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For my father, John Scott, who lived to tell about it.
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Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee, For those in peril on the sea!


—NAVY HYMN
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THE ATTACK ON THE LIBERTY














PROLOGUE




I know what a slaughterhouse looks like. That’s what this was.


—PETTY OFFICER 3RD CLASS GARY BRUMMETT










Captain William L. McGonagle mustered his men.


On June 8, 1997, the skipper gathered with his remaining crew in front of grave #1817 in section 34 of Arlington National Cemetery. Beneath the single granite headstone rested the unidentified remains of six of McGonagle’s men. Eight others lay in individual graves amid manicured lawns and rolling hills of the nation’s military cemetery on the banks of the Potomac River.


McGonagle had commanded the U.S.S. Liberty, a spy ship the Israelis strafed and torpedoed in what the Washington Post later described as “one of the most bloody and bizarre peacetime encounters in U.S. naval history.” On this humid morning—the thirtieth anniversary of that dreadful day—McGonagle finally was ready to speak.


This marked the first time in decades some of these men had seen their reclusive captain. He had shied away from interviews and the controversy that still dogged the Liberty years after metal cutters reduced it to scrap in a Baltimore shipyard. Now seventy-one, McGonagle took stock of his men through Coke-bottle glasses. His sandy hair was gray and thinning, his trademark tan faded. The Medal of Honor, the nation’s highest award for heroism, dangled from his neck.


His silence over the years mirrored his style as captain. He rarely mingled with his men. Even in his downtime on board the Liberty, he had retreated alone to the officers’ wardroom to watch Doris Day movies. McGonagle’s reserved demeanor stemmed in part from his biblical reverence for Navy regulations. He drilled his sailors daily and demanded swabbed decks and sparkling latrines. His men nicknamed him “Shep”—a reference to a loyal dog in a country song, but a fitting description.


The captain greeted his crew among the gravestones with a slow drawl and a nasal accent that reflected his Kansas roots. His family had weathered the Dust Bowl and the Great Depression, ultimately migrating to Southern California, where his father had traded in a job as a sharecropper for one as a janitor. McGonagle got his first toothbrush when he was twelve, his first pair of shoes at fourteen. When a Navy recruiter showed up at his high school near the end of World War II, he skipped a chemistry exam to enlist.


McGonagle’s refusal to talk about the Liberty made some of his men hate him. But his efforts to suppress the attack that left two-thirds of his sailors dead or wounded failed. The Liberty festered inside him, much like the piece of shrapnel lodged for decades between his ribs. Then one day the twisted piece of metal popped out and snagged on his washcloth in the shower. He doubled over in agony when he yanked it out.


Dressed in starched Navy whites, McGonagle was dying. Within months, doctors would remove a portion of his cancerous left lung, leaving him mostly wheelchair bound. In twenty-two months, a team of six horses would deliver McGonagle’s flag-draped remains to a hilltop grave overlooking the spot where he now stood. This would be his last chance to address his men about what had happened that sunny afternoon three decades earlier in the eastern Mediterranean.


He didn’t disappoint them.


 


On June 8, 1967, the Israeli Air Force and Navy pounded the Liberty as the ship trolled alone in international waters off the coast of the Gaza Strip, eavesdropping on the war between Israel and its Arab neighbors. The attack killed thirty-four American sailors and injured 171 others in the most deadly assault on an American ship since the U.S.S. Indianapolis was torpedoed in the waning days of World War II.




The specter of the Liberty has haunted the U.S. Navy and intelligence community for decades. The underlying question the attack raised in 1967 still resonates: How do politics and diplomacy impact battlefield decisions? In the case of the Liberty, the White House, afraid of offending Israel’s domestic backers at a time when it needed support for its Vietnam policy, looked the other way. Likewise, Congress failed to formally investigate the attack or hold public hearings. No one was ever punished.


Vital lessons went unheeded, including the flawed logic of sending unarmed spy ships alone into hostile waters with only the American flag for protection. Seven months after the attack on the Liberty, communist North Korea seized the spy ship U.S.S. Pueblo in international waters, resulting in what some analysts argue was the worst intelligence breach in modern history.


The attack on the Liberty began when Israeli fighter jets hammered the ship with rockets and cannons. Napalm turned the deck into a 3,000-degree inferno. Torpedo boats soon followed, ripping a hole thirty-nine feet wide and twenty-four feet tall in the ship’s steel skin. The approximately hour-long attack spared no one. Stretcher bearers were shot, sailors burned, liferafts sunk.


Armor-piercing bullets zinged through the ship’s bulkheads and shattered coffee mugs, lodged in navigation books, and rolled about on the deck floors. Investigators later counted 821 shell holes, some created with American-made munitions used by Israeli forces. “There wasn’t any place that was safe,” one of the officers later recalled. “If it was your day to get hit, you were going to get hit.”


For nearly seventeen hours, McGonagle and his men fought to save the ship. The injured and dying crowded the mess deck, where corpsmen converted lunch tables to gurneys. Transfusions were given arm to arm. Uninjured sailors learned to stitch up wounds. The ship’s lone doctor performed surgery by the light of a battle lantern.


On the bridge, McGonagle, suffering a concussion, his leg peppered with shrapnel, steered the Liberty out to sea as it spewed classified documents and oil from the torpedoed hole. With the navigation system largely destroyed, McGonagle studied the ship’s wake and ordered turns of the rudder. That evening, he steered by the stars. Crewmen on the bow aimed signal lights skyward, hoping to alert American rescue planes and helicopters to the Liberty’s position. None came.


Halfway around the world, the unknowing American public celebrated Israel’s stunning victory over its Arab neighbors in what later became known as the Six-Day War—a welcome reprieve from the grind of the Vietnam War and race riots that left American cities in flames. Israel apologized within hours of the attack, blaming it on a series of tactical blunders that culminated in its forces mistakenly concluding that the Liberty was an Egyptian horse and troop transport ship. The White House eagerly accepted the apology.


The Navy barred its investigators from traveling to Israel to interview pilots and torpedo boat skippers. The inquiry lasted just eight days—less time than it took to bury some of the dead. The Navy’s top-secret final report proved a muddled mess with typos, misspellings, and contradictory findings.


The declassified summary released to the press on June 28, 1967, concluded that the attack by Israeli forces was most likely an accident, but it also ruled that it had insufficient information to determine reasons for the assault. The investigation seemed engineered to protect Israel, stating that witnesses reported that the Liberty’s flag might have been difficult to see, even though that statement contradicted the testimony of every officer and crewmember aboard the ship.


Chief of Naval Operations Admiral David McDonald seethed when he read the findings prepared for the public. The report left him “with the feeling that we’re trying our best to excuse the attackers.” “Were I a parent of one of the deceased this release would burn me up,” he wrote in an angry handwritten memo. “I myself do not subscribe to it.”


The media didn’t either. The Washington Post slammed the Navy’s investigation as “not good enough.” The Chicago Tribune proclaimed it generated “more fog and unanswered questions than clarification.” “Did the attackers, in fact, know that the Liberty was an American ship?” asked the Evening Star, another Washington daily. “It seems to us they must have known.”


Deaf ears greeted the handful of congressmen who rallied for action.




“Whatever is the reason for the attack, it was an act of high piracy,” declared Representative Craig Hosmer of California on the floor of the House. “Those responsible should be court-martialed on charges of murder, amongst other counts.”


“I can’t tolerate for one minute that this was an accident,” Senator Bourke Hickenlooper of Iowa told fellow members of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. “I can’t accept these explanations that so glibly come out of Tel Aviv.”


“How could this be treated so lightly in this the greatest Capitol in all the world?” asked Representative Thomas Abernethy of Mississippi. “The world has been standing by looking at us now for days since the Liberty was pounced upon. What do we do? What do we say?”


The United States said nothing.


Neither did McGonagle.


 


For the men gathered in Arlington, the Liberty had become an albatross. Some crewmembers battled through years of physical therapy and surgeries. Emotional trauma drove others to alcoholism and divorce court. One crewmember, who nearly drowned in the ship’s flooded bowels, still woke up some nights under his bed, banging on the bottom of the box spring, pleading for someone to let him out.


