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“Jose Rodriguez guided some of the CIA’s greatest counterterror victories, and his story is one of courage, commitment, and decisiveness. In this book, he provides concrete details about the value of the Agency’s interrogation program of terrorists—a program which thwarted terrorist attacks and has made America safer.”


—General Michael V. Hayden, USAF (Ret.) former Director of Central Intelligence


“Courageous CIA officers putting themselves in harm’s way to protect the nation from ruthless terrorists—only to find they are undercut and second-guessed by posturing politicians. That’s not the plot of some new novel—but the real-life story of Jose Rodriguez. In Hard Measures he offers a fascinating glimpse into the lives of the men and women who stopped al Qa’ida’s second-wave of attacks and the price they paid for doing so.”


—Vince Flynn, New York Times bestselling author of Kill Shot


 


TERRORISM HAS ALWAYS BEEN ONE OF THE TOUGHEST TARGETS ON WHICH TO COLLECT INTELLIGENCE. The secrets you want to steal frequently don’t reside in computer systems, which can be hacked, or safes, which can be broken into, but in the inner recesses of a handful of individuals’ minds.


The cliché about intelligence work is that it is like working on a thousand-piece jigsaw puzzle but not having the box top to show you what the finished picture should look like. If only it were that easy. In fact, it is more like working on a million-piece puzzle with no box top, and having millions more random pieces that look like they might fit, but actually are from different puzzles altogether.


It fell to us to make sense of the countless fragments of information and to take action on the chunks of the puzzle, which represented a real and growing threat to the United States and our allies. —from Hard Measures









WHILE THE AMERICAN PUBLIC IS AWARE OF THE CIA’S USE OF HIGHLY CONTROVERSIAL “ENHANCED INTERROGATION TECHNIQUES,” FEW KNOW THE MAN WHO, IN THE WAKE OF SEPTEMBER 11, LED ALL U.S. COUNTERTERRORISM OPERATIONS AND OVERSAW THE USE OF THOSE PROCEDURES—PROCEDURES THAT OBTAINED VITAL AND TIMELY INTELLIGENCE AND HELPED SAFEGUARD THE NATION FROM FUTURE ATTACKS.


Puerto Rican–born Jose A. Rodriguez, Jr., served the United States for twenty-five years as an undercover officer before bringing his wealth of field knowledge to the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center; now, in this riveting account and fascinating life story, one of America’s top undercover operatives reveals how hard measures have derailed terrorist activity targeting the U.S., and saved countless American lives.


Fully disclosed here for the first time are the undercover operations and tactics implemented during the George W. Bush presidency—which were approved by the highest levels of the U.S. government, certified as legal by the Department of Justice, and supported by bipartisan leadership of congressional intelligence oversight committees.


But as the shock of 9/11 faded, the support that the intelligence community enjoyed and deserved gave way to shortsighted and potentially dangerous political correctness. One by one, the tools needed to successfully fight terrorism were banished, and the men and women who volunteered to carry out our nation’s orders in combating al-Qa’ida found themselves second-guessed, hamstrung, and investigated—including Rodriguez himself. In effect, the United States has chosen to willfully and unilaterally disarm itself in the war on terror.


In Hard Measures, Rodriguez convincingly argues for the techniques used, and uncompromisingly details when these techniques were necessary, why they worked, and how, ultimately, they contributed to the capture of the world’s most-wanted terror operatives, including Usama bin Ladin.


From law school student to CIA recruit to his role as America’s top spy, Rodriguez’s full story is one of utmost importance—a rare, insider’s look at an issue that demands attention. Above all, it’s a reasoned, imperative, and fully informed case for hard measures, and an explosive and gripping account of the real war on terror—where it’s been and where it’s headed.
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JOSE A. RODRIGUEZ, JR., was born in Puerto Rico and raised in South America. He received his undergraduate and law school degrees from the University of Florida before being recruited by the Central Intelligence Agency and serving his country for thirty-one years.


MEET THE AUTHORS, WATCH VIDEOS AND MORE AT


SimonandSchuster.com


• THE SOURCE FOR READING GROUPS •


    [image: Image] Facebook.com/ThresholdEditions


    [image: Image] Twitter.com/Threshold_Books


JACKET PHOTOGRAPH © 2012 GREG E. MATHIESON, SR. / MAI / LANDOV


AUTHOR PHOTOGRAPH BY GREG MATHIESON


COPYRIGHT © 2012 SIMON & SCHUSTER







[image: Images]






Thank you for purchasing this Threshold Editions eBook.


