—and people were curious about him. Two questions we often heard were “Why didn’t Mr. Hoover ever get married and have a family?” and “What is Director Hoover really like?”

The married question was never asked in an insinuating way, not in 1965. It was more like “Why didn’t some nice gal snag that wonderful man long ago?” With the Director now aged seventy, it was also sort of moot, but the answer to the question was simple: “Why, ma’am, the Director is married”—pause for a beat, watch the confusion spread across her face, then say—“to the FBI. And the Bureau is his family.” That usually sufficed.

As for the “What’s he like?” question, that was a little harder. The easy answer was something like “He’s a patriot, ma’am.” But a more accurate answer on my part would have been “What’s the Director really like? Lady, your guess is as good as mine. I’ve never met him. Heck, I’ve never even seen him.”

It was true. After working for a year in Mr. Hoover’s FBI, and even though the Crime Records Division was just across the hall from the Director’s office, I’d never so much as laid eyes on the man, much less exchanged any words with him. Neither had almost anyone else I worked with. It wasn’t the Director’s style to mix with the troops, to stride through the halls and offices doling out handshakes and impromptu pep talks. He wasn’t General Eisenhower, sharing smokes and jokes with the paratroopers the day before D-Day; he was more like General MacArthur—distant, imperious, ruling from his headquarters like Zeus on Mount Olympus. It was just the Director’s way of doing things.

In any event, that was how I spent my first year with the FBI—answering letters, clipping newspapers, guiding tours. At six o’clock on weekdays I’d hop in my car and hit the Baltimore–Washington Parkway for the thirty-mile drive to the law school, where from 7:00 to 10:00 p.m. I was introduced to the mysteries of torts, contracts, rules of civil procedure, constitutional law, and criminal law. Then I’d head home, get some studying in, then catch the Johnny Carson show at eleven thirty. At six the next morning I’d get up and do it all over again.

It was a pretty hectic schedule, and it didn’t leave a lot of time for socializing. But I enjoyed my work at Bureau headquarters—and when you’re young, who needs sleep?

It would probably have continued that way for the next two years, except that one Friday afternoon in August 1966, my section chief, a former street agent now working his way up through the FBI management bureaucracy, called me into his small office and told me to sit down. He was a good guy, but he had a wary, nervous look that I’d later recognize in a lot of ambitious agents in their midcareers; he had too much time in the Bureau to give it up, but he was too far away from retirement to relax.

“Letersky,” he said, “some of the assistant directors have been talking about you.”

I’d been with the FBI long enough to know that the only reasonable response to such a statement was a silent Uh-oh. Out loud I just said, “Sir?”

“The Director needs a new clerk on his personal office staff. Some of the assistant directors talked it over, and they’ve decided you’re it. They seem to think you have a good work ethic, you’re quick on your feet, and you look the part. Someone from the Director’s office will be over shortly to brief you on your duties. In case you’re wondering, this is not a promotion; your grade and step will remain the same. This is just a reassignment of your duties. You start Monday.”

“Just like that, sir?”

“Yeah, just like that. And let me make this clear. I don’t know how much you’ve heard about the Director, but he’s a lion, Letersky—a lion, and when the lion roars, you jump. Do not—repeat, do not—screw up. If you do, it will reflect badly on the assistant directors who recommended you, and then it will reflect badly on the number one men who didn’t advise the assistant directors not to recommend you, and then it will reflect badly on me just for being your supervisor—and finally it will reflect worst of all on you, and your Bureau career will be over before it even begins. Have you got that?”

“Got it, sir.”

Maybe something about me reminded him of himself in his younger, less nervous days. Because suddenly his tone softened, and he became sort of big-brotherly.

“Look, Paul, this could be good for you—very good. You’ll be working directly for the Boss, and if you do a good job, and the Director likes you, you’ll be able to write your own ticket in this organization. You know what a rabbi is?”

I knew he wasn’t referring to a Jewish religious leader. It was agent and cop slang. “Yes. A rabbi is someone high up in the Bureau or a police department who watches out for you, helps your career along.”

“Right. And there’s no better rabbi in the Bureau than the Director. It’s just that you’ll need to be careful and keep your eyes open.” He paused, searching for the right words. “Let me put it this way: It can be nice and warm the closer you are to the campfire. But if the wind suddenly shifts, you can get burned. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

Well, I suppose I could have tried to weasel out of it. But the honest truth is that after I’d gotten over my initial surprise, I was pleased to have been selected—no, more than pleased, I was honored. Even though the new job didn’t come with a bump in rank or pay, it felt like a promotion—and I was ambitious enough to welcome anything that could boost my nascent FBI career. As for the section chief’s warnings, I wasn’t worried. I was too young and too confident to be afraid of anything, not even the legendary Director of the Federal Bureau of Investigation. I wouldn’t screw up.
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