McGonagle also couldn’t let go. He refused to throw out notes that detailed with clinical precision how each of his men died: “Blast injury to brain,” “Multiple bullet and shrapnel wounds,” “Basal skull fracture.” He also clung to copies of the letters he wrote to the wives and parents of the dead, letters he wept over as he composed them in a hotel room in Malta days after the attack.


Over the years, many of President Lyndon Johnson’s former advisers—including the directors of the CIA, NSA, and State Department—acknowledged what many in the intelligence community secretly believed for years: the attack was no accident. But McGonagle would not live long enough to learn some of the darker secrets, including how senior American officials had contemplated sinking his ship at sea to block reporters from photographing the damage and sparking public outrage against Israel.




Still, McGonagle remained silent. He refused to join the Liberty’s survivors association, whose members begged Congress to investigate the attack. When asked to attend the 1987 reunion marking the attack’s twenty-year anniversary, he drafted a six-page letter to one of his former chief petty officers, telling him that the association might not like what he had to say. The implication was not lost on the sailors. Their captain, who had steered the men to safety using only the North Star, had abandoned them.


One of his officers wrote him hate mail.


In Arlington that June morning, surrounded by a sea of white tombstones, McGonagle had reached the end of a personal journey. For years he had wrestled with his responsibility to protect his men and his oath to serve the Navy, which had plucked him from the poverty of the Coachella Valley date fields and declared him a hero.


Unbeknownst to his men, McGonagle had quietly conducted his own inquiry. He hammered out letters over the years to the Navy, the State Department, and the National Archives, demanding files on the attack. He pored through records from the Navy’s court of inquiry and sifted through yellowed memos, diaries, and telegrams at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library and Museum in Texas.


His questions were many. Why were the fighter jets that had been sent to help the Liberty suddenly recalled? Why did it take almost seventeen hours for help to arrive? If he was a hero the nation was to be proud of, why had President Johnson shunned him, refusing to present his Medal of Honor at the White House, as is customary?


McGonagle also examined Israel’s story. He questioned how pilots and torpedo boat commanders from one of the world’s top militaries confused the Liberty with an aged Egyptian transport ship a fraction of its size. Why didn’t the Israelis fire warning shots across the bow or try to stop the Liberty before torpedoing it? How had the attackers on a clear afternoon failed to spot the American flag or freshly painted hull markings in an assault that raged for approximately an hour?


After all these years, McGonagle now had something to say.


The eager teenage boys who had scrubbed decks and chipped paint had turned gray and soft bellied. Some had grown children and spouses in tow, all crowded among the headstones. A warm breeze rustled the trees as McGonagle clutched the podium. Old Shep, their wayward captain, had returned.


“For many years I had wanted to believe that the attack on the Liberty was pure error. It appears to me that it was not a pure case of mistaken identity,” McGonagle told his men. “I think that it’s about time that the state of Israel and the United States government provide the crewmembers of the Liberty, and the rest of the American people, the facts of what happened.”

















CHAPTER 1




I got my orders today! They weren’t anything like what I put in for. I got a ship, the USS Liberty.


—ENSIGN JOHN SCOTT, LETTER TO HIS PARENTS










Commander William McGonagle paced the bridge of the U.S.S. Liberty dressed only in his boxer shorts, white T-shirt, and slippers. The skipper, who normally refused to be seen out of full uniform, felt anxious this Wednesday morning. It was 4:30 A.M. on May 24, 1967, and the skipper could see little through the darkness that settled over the Ivory Coast port. McGonagle ordered the officers and crew awakened. The ship’s loudspeaker soon crackled: “Reveille! Reveille! All hands heave out and trice up.” Exhausted officers, many of whom had just gone to bed after a late-night party, stumbled out of staterooms, tucking in shirts, fastening belts, and tying shoelaces to prepare for the unexpected sea duty. The main lights in the passageways flickered on and the corridors filled with voices of tired sailors en route to duty stations. McGonagle directed his officers to prepare for departure. The skipper usually would be asleep in his stateroom at this hour, but a new set of orders had rolled off the ship’s teletype approximately forty-five minutes earlier, demanding the Liberty immediately set sail. In his haste to obey, McGonagle didn’t feel he had time to dress.


The Liberty, squeezed between two ships at the end of a concrete pier in Abidjan, now buzzed. Down in the engine room, sailors stoked the ship’s boilers. Cooks in the mess deck and wardroom brewed coffee by the gallon for the nearly three hundred officers and crewmembers. Deckhands outside in the humid African morning secured the shore boats and readied mooring lines. The Liberty had arrived in Abidjan on a rainy morning just forty-eight hours earlier, its first port of call in a planned four-month cruise along the west coast of Africa. McGonagle had intended to spend a few days loading crates of vegetables, fruits, and provisions before steaming on to Angola, Liberia, and Gabon. Many of the crewmembers, restless after three weeks at sea, had hit the bars, beaches, and even a bowling alley. Others enjoyed a three-hour safari in the embassy’s propeller-driven DC-3, which buzzed over elephants, water buffalo, and local villages. The Liberty’s change of orders had come so quickly that many of the men still downed beers in Abidjan’s bars. The skipper dispatched one of his officers in the ship’s pickup truck to gather them. The sun would be up soon: McGonagle needed to move.


The Liberty’s new orders—four sentences on a single sheet of paper—provided little detail about the upcoming mission. The orders directed McGonagle to steam north to Spain, load extra equipment and men, and depart for the Egyptian coast in the eastern Mediterranean and await further instructions. The headlines of the world’s newspapers foreshadowed the ship’s new assignment. Even on board the Liberty as it crossed the Atlantic, the teletype spit out abbreviated bulletins that tracked the growing tension in the Middle East. A week earlier Egypt had expelled United Nations peacekeepers from the Sinai Peninsula, the vast desert that separates most of Egypt from Israel. As many as a hundred thousand Egyptian troops, tanks, and artillery amassed along the Jewish state’s border. Less than thirty-six hours earlier, as sailors had spilled down the Liberty’s gangway in Abidjan, Egypt had announced a blockade of the Strait of Tiran, a narrow waterway that connects Israel to the Red Sea. Closure of the strait restricted Israel’s oil imports and cut off its trade markets in Asia and Africa. War appeared imminent.


The skipper’s haste this morning reflected the pressure he had felt since the Liberty sailed from its home port of Norfolk, Virginia, on May 2. McGonagle’s career was flatlining—and he knew it. Many of his peers commanded destroyers, led fighter wings, and worked policy problems for the Navy’s senior officers at the Pentagon. The Liberty in contrast ranked as the latest in a series of mediocre assignments that had dogged the forty-one-year-old skipper. McGonagle had spent the past thirteen months inching his ship along the African coast, patrolling an obscure frontier of the Cold War. Prior to his command of the Liberty, he had taught naval science at the University of Idaho. McGonagle spent much of his career at sea on tug and salvage vessels, a mundane job that had taught him the limits of what a ship could endure. He had towed target rafts for gunnery practice and raised sunken vessels off Guam after Typhoon Karen wrecked the island in 1962. A highlight of his career was a commendation letter the governor of American Samoa sent after McGonagle salvaged a Japanese tuna boat that had burned and sunk in the Pago Pago harbor.


McGonagle lacked the U.S. Naval Academy pedigree or family legacy that assured others entrance into the Navy’s aristocracy. Rather than hone his seafaring skills as a midshipman on the banks of the Severn River, McGonagle had earned his commission through the Naval Reserve Officers Training Corps program at the University of Southern California. Marine sergeants had barked at him at 5:30 each morning as he cranked out push-ups and ran mile after mile. He learned to wear a uniform and march to and from class. The Navy’s fifty-dollar monthly stipend, he found, afforded him little more to eat than oatmeal. McGonagle’s first test of his training came soon after graduation when he served as a gunnery officer in the Korean War, hammering shore batteries with 40-mm cannons from the deck of the minesweeper U.S.S. Kite. He participated in the defense of Pusan and the amphibious landings at Inchon and Wonsan, earning the Korean Service Medal with six battle stars. McGonagle would later recall the chaos he witnessed when two nearby ships struck mines. The explosion hurled sailors into the water. The stunned young officer watched as both ships sank in minutes.