Sign up for our newsletter and receive special offers, access to bonus content, and info on the latest new releases and other great eBooks from Threshold Editions and Simon & Schuster.


[image: sign up button]

or visit us online to sign up at
eBookNews.SimonandSchuster.com







[image: Image]




 


[image: Images]


Threshold Editions


A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


1230 Avenue of the Americas


New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com


Copyright © 2012 by Jose A. Rodriguez, Jr.


All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information, address Threshold Editions Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.


First Threshold Editions hardcover edition April 2012


THRESHOLD EDITIONS and colophon are trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.


The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event, contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.


Designed by Renata Di Biase


Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


Rodriguez, Jose A., 1948–


Hard measures / Jose Rodriguez ; with Bill Harlow.


p. cm.


1. Rodriguez, Jose A., 1948– 2. United States. Central Intelligence Agency—Officials and employees—Biography. 3. United States. DCI Counterterrorist Center. 4. Intelligence officers—United States—Biography. 5. Terrorism—United States—Prevention. I. Harlow, Bill, 1950– II. Title.


JK468.I6R63   2012


327.12730092—dc23


[B]


2012003698


ISBN 978-1-4516-6347-1


ISBN 978-1-4516-6349-5 (ebook)




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




For the men and women of the CIA, whose skill, dedication, and selfless service have always inspired my admiration, loyalty, and awe




The author is donating a portion of his proceeds from this book to the CIA Officers Memorial Foundation, which was established in December 2001 to provide educational support to the children of CIA officers killed in the line of duty. For more information about the foundation please visit: www.ciamemorialfoundation.org.





Preface



[image: Images]


WHO I AM


I am Jose A. Rodriguez, Jr., the Puerto Rican–born son of two teachers. I grew up largely in South America and in the Caribbean, coming to the continental United States for the first time for any length of time when I attended the University of Florida, where I received my BA and law degree. For the next thirty-one years I served my country, undercover, as an officer of the Central Intelligence Agency.


After September 11, 2001, I was assigned to the CIA’s Counterterrorist Center. There, I was responsible for helping develop and implement the Agency’s techniques for capturing the world’s most dangerous terrorists and collecting intelligence from them, including the use of highly controversial “enhanced interrogation techniques.”


I am certain, beyond any doubt, that these techniques, approved by the highest levels of the U.S. government, certified as legal by the Department of Justice, and briefed to and supported by bipartisan leadership of congressional intelligence oversight committees, shielded the people of the United States from harm and led to the capture and killing of Usama bin Ladin.


What follows is the story of how my colleagues and I came to take those hard measures and why we are certain that our actions saved American lives.




HARD MEASURES





Chapter 1
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RASHID RAUF



I’m tired of you Americans saying we are not doing enough to fight the terrorists.” General Ashfaq Kayani, director general of Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence, was polite but firm during the meeting at his home in Islamabad in August 2006. “We may soon have a chance to conduct a major operation—what I need to know is whether you are with us or not.”


The confrontation was not the first and certainly not the last between his organization, the ISI, and mine, the CIA. As head of our National Clandestine Service, my mission was to oversee the running of covert operations, the recruitment of spies, and the theft of secrets on behalf of the United States. Since 9/11, the Pakistani intelligence service had arguably been our most important foreign relationship—but it never was or ever will be a smooth one.


Unbeknownst to me, and presumably to General Kayani, that sweltering August day in 2006, Usama bin Ladin and members of his family had recently taken refuge in a villa in Abbottabad, less than fifty miles northeast of where we sat.


We met in Kayani’s home on a tightly guarded Pakistani military base. The residence resembled something you might see in an affluent American suburb. There were several parts to the structure, one for his living quarters, another section that appeared to be an office, and a third area where the general met visitors like me. He was casually dressed but all business. After subordinates served fruit juice and tea, Kayani let me know what was on his mind.


A casual eavesdropper on my conversation with General Kayani might think, well, of course you would say yes to the general’s request, and of course the U.S. and allied governments would applaud your action. But in the world of counterterrorism, nothing is straightforward.


The loyalties of the ISI will probably always be suspect from an American perspective. While some senior officers like General Kayani proclaimed their support for our counterterrorism efforts, others a couple of echelons below him were happily supporting al-Qa’ida and the Taliban, an organization that the ISI (with some U.S. help) had essentially created years earlier. How much ISI officers knew about Bin Ladin’s whereabouts had always been hotly debated.


