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USS Liberty. (Photo courtesy of the National Security Agency.)
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“Historians must and ought to be exact, truthful, and absolutely free of passions, for neither interest, fear, rancor, nor affection should make them deviate from the path of the truth, whose mother is history, the rival of time, repository of great deeds, witness to the past, example and advisor to the present, and forewarning to the future.”


—Miguel de Cervantes, Don Quixote


“It is curious—curious that physical courage should be so common in the world, and moral courage so rare.”


—Mark Twain
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Joan Mellen, who has completed years of research into the deliberate Israeli attack on the USS Liberty on June 8, 1967, will provide answers that have heretofore eluded those seeking information as to why it was done and who was involved in an event that resulted in the murder of 34 Americans (31 sailors, 2 marines, and 1 NSA civilian), the wounding of 174, and the attempted murder of 294 Americans by the Israel Defense Forces. It is a continuation of her tireless and tenacious study of President Lyndon Baines Johnson and his administration, providing her readers with details that have not been made known to the American public.
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Lyndon Baines Johnson. (Photo courtesy of the LBJ Library, Austin.)




Why is this accurate account so vital to the future of America? As an eyewitness, a survivor of the attack, and a witness to the US government's deception, I am very much aware of the events. My hometown, upbringing, and church and the US Navy provided me with the moral character and determination to complete our mission despite any adversities. It is my love of country that forces me to want the truth told. I have observed the whole scale of lies, deceit, and forgery by the US Navy, who were ordered to do so by our government officials, orchestrated by their commander in chief. The American public needs to know what was done to the USS Liberty crew and to our nation for the sole purpose of protecting our relationship with Israel and profiting for political gain on the backs of the Liberty crew.


Therefore, prepare to devour Ms. Mellen's account of this event and time period, Blood in the Water: How the US and Israel Conspired to Ambush the USS Liberty. She has uncovered details that have been deliberately hidden from your eyes to prevent you from forming a better understanding of the consequences of our silence. Please take this information to heart and share it with your family and friends. Joan Mellen's book is that important for future American generations to understand the abuses that took place during the Johnson years. I deeply appreciate Ms. Mellen's ability to document these events so that we can take steps to return to the form of governing our founding fathers gave us. If we do not learn from what her book provides us, our future is in jeopardy.


—Ernest A. Gallo, President, USS Liberty Veterans Association
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There is a postage-stamp-sized image lodged permanently in my mind. It resides beside the flash of a golden-haired John F. Kennedy speaking at a podium on Fordham Road in the Bronx. Dating a few years into the future of that day is the image of a bulky man. He is dark haired and very tall as he surveys a roomful of people who have come to pay him homage. His skin is brown, his eyes are kindly, his expression is pleasant, and although he was a colonel in the army, there seems to be nothing military in his aspect.


Standing very quietly among the crowd, he does not invite intrusions. Yet in his short-sleeved, open-collared shirt, he is informal, not at all forbidding. He is a head of state come here to call on the president of the newly independent republic of Tanzania, until five years ago known as British Tanganyika. We are on the cusp of postcolonialism.


I had no idea that a US surveillance ship, the USNS Valdez, was at that very moment trolling the warmly sweet, turquoise-blue Indian Ocean just beyond our line of sight with its electronic surveillance trained on Dar es Salaam. The Valdez was helping CIA (whose officers never refer to it as “the CIA”) track down Che Guevara, who had come to Congo to assist the beleaguered supporters of Prime Minister Patrice Lumumba, himself murdered with the assistance of CIA.1


Nor could I, a graduate student in English literature with a myopic education in history, have imagined that in fifty years I would be writing a book about a sister surveillance ship of the Valdez, the USS Liberty. History is the plaything of power, and so I certainly could not have imagined that Liberty, unarmed, would be brutally attacked as part of an operation designed to depose the man smiling at the crowd in this room at University College, Dar. That information was destined to remain secret well into the next millennium.




The year is 1966, and I am attending a reception for faculty and administrators where the guest of honor is Gamal Abdel Nasser. Nasser says a few words of pleasant, amiable fellowship with the president of the fledgling United Republic of Tanzania. I don't remember a word he said or the sound of his voice. He was mostly silent. But it was clear that he was a model to the leaders of the newly independent states of Africa in their effort to free themselves of the shackles of colonialism. Locals and foreigners alike, everyone is respectful.


The first president of Tanzania, Julius Nyerere, is present, but I retain no memory of him except that he wore a flowing white shirt and seemed always to be smiling. The countenance that has stayed with me, down all these years, is that of Gamal Abdel Nasser, whose presence will suffuse this history of the origins and cover-up of the bloody ambush of a technical research ship, the USS Liberty.