Now, on the bridge of the Liberty, as he shouted orders in his boxers and T-shirt, McGonagle recognized that his career hinged on the success of this next mission. Twice the Navy had passed him over for promotion to the rank of captain. If the Navy didn’t promote him soon, McGonagle knew he would be forced to retire as the Navy thinned its ranks to allow what it perceived as more talented officers to advance. For the married father of three that would mean the end of a career he had fought for since the afternoon he had enlisted more than two decades earlier. The Liberty’s officers sensed his frustration. Though he was twice the age of many on board, McGonagle remained an imposing figure. His lean six-foot-one-inch athletic frame hinted at the speed and agility of a onetime high school football star and team captain. The Coachella Valley Lions Club had honored him in 1943 as the school’s most inspirational and outstanding player. He had even played left guard in 1945 during the brief period he spent at the University of Redlands—the team went undefeated that year—before he transferred to USC.


McGonagle’s disposition proved equally intimidating. His slow Kansas drawl disguised a rigid demeanor that reflected his World War II–era training. He ordered his officers to wear hats at all times and forbade them to dress in the Navy’s white short uniform, an uncomfortable restriction in Africa’s tropical climate. The skipper rarely fraternized with his men. When many of the officers gathered in the wardroom after meals to smoke cigarettes and drink coffee, McGonagle often retreated to his stateroom to write letters and read. McGonagle took command of the Liberty seriously and set high expectations for his crew. He drilled his men almost daily to test firefighting, damage control, and gunnery skills. The skipper greeted his crew’s foul-ups with a scorching temper that one officer described in a letter as “the wrath of the old man.” McGonagle’s career pressure only exacerbated his outbursts and sparked him to micromanage his men. He demanded to review all of the Liberty’s incoming and outgoing messages. He woke sleeping sailors in the middle of the night to chew them out over petty errors. A minor infraction left one junior officer confined to quarters for meals.


Ensign Patrick O’Malley had suffered the sting of McGonagle’s temper only days earlier. The Liberty’s mission marked the first assignment at sea for the twenty-two-year-old Minneapolis native, the ship’s most junior officer. The assistant operations officer and ship’s secretary, who had barely had time to unpack his footlocker before the Liberty sailed out of port, fumbled basic tasks, reflecting his inexperience. When one of O’Malley’s men lost an important message regarding quarterly tests for promotions, O’Malley dashed off a message requesting the Navy personnel office transmit another copy. McGonagle exploded. The skipper summoned O’Malley to the bridge over the loudspeaker. The young officer arrived to find McGonagle perched in his chair. He wore dark sunglasses and a cigar dangled from his mouth. McGonagle plucked out the cigar, blew a plume of smoke, then waved the cigar in front of O’Malley. “My career is at stake here,” the skipper barked. “If there is another mistake like this, this cigar is going to light the cannon that is going to blow your career to smithereens. You’re a smart kid. Is that clear?”


 


Tied up alongside the Abidjan pier, the Liberty appeared unremarkable. It was painted a standard Navy gray with its name freshly stenciled in black across the stern and its hull numbers in white on either side of the bow. The superstructure that contained the bridge and officer staterooms towered four stories above the center of the main deck. A single stack belched dark smoke from the bunker fuel oil the Liberty burned in its boilers. When the ship was under way, the American flag fluttered above the bridge from the tallest of the three masts. The Liberty stretched less than half the length of an aircraft carrier and lacked the cannons of a battleship, for years the symbol of American naval dominance. Compared to sleek destroyers, the greyhounds of the sea, the Liberty wheezed over waves at a top speed of only eighteen knots, or just under twenty-one miles per hour. Its undistinguished appearance camouflaged its mission: the Liberty was a spy ship.


Oregon shipbuilders hammered out the Liberty in just ten weeks in the waning months of World War II. The 455-foot-long cargo ship, originally christened the S.S. Simmons Victory, joined a fleet of more than five hundred freighters punched out on assembly lines nationwide to compensate for the losses caused by German submarines. These cargo ships ferried everything from troops and bullets to food, fuel, and toilet paper. The Simmons Victory, delivered in May 1945 to the Maritime Commission, served only briefly in the Atlantic and Pacific in the final days of World War II but played a vital role in the Korean War. Between November 1950 and December 1952, the cargo ship chugged across the Pacific nine times to equip American troops fighting communist North Korea. Six years later, with the Korean War over, the Simmons Victory joined the National Defense Reserve Fleet and was mothballed in Washington’s Puget Sound, its career seemingly over.


Halfway around the world, Soviet technicians transformed trawlers into spy ships, jammed with eavesdropping equipment and linguists trained to intercept American radio communications and radar signals. The fleet of as many as forty ships harassed American forces in the Mediterranean and off the coast of Southeast Asia. Others monitored America’s overseas bases in Spain and Scotland. One ship patrolled off Guam and reported the takeoffs of B-52 bombers to North Vietnam. Soviet spy ships even prowled America’s shores near major military bases, including the Charleston Naval Base in South Carolina and Florida’s John F. Kennedy Space Center. The ships trolled just beyond America’s three-mile territorial limit though still close enough that sunbathers on beaches could easily spot them. Occasionally trawlers trespassed into American waters, prompting the Navy to escort them back into international waters.


The Defense Department decided the United States would not be outflanked by the Soviets. The National Security Agency and the Navy developed a plan. American warships and planes for years had carried out similar spy missions. But warships were expensive to operate and were handicapped by various maritime treaties. Stationed off the coast of foreign nations, combat ships appeared provocative and made eavesdropping difficult. Fuel costs and flight-time restraints likewise handicapped airplanes. Cargo ships offered an ideal solution. The lumbering liners could troll for weeks in a single spot, intercepting radio broadcasts, phone calls, and radar transmissions twenty-four hours a day, a job one estimate showed would require as many as thirteen spy planes to duplicate. The conversion from a cargo ship to spy ship cost taxpayers approximately $3.1 million. Fueling, staffing, and operating each ship cost $2.5 million annually.


The Navy commissioned the U.S.S. Oxford in July 1961. The 11,500-ton ship soon sailed for its first mission along the east coast of South America. Over the next few years, the Navy commissioned the U.S.S. Georgetown, U.S.S. Jamestown, and U.S.S. Belmont. The U.S.N.S. Pvt. Jose F. Valdez and U.S.N.S. Sgt. Joseph E. Muller joined the fleet, though civilians with the Military Sea Transportation Service largely operated both. The Navy classified its new fleet as “technical research ships” and developed a cover story: the vessels conducted scientific studies into electromagnetic propagation and advanced communications systems, including moon relay and satellite tracking. The Navy’s policy, however, was “to discourage any public attention on these ships and their mission.” Impressed by the success of the program, the Navy called the Simmons Victory back into service in February 1963.


Shipfitters with Oregon’s Willamette Iron & Steel Corporation reengineered the Simmons Victory over the next two years, converting its cargo holds into secret rooms guarded by cipher locks. Technicians installed receivers designed to intercept radio communications and Morse code along with magnetic tape recorders. Electricians later affixed a satellite dish to the ship’s stern that towered approximately thirty-five feet above the deck and bounced messages off the moon at a hundred words a minute back to NSA headquarters in the wooded suburbs of Washington. Forty-four other antennae aimed skyward, prompting one admiral to describe the ship as a “porcupine.” On the frigid morning of December 30, 1964, the 13th Naval District Band launched into the National Anthem on the docks in Bremerton, Washington. The American flag rose up the mast as the ship’s new executive officer set the first watch. The U.S.S. Liberty—named in honor of ten cities and towns with the same name—officially was born.


Like its namesakes, the Liberty functioned as a small town. Two Babcock & Wilcox boilers produced superheated steam that powered the turbines at up to 8,500 horsepower and generated the electricity to run the ship’s lights, radios, and navigation system. A desalination plant made ocean water drinkable and provided fresh water for showers, the galleys, and boilers. Walk-in freezers, refrigerators, and pantries carried frozen steaks, chickens, and canned hams. The main griddle was so large that the cooks coated their arms in Crisco to protect against popping grease when flipping burgers near the back. The Liberty boasted a small infirmary along with a doctor and two medical corpsmen for emergencies. A post office sold George Washington stamps for a nickel while pricier airmail stamps cost eight cents. The ship’s barber buzzed heads in his one-stool shop and a small store sold everything from razor blades and toothpaste to underwear, radios, and cigarettes.