I had come to Pakistan along with the CIA’s director, General Mike Hayden, in part to try to nurture the tricky relationship between the Agency and the ISI. After several days of meetings, Hayden returned to the United States, but I stayed behind to probe the state of relations between our two organizations. My concern was more than bureaucratic. We were in the midst of a looming crisis, one in a series of tense moments that regularly marked our relations with the ISI. I had spent the day flying around on a Russian-built Pakistani MI-17 helicopter visiting Peshawar, the Khyber Pass, and remote tribal areas where the CIA and ISI tried to work together against terrorist targets.


On my arrival back in Islamabad, CIA officers alerted me to some new intelligence that a terrorist cell in the U.K. that we and our British allies had been monitoring had selected specific transatlantic flights that they planned to bring down in an attack that would rival 9/11 in scale. “Coño!” I said to myself. There had been many chilling intelligence reports over the past five years, but the more I learned, the more this seemed to me the most concrete and imminent threat to the U.S. since the World Trade Towers were brought down. The near-unanimous concern about a second attack that had galvanized our nation in the days, weeks, and months following 9/11 had since abated among politicians, the media, and the general public, but those of us on point in the fight knew that the threat had not gone away.


In recent months, our British allies had learned of a U.K.-based terror cell and its plans to blow up as many as ten commercial airliners as they headed from Britain to New York, Washington, D.C., and California. Through excellent intelligence work, British intelligence and police officials had monitored plotters as they implemented an ingenious plan of draining soft drink bottles and replacing the contents with concentrated hydrogen peroxide and other chemicals, including the use of the powdered breakfast drink Tang as an explosive accelerant. The altered containers could easily pass through routine airport screenings that were in use at the time. Had they been detonated while all ten planes were at altitude over the Atlantic, there would have been a loss of life in the thousands. Evidence of exactly how the planes were brought down would have been lost at sea, and the panic in the international transportation arena would have been devastating.


The effort British authorities devoted to tracking the plotters in their country was extraordinary. It was said to be the largest domestic surveillance effort ever conducted in the U.K. There seemed to be nineteen potential suicide bombers involved. Coincidentally (or perhaps not), that was the exact number of people who carried out the hijackings on September 11, 2001.


The Brits originally learned of the plot by finding that one of the plotters had traveled from the U.K. to meet with a known al-Qa’ida operative in Pakistan.


The central figure in the plot was a man by the name of Rashid Rauf, a dual British/Pakistani national. The Brits knew a fair amount about him. Rauf was said to have been born in England of Pakistani parents and raised in the West Midlands city of Birmingham. He disappeared from the U.K. in 2002 in the middle of an investigation of the murder of his uncle. While never charged in that crime, he was definitely a “person of interest” to British authorities, not only for that matter, but also because of his known ties to violent Islamic militant groups in Pakistan. But they needed to know more about him.


As troublesome as U.S. relations with Pakistan can be, our British allies can have an even more difficult time getting full cooperation from the ISI. Hard feelings dating back more than six decades to the Raj when Britain ruled the region meant that often the U.S. was able to get cooperation from the Pakistanis in ways that eluded the Brits.


So the CIA took the lead in working with the ISI to try to track down Rauf and others in Pakistan who were behind the plot that was brewing in the U.K. Using our clandestine technical resources, we were able to determine that planning for the strike was coming from North Waziristan in the mountainous Federally Administered Tribal Areas of Pakistan.


The CIA approached the ISI to see if they could shed additional light on the whereabouts and plans of Rashid Rauf. Although the plotters in the U.K. were under intense surveillance, at the time we did not know the whereabouts of Rauf. During his visit to Pakistan, General Hayden let senior Pakistani officials know that we were very interested in him.


In my meeting with General Kayani a few days later I was told that the Pakistanis had learned that Rauf might soon be traveling from the tribal areas toward the city of Bahawalpur. General Kayani saw that there was a rare opportunity to roll up a terrorist and he asked me if the U.S. would support Rauf’s immediate capture. I made an on-the-spot decision. “Absolutely. We want this bad guy!” It seemed to me that telling Kayani anything else would have undermined the relationship we were trying to build with the ISI. I made the call despite a vague understanding that British authorities were hoping we would not move too rashly against Rauf. They wanted time to follow the trail of the U.K.-based terrorists to see what other leads might develop and to generate more court-admissible evidence for a future trial. But to me, the news that the plotters had moved to the point of selecting actual flights to bring down meant that we could not afford to wait.


When my meeting with General Kayani ended, I departed for a local hotel. Brigadier General Azmat Hayam Khan, one of Kayani’s top subordinates and head of Pakistani counterterrorism, was supposed to host a dinner for me there as a way to build greater rapport with his senior officers. Such representational duties are among the more tedious of the chores of someone in my position, but necessary if you are hoping to maximize the support of your foreign counterparts.


The general was in the front seat of an armored sedan. Security vehicles led and trailed us as we wove our way through the teeming streets of Islamabad and headed for the hotel. In the backseat, I was joined by the CIA’s chief of station in the region, whose name I am not at liberty to divulge. Within minutes, Azmat’s cell phone rang. I could hear him fire off a series of urgent questions in Urdu. He turned to my colleague and said, “The plan, as General Kayani has said, is coming together. The terrorist Rauf is on a bus heading for one of our checkpoints. We want to proceed with his capture. Are you with us?”


My colleague turned to me. “What do you think, boss?”


“Let’s get him,” I said. The cautious thing would have been to consult with Washington. But doing so would have been the equivalent of saying “no.” Washington never responds instantly—especially in a situation such as this where they would have wanted to have some meetings, develop position papers, do some contingency planning, and consult the British. But in my mind, this opportunity demanded an instant decision.


Scrapping the plan for dinner, our two sides, the CIA and the ISI, set up command centers to listen to live feed from our forces in Bahawalpur providing a blow-by-blow account of the takedown of Rashid Rauf. The capture, carried out by Pakistani troops with CIA officers providing high-tech assistance nearby, was almost uneventful. If only I could say that about the aftermath.


Once I was assured that Rauf was in Pakistani control, I called CIA headquarters in Virginia and told my chief of staff what had happened. I asked her to go down the hall and brief the deputy CIA director, Steve Kappes. She called back minutes later: “Steve is livid. He wants to know why you let the Pakistanis conduct the takedown.”


“Because I agreed with them” was my simple answer.


She said that the Brits were insistent on following leads on this case a while longer to see who or what else might be implicated. “President Bush apparently told Prime Minister Blair a few hours earlier that we would move slowly on this plot,” she said. My unilateral decision apparently had caused a diplomatic incident. Because of it, they were scrambling to arrest all the known cell members in Britain that very night.


I was sorry for any inconvenience to President Bush and Prime Minister Blair—although no one had bothered to tell me about their conversation beforehand. But I am convinced that the decision to capture Rauf was the right one. If you are operating in a place like Great Britain you can confidently expect that Scotland Yard can track a criminal subject clandestinely for weeks on end. But in a country like Pakistan, if a chance suddenly presents itself to capture someone known to be in the final stage of planning multiple, simultaneous terrorist attacks, you better take them down. You act immediately because the opportunity may not come again—and you may not get another chance before attacks are launched. If, in the wake of a second successful terrorist attack of 9/11 proportions, it were to be revealed that the head of the U.S. clandestine service passed up a chance to capture one of the plot’s masterminds, the second-guessers outside, and especially inside, government would have been merciless, and rightly so.


 


As it turned out, the Brits were able to swiftly arrest twenty-five suspects. They eventually brought to trial seventeen on charges of plotting to commit murder. Three received life sentences. While the trials themselves may not be memorable to most Americans, the impact of the case behind them certainly is. It is because of this group that since 2006 you are unable to fly with more than three ounces of liquids in your carry-on luggage. Rauf’s plotters’ plan to mix commonly available chemicals in soda bottles would easily have killed thousands of innocent people in transatlantic flight.


The Pakistanis held Rauf in custody while the Brits rolled up the terror cells in England. Since Pakistan does not have an extradition treaty with the U.K., they refused to hand him over to the Brits and insisted that any questions we or the British had for Rauf be funneled through the ISI. Happy as we were to have Rauf off the streets, he was not under our control.


Three months after his capture, Pakistan moved to drop the terrorism charges against Rauf, allegedly for lack of evidence. They continued to hold him on explosives and false-identity counts, but in late 2007 he mysteriously “escaped” from Pakistani custody. He had been held at the high-security Adiala prison when his guards reportedly decided to allow him to go to a local mosque for prayers. Not surprisingly, Rauf did not return. Given the uncertain loyalties of some inside the Pakistani security system, it is foolish to take for granted our ability to follow, detain, or interrogate terrorists using Pakistani surrogates.