Sailors checked out Louis L’Amour, Zane Grey, and Ray Bradbury paperbacks in the ship’s library and leafed through issues of Reader’s Digest and Life magazine when not at work. Some of the enlisted men used the quiet space to cram for high school equivalency exams while others piled in on Sunday mornings for a nondenominational worship service. Men built and raced model cars in the hobby shop while the ship’s collection of woodworking tools allowed McGonagle’s predecessor to handcraft the African mahogany rails that adorned the bridge. Other crewmembers lifted weights, played hearts in the berthing spaces, or fished for red snapper and sharks off the stern when anchored. The ship’s soda fountain offered ice cream after dinner, and in the evenings sailors watched scratched Dean Martin, Rock Hudson, and Tyrone Power movies on 16-mm reels projected on curtains on the walls of the mess deck and wardroom.


A class system permeated the Liberty’s ranks. Nearly half the sailors worked for the Naval Security Group, the intelligence and cryptology command that reported to the National Security Agency. These crewmembers, dubbed “spooks,” held top-secret clearances and bunked together in the rear of the ship. The spooks’ clean fingernails and starched uniforms contrasted with the dirty dungarees and the smell of sweat and fuel oil clinging to members of the ship’s company, often condescendingly referred to as “deck apes.” Many among the ship’s company felt that the spooks were arrogant, uninterested in the ship’s drills, and received preferential treatment. The rear-berthing compartment was a smoother ride in rough seas and was just steps to the mess deck and ship’s laundry. The spooks fueled the tension by playing practical jokes on gullible sailors, often warning them not to stray too close to the moon-relay dish on the stern or risk sterilization.




Unlike most Navy ships that steamed as part of a fleet, the Liberty and its sister spy ships sailed alone, often along remote and sometimes hostile shores. Though the government denied it for years, the spy ship Muller routinely fished refugees from the waters off Cuba. The Liberty operated off Africa, eavesdropping on the developing nations and scouting signs of Soviet penetration. The ship spent so much time there that the men decorated the wardroom walls with African masks and batiks. The Liberty had steamed up the Congo River on one mission, while crewmembers built houses at a leper colony on another. The terrain was so barren at times that tree stumps onshore served as the only navigational aids. The Liberty and its sister ships carried only four .50-caliber machine guns for defense, designed in case the ship ever needed to repel boarders. These Navy ships sailed under an American conviction, fueled by the nation’s post–World War II status as a superpower, that no nation would dare attack a U.S. flagged vessel in international waters.


 


With the crewmembers all on board, fresh vegetables loaded, and the ship’s truck secured on deck, the Liberty sailed at 7:30 A.M., clearing Abidjan’s narrow Vridi Canal, separating the harbor from the ocean, in fifteen minutes. It had proven a difficult morning for many of the officers and crew. Some officers, who had attended an embassy party the night before, had stumbled back to the ship shortly before the orders arrived. Ensign John Scott had to escort the ship’s chief engineer to bed, unfastening Lieutenant George Golden’s sword and tunic to make sure he didn’t choke in his sleep. Golden dozed through reveille. Scott fared little better. The early departure coupled with his headache meant he failed to mail his weekly letter to his parents. “I was too hung over to remember,” Scott later confessed in a letter. “It was a bad morning for getting underway.”


Lieutenant Commander Philip Armstrong, Jr., the ship’s executive officer and second in command, chided the younger officers, many of whom nursed hangovers with cups of black coffee in the wardroom as the Liberty steamed north toward Spain at fifteen knots. The thirty-seven-year-old Armstrong, born in Detroit on Independence Day in 1929, managed the Liberty’s officers and enlisted sailors, oversaw the ship’s administrative duties and executed McGonagle’s orders. He was a much less imposing figure than McGonagle. Armstrong often hid his buzzed hair, which had begun to gray, beneath his khaki officer’s hat. He stood just shy of six feet and was slender with a chiseled jaw and solid physique, despite his penchant for scotch. The executive officer wore glasses and chain-smoked cigarettes. The married father of five—three boys and two girls—was one of only three Naval Academy graduates on the Liberty.


Armstrong and McGonagle could not have been more different. Compared to the skipper, who applied a strict interpretation of Navy regulations, Armstrong was a cerebral leader and a keen appreciator of personalities. He recognized that not all decisions could be found in the pages of Navy manuals, that good governance involved creativity and an understanding of people’s strengths and weaknesses. The executive officer observed, for example, that McGonagle’s rigidity irritated many of the junior officers, who often suffered his outbursts. Armstrong refused to allow his men to criticize McGonagle in the skipper’s absence, but would often do so himself. The younger officers realized that Armstrong did so not out of dislike or disrespect for the skipper, but to defuse the tension McGonagle created among the officers and crew. Armstrong’s criticism let the men know that he appreciated the concern over McGonagle’s leadership, but also prevented one of them from a career-damaging slip-up.


The executive officer had demonstrated his camaraderie with his men a year earlier. The Navy holds an initiation ceremony the first time a sailor crosses the equator. Veteran sailors called “shellbacks” shave the heads of the uninitiated “pollywogs.” The pollywogs climb through an approximately thirty-foot chute made from a tarp and filled with rotting trash and food waste as sailors heckle and paddle them. Armstrong had never participated in a line-crossing ceremony despite his long career in the Navy. The shellbacks couldn’t wait. For two weeks, cooks hoarded rotting food in a locked compartment as nervous sailors waited. The day before the ceremony, Armstrong met in secret with a dozen of his fellow pollywogs. Lieutenant j.g. Mac Watson recorded the meeting with a single line in his journal: “Formulated plan to capture garbage.” The pollywogs broke into the locked compartment that night and seized the trash. Bag after bag of garbage soon dropped into the ocean as Armstrong secured his hero status.


Unlike the rigid McGonagle, Armstrong often bent regulations. The ship’s supply officer discovered in a routine audit that the executive officer had used some of the Liberty’s money to buy personal power tools and carpeting for his Virginia Beach home. His close ties with some sailors at a repair shop back in a Norfolk had resulted in a taxpayer-funded paint job for his aged Plymouth, albeit battleship gray. His most serious infraction concerned his thirst for scotch. The Navy barred alcohol on ships, which meant Liberty sailors could go as long as a month without a drink. But not Armstrong. Ensign Scott discovered that when he first reported aboard the Liberty and knocked on the door of the executive officer’s stateroom. A gravelly voice ordered him inside, where Scott found Armstrong at his desk and two other officers seated on a nearby couch. The Liberty’s newest officer introduced himself.


“What’s your pleasure?” Armstrong asked. “Scotch or bourbon?”


“Sir?”


“Scotch or bourbon?” he repeated.


Scott froze. The twenty-three-year-old was no prude but was stunned by Armstrong’s offer. Scott recalled one of his instructors in Officer Candidate School ordering him to crank out extra push-ups as punishment for a hangover he had earned while on time off. He felt certain Armstrong’s invitation was a test. Not until later did Scott learn this was how the executive officer welcomed all new officers aboard the Liberty. Scott considered his options when he noticed a couple of bottles that poked out of one of the drawers of Armstrong’s desk. He glanced at the officers on the couch. Each one held a glass. One of the men raised his and shook it so the cubes rattled in the bottom. Armstrong motioned for Scott to decide.


“Scotch, please,” he said. “Sir.”


The executive officer fished a bottle of his favorite Johnnie Walker Black Label from the drawer, unscrewed the top, and poured a glass for the Liberty’s new ensign in what would become an afternoon ritual. Armstrong mixed his Johnnie Walker with cold water from the fountain in the passageway outside his stateroom. Fearful that McGonagle might discover his afternoon cocktail hour, Armstrong later asked a favor of Scott, one of the Liberty’s engineers. With the help of a couple of shipfitters one afternoon, Scott pulled the water fountain away from the wall, removed the rear plate, and spliced a new waterline. The men cut a hole through the passageway bulkhead into the executive officer’s stateroom with a blowtorch and ran the new cold water line into Armstrong’s room just beneath his sink that produced only tepid water. A valve on the end controlled the flow. Armstrong never again would have to leave his stateroom to mix a cold drink.