Two years later, it was reported in the media that Rauf was killed in a U.S. drone strike. His supporters deny this fact to this day.


In the immediate aftermath of the arrest of the plotters in the U.K. there was a lot of finger-pointing. Unnamed British sources told the media that the U.S. had overreacted and brought down Rauf prematurely. My relations with British intelligence took a decidedly chilly turn. A bogus theory from American writer Ron Suskind received great play in the media, suggesting that President Bush and Vice President Cheney had ordered the arrest of Rauf and the establishment of the draconian “no liquids on planes” rules to somehow influence the upcoming U.S. midterm elections. This was a patently ludicrous assertion.


And in general, the media widely denigrated the takedown of the terror cell in the U.K., saying that some of the British plotters had not yet gotten passports or plane tickets and therefore there was no urgency, as if stopping a terrorist attack doesn’t count unless the burning fuse is snuffed out seconds before an explosion. The pundits forget that if we had been so fortunate as to interdict any of the nineteen 9/11 hijackers months before the attacks they might have been dismissed as a laughable bunch of losers who didn’t inspire fear or confidence.


The liquids plot saga turned out to be emblematic of my CIA career. If there was a common thread during my lengthy time at the Agency, it was that no good deed went unpunished. The liquid plot incident further drove home to me the importance of swift action, of nimble decision making, and of being able to hold and interrogate key terrorist suspects ourselves without relying on surrogates who have a different and uncertain agenda.


Throughout my career, controversy followed me around like a hungry dog. I wish all my decisions and all my actions were universally supported and applauded. But I am comfortable with who I am and what I have done.


I have been extraordinarily privileged to play a role in some historic events and believe I am uniquely positioned to explode some myths and clarify some mysteries that have heretofore gone unexplained.


As memories of 9/11 faded, political correctness and timidity grew. The unanimity of support that the intelligence community enjoyed eroded, and one by one the tools needed to fight those who wish to destroy our country have been taken away. Worse, those men and women who volunteered to carry out our nation’s orders in combating al-Qa’ida found themselves second-guessed, investigated, and shunned.


It is doubtful whether the takedown of Rashid Rauf, which happened less than six years ago, could happen today. Certainly, the unilateral U.S. action that brought about Usama bin Ladin’s greatly deserved demise, for all the good it did, also served to highlight the gulf that exists between U.S. goals and intentions and those of many in powerful positions in Pakistan.


General Kayani, who in 2006 was chief of the ISI, is now even more influential as chief of the Army Staff, one of the most powerful men in Pakistan. Given the embarrassment of UBL’s being caught so close to the Pakistani capital, Kayani and his colleagues almost certainly would be less willing to join the U.S. in capturing a major terrorist on their soil. Knowing this, and also knowing that the United States has no strong options for interrogating and holding prisoners itself, if the U.S. could find another terror mastermind like Rauf, or even a successor to bin Ladin, we might simply be forced to eliminate him with a Hellfire missile rather than running the risks of attempting to capture him. The risks are not just to the lives of our forces but also to the fragile cooperation between our two nations. When terrorists are taken out by blunt force, our ability to exploit their phones, computers, and minds dies with them. The United States has chosen to unilaterally disarm itself in the war on terror; in writing this book, there is no more urgent message I want to convey.





Chapter 2
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LATIN AMERICA DIVISION



Although I found myself deeply involved in the U.S. war against terrorists from 2001 until late 2007, my path to that position was an unusual one, to say the least. What follows is a very short synopsis of my first fifty years of life. I share this not because I think readers are anxious to know about every twist and turn in my formative years, but because the events of my first half century had a tremendous influence in shaping what happened during my tenure at the seniormost levels of the CIA.


My road to involvement in combating Middle Eastern and South Asian terrorism began in Latin America. No one would have pegged me as a future top U.S. intelligence officer when I was growing up. I am the Puerto Rican–born son of two teachers. Not long after my birth in the city of Mayaguez, my father, an agronomist, moved our family to Buga, Colombia, where he helped open an agricultural vocational school. Colombia was an unsettled place at the time; there was an insurgency going on that resulted in the massacre of tens of thousands of people across the country. One of my earliest memories was of our milkman allowing me to sit for a moment on the horse he used to make his deliveries. Years later my parents learned that the milkman was also a guerrilla and used his horse for things other than delivering milk, such as participating in the armed conflict.


After about five years, my parents took our small family (a brother and sister were born in Colombia) back to Puerto Rico. But a few years later my father took a job with the U.N. Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) and we returned to Colombia. Later he joined the Alliance for Progress, started during the Kennedy administration. After another brief stop in Puerto Rico we moved to Bolivia, where my father worked for the U.S. Agency for International Development (AID). While there, my father bought a horse and I was thrilled to take riding lessons after school from a young army captain by the name of Luis Garcia Meza. Nearly two decades later I would deal with him again. During my boyhood stay in Bolivia there was a coup d’état. The country’s then-president was overthrown and I remember watching jet aircraft strafe La Paz. The Rodriguez family seemed to gravitate to where the action was.


In 1965 a revolution broke out in the Dominican Republic. President Johnson decided to send the Marines and the 82nd Airborne there to prevent the country from becoming a “second Cuba.” But the American involvement was not all military. USAID directed my father to move there, along with his family, to help administer economic aid for the impoverished country. When we arrived in Santo Domingo the rebels were holed up downtown and the city was divided in two, separated by barbed wire with American troops manning checkpoints. There was a lot of fighting going on, particularly at night, and we got used to going to sleep with the sound of gunfire in the distance. I spent my high school years in Santo Domingo and established some lifelong friendships there. The people in the “DR” are among the most laid-back and fun-loving folks I have ever met. So I was shocked to learn that some of my high school friends’ parents had been involved in the ambush that killed Dominican strongman General Rafael Trujillo just a few years before.


Although it may sound like a disorderly upbringing, I thoroughly enjoyed my youth. To me it was all about seeing new places, learning about different cultures, and experiencing the adventures that life in a foreign country offers. To my friends and neighbors growing up in Colombia, Bolivia, and the Dominican Republic, the Rodriguez family represented the United States. But we were emissaries from a country I barely knew. I had only infrequently been to the mainland U.S., mostly to visit an aunt who lived in Hollywood, Florida.


When it was time to go to college I decided to go to the University of Florida as an undergraduate with the idea of readying myself for a career in foreign relations. After completing my bachelor’s degree with honors, I elected to stay in Gainesville and attend law school, not with the thought of practicing law, but with the notion that a law degree would enhance my chances of getting a job in national security or perhaps with an international aid organization such as the ones that employed my father.


Law school was tough. About a third of my classmates flunked out. Not without considerable effort, I graduated in 1974. A few months after graduation, I became intrigued by the idea of applying to the CIA. It sounded like the perfect answer to my dreams of world travel, adventure, and involvement in important matters. Shortly thereafter I received a cryptic phone call from a recruiter who had been advised of my interest. Without specifically saying where he was calling from, he told me that their “representative” would be in my area soon and would like to meet with me. That started a nearly two-year-long process of getting into the CIA.


I met with recruiters, took tests, flew to Washington for interviews with psychologists and case officers, and, on my third trip to D.C., took a polygraph test designed to judge my reliability and ensure that I wasn’t already a spy—for someone else. I passed. The Agency amused me by insisting I take a Spanish language test before hiring me. They would have been wiser to insist on an English exam. I’m not sure how well I did on all the other written and psychological tests they gave me, but where I excelled was in the personal interviews. Two Agency officers from the Cuban operations group at CIA were among those who assessed me. I later learned that they went to bat for my candidacy, having been impressed with my “street smarts.” Without their support I would not have been hired, because I did not fit the mold of the traditional career trainee recruit. This is a problem that persists in the Agency to this day.


While waiting for my application to be resolved, I went to San Juan and lived with my brother, who was working as a geologist. I supported myself by selling time shares and real estate, which turned out to be not only lucrative but also good experience for being an intelligence officer. Selling someone a time share is hard, not unlike trying to convince some foreign official to secretly work for the United States.


Eventually, in November 1976, I left Puerto Rico to fly to Washington and begin my career in the CIA. After a few months at the Agency headquarters, learning the language of intelligence and serving in some interim assignments, I was shipped off to “the Farm,” the CIA’s clandestine training facility a few hours away from headquarters. My class of new recruits included Cofer Black (who decades later would be my boss and then predecessor as chief of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center). Others from my class also rose to important positions in the CIA. Having gone through training under such unique circumstances, we developed strong bonds of comradeship, which lasted through our respective careers.