Many of Armstrong’s men looked past his flaws. The executive officer recognized that the majority of the Liberty’s sixteen officers were under thirty. The Navy was the first time many had been away from home. Armstrong invited some of them to his Virginia Beach home each week when the Liberty was in port, for dinner with his wife and children. He encouraged both officers and enlisted men to seek him out with problems. He graciously corrected errors and tried not to demean his men. Though Armstrong endeared himself to the younger sailors, some senior officers disapproved of his behavior. Lieutenant Commander Dave Lewis, who ran the National Security Agency’s operation, had lived across the hall from Armstrong at the Naval Academy. Armstrong’s drinking concerned Lewis. He also disliked the executive officer’s habit of swiping the NSA’s magnetic tapes to record music on the reel-to-reel recorder in his stateroom.


Despite Armstrong’s flaws, McGonagle respected him. The skipper would deny years later that he knew Armstrong drank on board, though it was well-known among the officers and crew. McGonagle rated his second in command in his performance evaluations as “outstanding” and “exceptional,” the two highest marks. Because Armstrong was a Naval Academy graduate—and would ascend the ranks faster—McGonagle likely would have been reserved with his criticism, but his evaluations appeared genuine. He singled out Armstrong’s loyalty, cooperation, and imagination. He noted no weaknesses in Armstrong’s evaluation and often recommended him for promotion, including in the evaluation he worked on as the Liberty steamed north toward Spain. “LCDR Armstrong is self-confident and inspires confidence in his ability,” McGonagle wrote in one report. “He is concerned with the welfare, personal and professional advancement of his subordinates and willingly assists them whenever possible.” That confidence and willingness to assist would prove essential on this next mission.















CHAPTER 2




The circumstances surrounding the misrouting, loss and delays of those messages constitute one of the most incredible failures of communications in the history of the Department of Defense.


—HOUSE ARMED SERVICES INVESTIGATING SUBCOMMITTEE










President Lyndon Johnson charted the latest headlines out of the Middle East that rattled off the Oval Office teletype machines in late May 1967. In the background, other news reports droned on three televisions next to his desk. The crisis between Israel and Egypt could not have come at a more inopportune time. The cost of the Vietnam War had soared to more than $2 billion a month. Casualties for May 1967 totaled 9,142, including 1,177 deaths. America lost 337 men in the third week of May alone—a new weekly record. The war had evolved into an obsession that poisoned the White House. “Vietnam was a fungus, slowly spreading its suffocating crust over the great plans of the president, both here and overseas,” observed Jack Valenti, one of Johnson’s closest advisers. “No matter what we turned our hands and minds to, there was Vietnam, its contagion infecting everything that it touched, and it seemed to touch everything.”


America had ramped up its bombing campaign in the past two years in an attempt to force the North Vietnamese to surrender. The 25,000 sorties flown in 1965 more than quadrupled by 1967. During the same time period, the tonnage of bombs jumped from 63,000 to 226,000. American bombers choked the skies day and night, pounding bridges, railroads, power stations, and factories. Nearly a half-million American soldiers and Marines slogged through the damp jungles, battling over obscure strongholds with names such as Hill 861. To ferret out communist guerrillas, troops bulldozed villages and hamlets. Others torched fruit trees and rice granaries. The Pentagon spent $32 million on five million gallons of defoliants in 1967 alone, and increased the budget to about $50 million for the following year. Civilian casualties climbed into the thousands.


The ferocity of the American attacks repulsed national religious leaders and some members of Congress. The Reverend Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., in an April speech at Manhattan’s Riverside Church, ran through a litany of American atrocities and begged the president to end the war. “If America’s soul becomes totally poisoned, part of the autopsy must read ‘Vietnam,’” preached the Nobel Peace Prize winner. “I speak as a citizen of the world, for the world as it stands aghast at the path we have taken.” Democratic senator George McGovern of South Dakota lashed out three weeks later on Capitol Hill at what he described as a “war without end.” “We seem bent upon saving the Vietnamese from Ho Chi Minh even if we have to kill them and demolish their country to do it,” he said in a speech on the Senate floor that grabbed national headlines. “I do not intend to remain silent in the face of what I regard as a policy of madness.”


It was clear the president’s policy had failed. In interrogations with captured North Vietnamese fighters and fishermen, the Central Intelligence Agency had determined in a string of reports released in May that twenty-seven months of American bombing had not weakened North Vietnam’s strategy or morale. Its leadership remained “fanatically devoted.” Even the popular mood, the spy agency concluded, comprised “resolute stoicism with a considerable reservoir of endurance still untapped.” On May 23—the same day Liberty sailors strolled the wide boulevards of Abidjan—the CIA said that the United States might have to resort to extreme measures not seen since World War II if it wanted to win in Southeast Asia: “Short of a major invasion or nuclear attack, there is probably no level of air or naval action against North Vietnam which Hanoi has determined in advance would be so intolerable that the war had to be stopped.”


Vietnam had hit a stalemate.


The frustration that permeated the White House and Congress reflected the mounting tension and hostility of the American public. The first president to regularly employ a private polling company, the fifty-eight-year-old Johnson obsessed over public-approval polls. Over the past year, as the president paced the Oval Office, he had watched his approval numbers plummet from 61 percent in March 1966 to 48 percent in early May 1967. Beyond popularity, polls showed that nearly three out of four Americans doubted Johnson was telling them the truth about the war. The 1968 election loomed less than eighteen months away. Polls taken in the winter and spring showed that Republican candidates Richard Nixon and George Romney might tie or beat Johnson if the election were held then. It all came down to Vietnam.


The president and his senior advisers became magnets for criticism and anger, particularly Secretary of State Dean Rusk and Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara. The men outwardly projected a stoic front, but the increased hostility and ugliness of the antiwar campaign rattled them. The Georgia-born Rusk, who once joked that he looked more like Hoss Cartwright from the television western Bonanza than a statesman, found himself the target of protesters, some of whom on occasion hurled bags of cow’s blood at him. During an April speech at Cornell University with his son in the audience, dozens of students suddenly jumped up and pulled on skull masks. The jarring scene left Rusk’s wife in tears in the car afterward. The stress manifested into nightmares and a constant stomachache that left Rusk at times on his back on the living room floor in agony. The secretary of state propelled himself on a daily regimen of “aspirin, scotch, and four packs of Larks.”


McNamara fared no better. Twice activists set fire to his Colorado vacation home. Once at Harvard several hundred angry students blocked his car and mobbed him, forcing the defense secretary to escape through the university’s underground tunnels. When McNamara waited to board a plane in the Seattle airport in August 1966, a man spit on him and called him a “murderer.” A similar event had happened over the Christmas holidays as McNamara and his wife dined in an Aspen restaurant. “Baby burner,” a woman yelled at him. “You have blood on your hands!” McNamara’s wife and son developed ulcers; his wife’s even required surgery. To get through the night, McNamara began swallowing sleeping pills.


Even the president, shielded by Secret Service agents who increasingly restricted his public appearances, felt the sting of the public’s growing hatred of the war. He watched as his frustrated aides defected to other jobs in Washington and beyond, and his plans for the Great Society stagnated. The war’s fallout infiltrated the president’s private life, dominating conversations with the first lady. At night, the president often lay awake. “The only difference between the Kennedy assassination and mine,” he complained to friends, “is that I am alive and it has been more torturous.” Lady Bird Johnson detailed the tensions in her diary. “Now is indeed ‘the Valley of the Black Pig,’” she confessed, quoting a poem by William Butler Yeats. “A miasma of trouble hangs over everything.”


 


The Liberty reached the Spanish port of Rota the morning of June 1 after a three-thousand-mile trip north from Abidjan that had taken eight days. The spy ship had averaged fifteen knots even after it suffered a boiler failure, followed by high winds and heavy seas that ripped life raft covers, toppled paint cans inside the deck locker, and coated the bow in salt. Conditions had improved the day before the Liberty’s arrival in Spain, allowing crews the first chance in a week to swab the decks with salt water. The Liberty reduced speed from seventeen knots to five knots as it approached the American naval station on the southern tip of Europe. A harbor pilot climbed aboard at 9:40 A.M. as two Navy tugboats pulled alongside to help guide the Liberty to pier 1, near the U.S.S. Canopus, a docked submarine tender. The Liberty secured anchor detail, doubled its mooring lines and set the in-port watch by 10:29 A.M.