While at the Farm we learned the tradecraft of the clandestine service, how to spot, assess, and recruit foreign nationals to spy on behalf of the United States, how to conduct surveillance on others and avoid it for yourself, the use of disguise, how to drive like a madman to escape pursuit, and how to effectively use all manner of weapons and explosives when all else failed. While the training sounds like fun, all of us trainees were anxious for it to be over so that we could go out into the field and actually DO the work we had trained for. Perhaps prophetically, the hardest part for me was not learning how to conduct operations, but learning how to keep headquarters informed of what we were doing. Each day after all of our training we would have to type up “intelligence reports” to our imaginary bosses in Langley about the day’s take of intelligence. The many reports were typed on manual typewriters and each had its own specific format. For a hunt-and-peck typist like myself, that meant laboring away until 1:00 or 2:00 a.m. to complete the mission and being ready to go again by seven the next morning.


For your final exercise at the Farm you are sent out into an American city with a mission. You have to conduct surveillance of others, avoid it on yourself, and track down an elusive person. Using your guile and “tradecraft,” you must get up close to him and make a “pitch” that he come work on behalf of the U.S. government. My team was sent to a large American city and I managed to sweet-talk myself past some restaurant employees with a credible cover story to gain access to our target. The person we were after had deliberately secluded himself to make it difficult for us to get to him, but our approach worked brilliantly.


My record at the Farm was good but not spectacular. The number one and two ranked trainees were women. I was somewhere in the middle of the pack. I rationalized that the Farm was like law school. The joke there was that the A students would go on to become judges, the B students would be good lawyers, and the C students would end up rich. At the CIA, some of the B and C students at the Farm ended up doing very well, because many had the interpersonal skills, the ability to think on their feet, and the good judgment to succeed.


 


Given my language skills, I was the first among my group to be deployed. Many of my classmates had to spend an additional year or more learning some new language. The government—being the government—decided that since I was a native-born Spanish speaker, it would send me to a country where another language is spoken. (Fortunately, I quickly became reasonably proficient in that language, too.)


I learned a lot about operations during my first tour and put to use the skills I learned at the Farm and elsewhere. At one point I befriended a local army ophthalmologist who happened to be treating the mother of the commanding officer of a cavalry unit. I told my friend of my love of riding, and before long I found myself invited to ride with the regiment. Shortly thereafter, a new president of the country took over who had once been in command of the same cavalry regiment. He continued to ride with them weekly. So there I was, one of the most junior officers, with daily access to the country’s president. I can’t report that I collected any earth-shattering intelligence, but I provided valuable insights to my supervisors. I remember a cable from headquarters arrived saying that according to very sensitive intelligence, the president was reported to be in ill health. I was able to draft an immediate response saying, “This officer went riding with him this morning. His cheeks were pink and he looked well while downing a cup of intense and very sweet local coffee.”


I rode every morning with the president and his entourage, and every so often I would sneak out during the week for a ride in the afternoon. I called my horse “Business” so that I could legitimately tell my colleagues that I was “going out on Business.”


While I did not try to recruit the country’s president, I did accomplish the most successful recruitment of my thirty-one-year career during that tour of duty when I met my future wife, Patti.


A native of Massachusetts, Patti was teaching at the American school. I met her at a party at the Marine house at the Embassy and was instantly struck by her beauty and personal charm and warmth. A year later she left to go to graduate school back in Massachusetts, but I wouldn’t let her escape for long. I went back to visit her and somehow convinced her to marry me just before being sent to my second duty station.


Patti and I got a house in that Andean country (which I cannot identify), and I soon found myself invited to go riding with yet another Latin American leader.


The president, who was an excellent equestrian, and his compatriots were engaged in jumping horses one day over some of the most challenging obstacles I had ever encountered. I overheard him say to one of his majors: “Let’s see if the gringo has the cojones to do this jump.” He slyly smiled and encouraged me to approach a particularly difficult fence. I had no choice. Fortunately, my mount did all the work, but, as a result of my horse’s guts, I was soon an accepted confidant of the dictator. On another occasion, the president fell when his horse stumbled jumping over an adobe wall. He moaned and squealed in pain on the ground while one of his assistants rode back to the stables to get a car. I stayed with him until the car came back for him. He was taken to the hospital with a badly broken leg. He appreciated my help during the incident and invited me to join his Thursday afternoon rides, followed by a barbecue at the stables with his closest confidants, all cavalry officers. Because I was a bona fide horseman and spoke native Spanish, the group would often forget that I was an American official and that the U.S. government opposed the regime. They spoke frankly about what was going on and I paid close attention. It was very good for business!