Commander McGonagle had hoped to spend as little as five hours in Rota, time enough to pump 380,000 gallons of fuel and load food, personnel, and crypto records before steaming east toward the spy ship’s assigned operating area twelve and a half miles off the Egyptian coast. Mechanical failures slowed the Liberty’s departure by a day as technicians repaired a faulty hydraulic line on the satellite dish and removed two antennae and a cable from one of the masts for repairs. Deck crews used the time to clean and rearrange the paint locker, stitch the damaged life raft covers, and remove the harbor pilot ladder for repairs after one of the tugs damaged it. Vice Admiral William Martin, the commander of the Sixth Fleet, planned a visit to the Liberty the next week. McGonagle ordered his executive officer and deck crew to inspect the ropes and pulleys that might be needed to high-line the admiral between ships. “I can just see us dunking him in the water,” Ensign Dave Lucas wrote to his wife. “That would be a gas!”


Questions over the Liberty’s mission had intensified as the spy ship steamed up the African coast. Uncertainty evolved into apprehension after a rumor spread that astrologer and professed psychic Jeane Dixon had predicted America would lose a Navy ship that year. The celebrity psychic claimed in 1956 in an article published in Parade magazine that America would elect a Democrat as the president in the 1960 election and that he would die in office. Kennedy’s assassination in 1963 cemented her pop culture status and earned her the nickname the “Seeress of Washington.” Though Dixon never actually predicted the loss of a ship, rumor morphed into fact in conversations in the mess deck, wardroom, and berthing spaces. Even those uninterested in her alleged predictions still wondered what lay ahead. “Everybody is speculating as to where the ship is going exactly; what ports we’ll visit, if any, and for how long we’ll be in the Med.,” Ensign John Scott wrote to his parents. “If you don’t hear from me again before I return to Norfolk, it will be because we couldn’t offload any mail and not because I’m lazy.”


Marine Staff Sergeant Bryce Lockwood strode up the gangway in the June heat soon after the Liberty docked in Rota. Normally based in Germany with his wife and three children, the twenty-seven-year-old had been given temporary duty orders to Spain. The lanky Russian linguist had spent the past couple of weeks in the back of a spy plane, eavesdropping on the Soviet Navy as it performed its annual exercises in the North Sea. His hopes to return home to Germany ended with a knock on the barracks door in the middle of the night. He opened the door to find a Navy messenger with a new set of orders from the Joint Chiefs of Staff. Lockwood tossed some uniforms in a sea bag and soon after sunrise marched to the end of the Rota pier to meet the Liberty. Five Arabic linguists joined him as he climbed aboard the spy ship, including two Marines and three NSA civilians.


Lockwood and the other new arrivals differed from the Liberty’s usual cadre of French and Portuguese linguists needed for missions off West Africa. The Middle East had become another beachhead in the Cold War. America supported Israel; the Soviets backed the Arab countries. Neither side wanted its proxy to lose if war broke out. The Liberty’s new linguists would allow the United States to intercept Egypt’s air and defense communications. Intelligence indicated that a Soviet squadron of Tupolev Tu-95s, a long-range bomber and reconnaissance plane known as the Bear, operated out of Alexandria, Egypt. America wanted proof. Because the Liberty’s mission was directed solely against Egypt, the spy ship carried no Hebrew linguists, though one Arabic speaker had briefly studied Hebrew. U.S. spy missions against Israel, which used Athens-based airplanes, were so politically sensitive that the NSA classified its Hebrew speakers as “special Arabic” linguists.


The Liberty prepared to sail on the afternoon of June 2. McGonagle’s new orders directed him to steam east along the North African coast and advised him to remain just beyond the territorial waters of nations such as Libya, Algeria, and Tunisia, a position that would allow the spooks to intercept communications en route. McGonagle was aware of the dangers. Though the Liberty was classified as a scientific research ship, its towering antennae revealed its true mission. As the skipper would later tell Navy investigators, the spy ship’s unusual configuration had prompted some African navies to harass the Liberty on two of its four previous cruises. McGonagle ordered a five-section watch with two officers stationed on the bridge at most times. The log shows that at 1:22 P.M., the harbor pilot climbed aboard. Two Navy tugs helped guide the Liberty out of port. The harbor pilot departed at 1:58 P.M. and McGonagle assumed the conn, meaning he dictated the ship’s speed and direction. The Liberty soon increased speed to seventeen knots.


Sailors crowded the deck as the ship slipped through the Strait of Gibraltar, the narrow waterway that separates Africa and Europe. The Liberty overtook three Soviet ships that steamed in a column at thirteen knots. Officers on the Liberty identified two of the ships as the Semen Dezhnev and the Andrey Vilishksit in a message to the Navy’s London headquarters. One of the ships queried the Liberty’s identity with a signal light. McGonagle ordered a curt reply: “U.S. Navy ship.” The winds created whitecaps in the entrance to the Mediterranean. Even at a distance of approximately six miles and with a late afternoon haze, sailors pointed to and snapped photos of the jagged Rock of Gibraltar rising 1,400 feet above the sea. The fabled Pillars of Hercules amazed even the seasoned McGonagle, who likely had only imagined them as a poor youth in the California date fields. One of the officers captured the skipper’s fascination in a letter: “Shep was like a kid with a new toy when he saw the Rock.”


 


President Johnson crawled into his four-poster bed around 11:45 P.M. on the evening of June 4. The commander in chief had weathered an intense couple of weeks as he strove to balance the demands of the Vietnam War with the Middle East crisis. America had set another tragic record in Southeast Asia in late May, with 2,929 American casualties in a single week, including 313 killed. Those numbers fueled the domestic hostility that greeted Johnson the previous night when he flew to New York to give a speech at a state Democratic Committee fund-raiser, accompanied by his wife and elder daughter. As the president arrived at the Americana Hotel, more than 1,400 antiwar demonstrators crowded the streets waving posters that depicted Johnson dressed as Adolf Hitler and saluting like a Nazi soldier beneath slogans that read “Wanted for Murder.”


The scene could have been much worse. News reports had predicted as many as five thousand protesters might march outside the hotel near Times Square. Many Jewish organizations at the forefront of the antiwar movement opted not to protest, hoping to reduce pressure on the president as Israel sought America’s support in its standoff with Egypt. The diminished pressure on the street did little to compensate for the stifling tension he found inside at the hundred-dollar-a-plate fund-raiser. Many of the 1,650 tuxedoed diners represented New York’s influential Jewish community, all anxious to hear Johnson’s views on the crisis on a night when he had planned a speech warning about the uncertain future of his welfare programs. The president, described by one aide as “part Jewish” because of his close ties with that community, found that his years of support did little to shield him from the demands to intervene in the Middle East.


Israel enjoyed its strongest relationship with the United States under Johnson. American presidents—both Republican and Democrat—historically had been cool toward the Jewish state. David Ben-Gurion, who would become Israel’s first leader after it declared independence, waited in a Washington hotel for ten weeks in 1941–42 for a meeting with President Franklin Roosevelt that never materialized. President Harry Truman officially recognized Israel after its independence in 1948 but refused to sell the Jewish state weapons. After Israel seized the Sinai Peninsula and Gaza Strip in 1956 in response to Egypt’s nationalization of the Suez Canal, President Dwight Eisenhower threatened to halt all foreign aid and eliminate private tax-deductible donations to Israel if it did not withdraw. President John Kennedy, one of the first presidents to grasp Israel’s influence on domestic politics, strengthened relations and sold sophisticated surface-to-air missile batteries to Israel.


Johnson went further. Soon after Kennedy’s assassination, he signaled his intentions. “You have lost a very great friend,” Johnson confided to an Israeli diplomat, “but you have found a better one.” The president’s support stemmed from his religious upbringing in the dusty hill country of Texas. Family elders had preached that the destruction of Israel would trigger the apocalypse. “Take care of the Jews, God’s chosen people,” Johnson’s grandfather scrawled in a family album. “Consider them your friends and help them any way you can.” The president never forgot those teachings, as illustrated by a speech he gave to members of B’nai B’rith, a national Jewish organization. “Most, if not all of you, have very deep ties with the land and with the people of Israel, as I do, for my Christian faith sprang from yours,” Johnson said. “The Bible stories are woven into my childhood memories as the gallant struggle of modern Jews to be free of persecution is also woven into our souls.”