We had no illusions about my riding companion. When I was back in the office doing my day job, I spent countless hours collecting intelligence about his malfeasance in office.


After a couple of years, I was surprised to receive a cable from headquarters telling me that I was to become the Agency’s chief of station in a small Latin American country. Surprised, both because I was still a very junior officer and because I had to pull out a reference book to find where it was. (When I was in school, it had been known under a different name.) I was concerned when I read the State Department’s “Post report,” which made the capital sound like a dump. However, it turned out to be one of our favorite postings, due to the wonderful friends we made there, the laid-back lifestyle of the country, and the beauty of the country’s barrier reefs. Patti went back home to Massachusetts to deliver our first son, Nicolas. Not long after he was born I got notice that my tour was being cut short and I was to be posted in El Salvador.


El Salvador was the most difficult overseas tour that we had. It was a country at war. The violence was pervasive, and many people died during the conflict, including a number of CIA officers, often as a result of airplane and helicopter crashes. We worried daily about our families and our colleagues. We had a stray bullet break the glass of the window in the room where my baby boy slept. We later found the bullet on the floor next to his crib. While I was driving home one day, the passenger window on my truck was shattered by a glancing bullet. We were all armed to the teeth. I always carried a 9mm Browning with me and had a sawed-off shotgun next to me in my truck. When I traveled up country in an H-1H helicopter, I would have an AR-15 semiautomatic rifle by my side.


I hardly saw my family during this tour because of the abundance of work. Four U.S. Marines had been killed in the Zona Rosa district of San Salvador and I dove right into the work of finding the killers upon my arrival at my post. A few months later the Salvadoran president’s daughter was kidnapped, and we were directed to support the intelligence work in that case. We found her, but the government would not risk a commando operation to liberate her. While I was in El Salvador, a decision had been made to completely change the CIA’s approach to fighting the insurgency. I had the responsibility of carrying out the new plan, something that was all consuming and difficult to do. Earthquakes, disease (Patti contracted hepatitis there), and violence were a way of life in El Salvador in the mideighties.


While we were in El Salvador, the country experienced a severe earthquake that killed about one thousand people. Patti, who was pregnant with our second son, was working as the Embassy’s mental health coordinator when the earthquake struck. She had to crawl out of the chancery when the Embassy buckled under the force of the quake and was destroyed. Outside, the ambassador would not allow anyone to leave the Embassy compound due to the chaotic situation in the city. Back then there were no cell phones and our secure radio network went down, so there was no way to call in or out of the Embassy. Patti was very worried about our baby sleeping in our home, which was located on the side of a mountain. I was able to get home first and found our maid with the baby in the front yard of the house. A massive iron gate in front of the house had come down and a lot of things were broken inside, but the house suffered no major structural damage, which was not the case with many of our colleagues’ homes in the American community. Patti was shaken by the tragedy and the two thousand aftershocks. She kept the baby by her side in our bedroom along with a packed suitcase and her passport in case she needed to make a quick exit.


While in El Salvador I had to deal with the death of a young Agency officer who was killed in a helicopter crash. I got a call at 3:00 a.m. that one of our officers was missing and I had to coordinate efforts to send people out to find him. The accident happened around the time Patti was to deliver our second son, Alec, and I couldn’t get back to Massachusetts in time for the birth. Years later when I was getting ready to retire from the CIA, I took Alec into the Agency headquarters lobby and showed him the star in the book of honor denoting agency officers lost in the line of duty. Pointing to a date in the book, I told him that that was why I was not present at his birth.


After more than a decade in the field, I was brought back to headquarters for my first Stateside assignment. I was made head of a branch of the Operations Directorate that focused on Panama and the Andean countries. Panama demanded most of my time. General Manuel Noriega was a thorn in America’s side at the time. This was my first brush with Washington bureaucracy. I attended my first major interagency meetings with National Security Council, Department of Defense, and State Department officials and was stunned not only at how hard it was to get a decision made on anything, but also by how quickly anything important would leak to the press.
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