The president’s fondness for Israel had as much to do with politics as biblical stories. The nation’s six million Jews in 1967 accounted for only a fraction of the 200 million Americans, but Jews commanded a larger role in political life than the population figures might otherwise have indicated. Many American Jews monitored the issues, voted, and involved themselves in business organizations, labor unions, and civic groups. Others occupied important leadership roles in newspapers and in the television and motion picture industry. Jews donated and raised millions for political candidates, mostly Democrats. Many also lived in major cities in crucial political states, including New York, Newark, Boston, Philadelphia, Los Angeles, and Chicago. Candidates recognized that these large populations could determine the outcome of states that accounted for 169 of the 270 electoral votes required to win the White House.


Johnson surrounded himself in office with Jewish and pro-Israel advisers. The shrewd politician picked brothers Walt and Eugene Rostow to serve as his national security adviser and undersecretary of state for political affairs, respectively. The president chose Supreme Court justice Arthur Goldberg as ambassador to the United Nations, replacing him on the bench with Abe Fortas, another Israel supporter. John Roche, a former dean at Brandeis University, wrote many of Johnson’s speeches. The president also relied on close Jewish friends for advice, including high-profile lawyers Ed Weisl and David Ginsburg, who often represented the Israeli Embassy. Johnson never missed a call from Democratic fund-raiser Abe Feinberg, because, as one senior aide noted, “it might mean another million dollars.” United Artists Chairman Arthur Krim and his wife, Mathilde, a former gunrunner for early Zionist guerrillas, spent so many nights in the White House that Room 303 became the couple’s regular quarters.


The United States under Johnson increased aid to the Jewish state. “No one who has an insider’s view,” noted Robert Komer of the National Security Council, “could contest the proposition that the US is 100% behind the security and wellbeing of Israel. We are Israel’s chief supporters, bankers, direct and indirect arms purveyors, and ultimate guarantors.” Israel’s leaders welcomed the attention, believing that for years the State Department had favored the Arabs. The administration tallied that support in a report that revealed that America gave Israel $134 million in economic aid between 1964 and 1966. America also sold tanks and combat aircraft on liberal credit terms, provided grants and loans, and funded another $8 million annually in scientific research, 25 percent of all money Israel spent each year on nonmilitary research. “Perhaps the best way to characterize US-Israeli relations in this period is to say that they are closer today than ever,” the report concluded. “The breadth and depth of US help for Israel, even more than aid levels themselves, are impressive.”


Despite Johnson’s lavish support of Israel, many American Jews refused to back the Vietnam War, a source of frustration inside the administration as antiwar rallies increased and the president’s popularity plummeted. Jews had become so prominent in the antiwar movement that it sparked a protest button: “You don’t have to be Jewish to be against the war in Vietnam.” Johnson, who viewed Vietnam and Israel as small countries threatened by Soviet-backed adversaries, struggled to understand that discontent. Jewish frustration over Vietnam served as a focus of a report for the president that analyzed public opinion. The report, which noted that many Jews worked as writers, teachers, and political and civil rights activists, discussed the possible threat to the president’s 1968 reelection. “Viet Nam is a serious problem area,” the report concluded. “If Viet Nam is favorably resolved before the elections, defections among Jews will be minimal; if Viet Nam persists, a special effort to hold the Jewish vote will be necessary.”


Many Jews who protested the war in Southeast Asia now urged the president to use force if necessary to help Israel in its standoff with Egypt. Letters, telegrams, and petitions inundated government mail-rooms. The State Department processed 17,440 letters during the four days between May 29 and June 1 in what analysts recognized was part of an organized campaign. The analysis showed that 95 percent of the writers supported Israel, 4.5 percent opposed American intervention, and only a half percent favored the Arabs. Pro-Israel demonstrators crowded the streets. An estimated 125,000 men, women, and children, including several concentration camp survivors, had rallied days earlier in New York City’s Riverside Park, singing Israel’s national anthem and demanding the United States intervene.


The president had worked to calm Israeli fears since Egypt closed the Strait of Tiran and mobilized its forces in the Sinai. Johnson assured Israeli diplomats that he would gather a multinational naval force to break the blockade. Progress had proven slow and Johnson feared the Jewish state would launch a preemptive strike, even though he and defense secretary Robert McNamara had informed Israel’s foreign minister that American intelligence showed Egypt did not plan to attack. The president knew Israel had mobilized for war. Its military had called up thousands of reservists and requisitioned hundreds of buses, vans, and delivery trucks at an estimated cost of five hundred thousand dollars a day. Workers piled sandbags in window frames in Jerusalem as residents strung blackout curtains, stockpiled candles, and filled bathtubs with water. Trenches zigzagged across city parks and squares in the city of Elat on the Gulf of Aqaba. Medics converted hotel lobbies into hospitals in Tel Aviv as undertakers transformed movie theaters into makeshift morgues.


Despite Israel’s preparations, Johnson still hoped to avert a war. The president diverged from his prepared remarks on welfare in his speech in New York to reiterate his commitment to peace in the Middle East, comments that drew loud applause. Abe Feinberg whispered to Johnson over dinner that Israel would hold back no longer. The Jewish state planned a preemptive strike. Johnson’s efforts had apparently failed; now he waited. He tried to relax Sunday afternoon on the presidential yacht followed by a quiet dinner at the home of Justice Fortas. The president returned to the White House and retired for the evening at 11:45 P.M. The call came at 4:30 A.M. Johnson listened in silence to his national security adviser and asked few questions. He hung up at the end of the seven-minute conversation. Lady Bird asked what was the matter as he dropped back on his pillow. “We have a war on our hands.”


 


At the National Security Agency’s eighty-two-acre campus in Washington’s Maryland suburbs, senior leaders worried over the outbreak of the war and what it might mean for the Liberty. Analysts at the clandestine agency had worked nonstop in recent days. With more than fourteen thousand employees and an estimated billion-dollar annual budget the NSA was designed for just such a crisis. The secretive nature of the organization—employees joked its initials stood for “No Such Agency”—camouflaged an operation that resembled a small city. The agency boasted a cafeteria that could feed more than a thousand, plus eight snack bars. An infirmary complete with operating rooms, x-ray equipment, and dental chairs could accommodate minor emergencies while employees enjoyed an on-site post office, barbershop, dry cleaner, and shoe repair. Workers could even cash checks and make deposits at a branch of the State Bank of Laurel, all without ever leaving the Marine-guarded gates.


The Liberty’s mission required it to steam as close as twelve and a half miles off Egypt and six and a half miles from Israel, a mission planned days before the war started, when America had a reasonable expectation of the ship’s safety. NSA officials watched on the first day of the war as the Israeli pilots obliterated Egypt’s air force. Israeli ground forces soon moved into the Sinai Peninsula. Intelligence leaders feared the Liberty’s proximity to the conflict might endanger it. The spy ship, which passed just sixteen miles off the Sicilian island of Pantelleria only hours before the war began, steamed east at full speed and expected to arrive off the coast of Egypt in as little as three days. Though the NSA recommended the Liberty’s missions, the agency had no authority to move the ship. The Navy assumed responsibility for its safety, and any orders from the NSA had to go through the Joint Chiefs of Staff.


America had faced a similar problem five years earlier during the Cuban Missile Crisis. The spy ship Oxford had trolled for months off Havana as it eavesdropped on the Soviet buildup. The mission proved vital. The Oxford sniffed out surface-to-air missile sites and sophisticated Soviet radars used to track and target airplanes. The Soviets had used such radars to shoot down an American spy plane over Siberia in May 1960. Tensions soon arose. Cuba deduced the Oxford’s mission from its elaborate antennae and harassed the spy ship with gunboats. Spooks down below listened as the Cuban military trained its fire-control radar on the Oxford. The United States feared the spy ship, which patrolled so close to shore that its sailors could see Havana’s famed Morro Castle, might create a flashpoint for a larger conflict. Despite the intelligence boon the Oxford provided, authorities ordered the ship farther back into the Straits of Florida.




Richard Harvey and Eugene Sheck, who assigned and scheduled the NSA’s spy ships and planes, remembered that decision from five years earlier. The same considerations now applied to the Liberty. No nation had ever attacked a spy ship, so the worries were not overt, particularly because the Liberty sailed in international waters. If the war in the Middle East warranted an order to the Liberty to pull back, the NSA would need to readjust the mission. The men phoned John Connell, the agency’s liaison at the Joint Reconnaissance Center. Located in a secure area deep in the Pentagon, the center scheduled and managed military spy missions. Connell agreed with his colleagues. Hundreds of miles separated the Liberty from the rest of the Sixth Fleet. Connell conferred with his counterparts in the Pentagon only to discover that no one had any plan to move the Liberty.


The Liberty approached the Middle East as the rest of the Navy pulled back. Before the Liberty had reached Rota, Spain, the Navy ordered the Mediterranean-based Sixth Fleet to restrict air operations to at least one hundred miles from Egypt. Concerns increased when the war began and twenty Soviet warships and support vessels, joined by another eight to nine submarines, steamed in the eastern Mediterranean. The Navy ordered aircraft carriers to operate no closer than one hundred miles from Egypt, Israel, Lebanon, and Syria. Vice Admiral Martin warned the Liberty to remain alert, given Egypt’s “unpredictability.” The message, broadcast over a teletype circuit the Liberty no longer monitored, never reached the spy ship. Events would soon overshadow the Sixth Fleet’s effort to determine why the Liberty failed to respond. “Maintain a high state of vigilance against attack or threat of attack,” read the admiral’s message, sent the second day of the war. “Report by flash precedence any threatening or suspicious actions directed against you or any diversion from schedule necessitated by external threat.”


Chief of Naval Operations Admiral David McDonald reviewed his operational briefing notes on the morning of June 7, the third day of the war. The four-star admiral, the Navy’s most senior officer, seized on the two-sentence reference at the bottom of the page to the Liberty’s mission a dozen miles off Egypt. McDonald scrawled his concern in the margin beneath it with a red pencil: “I don’t know why we do something like this now?” He ordered his subordinates to remedy it and brief him on his return to the Pentagon from Annapolis no later than 2:30 P.M. Based on McDonald’s concern, the Navy recommended that the Joint Chiefs of Staff order the Liberty to approach no closer than twenty miles from Egypt and fifteen miles from Israel. The memo that detailed the recommended change arrived in McDonald’s office at 2:37 P.M., but the admiral did not read it until 6 P.M.


The minor adjustment failed to satisfy McDonald. The veteran admiral with a reputation for bluntness jotted a one-sentence response in the memo’s bottom margin: “I wouldn’t even let her go down that way now!” In a conversation with his executive assistant shortly before he left at 6:20 P.M., McDonald barked that the change was not enough. The admiral saw no reason for the Liberty to operate so close to a war zone. The potential risks outweighed the intelligence the United States might gain. Beyond the danger, McDonald worried about political fallout. Israel’s success in the first few days of the war had prompted Egypt to accuse the United States of helping the Jewish state. The U.S. refuted Egypt’s allegations before the United Nations when U.N. ambassador Arthur Goldberg assured the Security Council that no Navy ships sailed within “several hundred miles” of the conflict. The Liberty’s presence would make him a liar. McDonald demanded the spy ship steam no closer than one hundred miles from shore.


A senior officer in the Joint Reconnaissance Center phoned the Navy’s London headquarters of its European and Middle East command with the new orders at 7:50 P.M. Later investigations by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and a subcommittee of the House Armed Services Committee would chronicle the incredible communications breakdown that evening that rendered this and other efforts to reach the ship futile. Bureaucratic bungling, delays, and misrouted messages—some sent all the way to the Philippines—meant the Liberty would not receive its new orders in time to change its location. Nearly six thousand miles away, the spy ship steamed through the darkness. The officer in the Joint Reconnaissance Center, with the phone pressed tight against his ear, relayed the desperate need to reach the Liberty before it sailed too close: “Time is getting short to where she will be in those limits.” The lieutenant on the other end of the phone in London only confirmed the Pentagon’s fears: “Looks to me like she’s almost there.”















CHAPTER 3




While we are not responsible for the safety of the vessel, we cannot absolve ourselves totally from the considerations of safety.


—SECRET NSA MEMO










Shortly before 4 A.M. on Thursday, June 8, Ensign John Scott assumed deck watch on the Liberty’s bridge. Located in front of the smokestack, and rising several stories above the main deck, the bridge on the twenty-two-year-old ship was austere. A radarscope, plotting board, and writing desk lined the forward bulkhead, beneath five portholes that offered a view of the ship’s bow and the sea ahead. The navigator’s chart table sat against the portside bulkhead; directly opposite it on the starboard side was the quartermaster’s desk. There sailors kept a running log of the ship’s course, speed, and sightings of other vessels in a notebook that ultimately became the ship’s log. In the center of the bridge stood the Liberty’s gyrocompass, engine order telegraph, and the helm. Two doors on either side led out to wings—each with signal lights and a compass—that provided an unobstructed view of the bow and stern. In a throwback to the Liberty’s World War II origins, the bridge and starboard wing offered voice tubes that allowed the deck officer to shout orders through a network of pipes to the engine room.


An uneasy quiet settled over the bridge this morning as Scott scanned the dark horizon with binoculars. The spy ship, after days of steaming east at seventeen knots, had slowed to ten knots as it neared the Egyptian coast. A helmsman, quartermaster, and a couple of lookouts joined Scott on the bridge. Most of the other officers slept below in nearly a dozen staterooms. The chief petty officers bunked in a single compartment and the rest of the crew shared three cavernous berths, the largest able to sleep 135 men in bunks stacked three high. The Liberty required only a few sailors to run the engineering plant, guide the ship, and stand watch. Far below deck in the National Security Agency’s hub, work continued at a frenetic pace despite the early hour. Behind locked doors, communications technicians eavesdropped on radio communications, intercepted Morse code messages, and sniffed out radar systems.


Scott normally found the morning watch a miserable assignment. To stay awake, the young officer downed cups of black coffee and counted rivets on the deck plates. If he was lucky, the Liberty might sail through a patch of phosphorescent algae that sparkled in the dark seas and occasionally illuminated porpoises that liked to swim in the ship’s bow wake. A couple of times, he had even spotted whales. The most exciting event Scott had witnessed on watch happened on an earlier cruise in Africa. The radarman that night had reported fuzzy blips as the ship trolled the coastline, but a scan of the dark waters revealed nothing. A small fleet of fishermen in dugout canoes suddenly appeared in front of the Liberty. The fishermen lit torches to signal the spy ship, but it was too late. Scott could do little more than shout apologies as the lumbering Liberty sliced through their fishing lines.


On this morning—Scott’s twenty-fourth birthday—the eastern Mediterranean was empty. A stream of merchant ships exiting the war zone had passed the Liberty in recent days, but that traffic had ended. The deck log shows that the Liberty’s last encounter with another ship had come at 2:30 P.M. the day before, when it sailed within fifteen hundred yards of the Greek merchant vessel Ioannis Aspiotis. The Liberty’s teletype had churned out daily updates on Israel’s stunning success in the war. In three days, the Jewish state had obliterated Egypt’s forces, seized much of the Sinai Peninsula, and reached the banks of the Suez Canal. On the Jordanian front, Israel had captured much of the West Bank, including the Old City of Jerusalem, Bethlehem, and Jericho. “All this the armed forces of Israel did alone,” declared Yitzhak Rabin, Israel’s chief of staff, in comments widely distributed by the wire services. “Everyone fought like lions.”


Though the Liberty sailed in international waters, the crew remained on edge. The proximity to the war zone magnified the sense of loneliness and isolation. The rest of the Sixth Fleet, with its aircraft carriers and destroyers, assembled approximately five hundred miles west off the southern coast of Crete. The potential danger prompted McGonagle to occasionally summon intelligence officers to the bridge to provide updates. The night before, as the Liberty skirted the Egyptian coast, the men had watched the Israelis bomb the Suez Canal. The fire and smoke had clouded the night sky. Scott scanned the horizon this morning in silence. It all felt so eerie. A war raged on shore yet on the bridge the normal sense of routine permeated. In a few moments, the cooks would arrive with the first batch of warm biscuits. Scott felt like Marlow headed up the river in Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness.
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