Soft-spoken, speaking all but perfect English, he seemed to be one of the “good guys.” In my youthful abhorrence of imperialism, I knew nothing of the policy-making of intelligence agencies, and so it would have been impossible to penetrate why CIA counterintelligence chief James Angleton so despised this man that at this very moment he would be plotting his assassination. But I would not have been surprised that this man would ask the United States for an “evenhandedness” he would not be granted.2


At the dawn of the Six-Day War, only one year later, Liberty was rushed to the Eastern Mediterranean. On June 8, she was trolling in international waters at her normal cruise speed of five knots, the speed they traveled when they were on station and doing their intelligence collection, twelve and a half miles off the coast of Egypt. In a bloody, unprovoked, and systematic attack that continued for an hour and a half, Israeli jet fighter planes—their hulls blackened to conceal their country of origin, in defiance of international law—blasted the unarmed Liberty.3 They were followed by torpedo boats brandishing machine guns.
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The USS Liberty (IV). (Photo courtesy of the USS Liberty Veterans Association.)


For more than fifty years, the Survivors (the use of the uppercase is their designation) have sought an explanation for this attack, clearly designed to murder everyone on board and send their ship to the bottom of the sea. Intelligence gathering on the high seas is lawful, and it becomes illegal, naval historian Walter Jacobsen says, only when it infringes upon “protected features of the public order in the coastal state,” which Liberty did not do.4 It turns out that Liberty was not gathering intelligence on Israel at all.5


The United States professed that it was not a participant in any way in the Six-Day War, an event that Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. noted had “given Johnson the little respite he wanted from Vietnam.” Yet the decimation of the Egyptian Air Force on the first day of the war would not have been possible without the participation of US F-4 planes doing aerial surveillance photography that Israel lacked the technological know-how itself to accomplish.


Where documents elucidating these events have emerged, they have been heavily redacted.


Blood in the Water is an effort to penetrate the motives for this attack. History may be defined as what is not yet known, hidden corners that illuminate events that seem otherwise inexplicable. Please be so kind as to consider this effort, this book, in the light of its unsatisfactory predecessors. Some components of one agency (CIA) will be revealed to have known the attack was coming, while others, appalled, were unable to stop it. CIA was not a monolith, and those who did not support this operation included Richard Helms, the director of Central Intelligence himself.6


Along the way, I have been guided by the words of members of the intelligence services with access to the truth of what happened and who refused to participate in the cover-up. Among them was a CIA asset named Wilbur Crane Eveland, who requested of Director of Central Intelligence Allen Dulles, his longtime friend, that he be removed from duty in the Middle East so that he would not be complicit in the injustices he was certain would come.


Allen Dulles acknowledged to his asset Eveland that “the CIA and Israel's Mossad had worked jointly to monitor developments within the Soviet Union and Russia's satellites, and even before the Egyptian-Czech arms agreement, the Israelis had warned that Russia had plans to arm the Arabs.”7 CIA had monitored Russian arms shipments to the Middle East.8


In 1959, Dulles had told Eveland that CIA's collaboration with Mossad, the Israeli intelligence service, left the United States exposed to blackmail and established Israel as the first nuclear power in the Middle East.9 In 1972, General Matityahu Peled of the Israeli army stated in the Israeli daily, Ha'aretz, that “the thesis that the danger of genocide was hanging over us in June 1967 and that Israel was fighting for its physical existence is only bluff which was born and developed after the war.”10


Government documents allow that Israel did not act alone in this operation and therefore cannot be blamed for the devastation by itself. The fifty-year cover-up has been tightly held and respected by every president from Lyndon Johnson, a principal in these events, through Barack Obama.


Available documents have been few and far between. Sometimes they arrive from the unlikeliest sources, like Mossad chief Meir Amit, who distributed the minutes of his pivotal May 1967 meeting with CIA station chief John Hadden to interested Israeli journalists.11 Israel argued, falsely, that the USSR had “instigated” the Six-Day War and had targeted Dimona, Israel's secret nuclear arms facility.12


Israel continued for fifty years to argue that the attack on the ship was an “accident,” passing along this disinformation to its assets like Avner Cohen, author of Israel and the Bomb, who attempted to pass it along to me. It was also Cohen, resident as a “scholar” in the United States, who reported to former Mossad chief Efraim Halevy that the memoir about Hadden written by Hadden's son, Conversations with a Masked Man: My Father, the CIA, and Me, had finally been published. Halevy replied, “I thought we had taken care of that.”13 It was a rare glimpse into Israel's shameless interference in US publishing.


Thomas Lowe Hughes, heading up State Department intelligence in the 1960s, told me there was no one in the government who saw any value in the truth about the USS Liberty emerging. That a cover-up had descended on these events was taken for granted. As Nicholas Katzenbach, then an undersecretary of state, remarked to Hughes, “What good would it do?”


Katzenbach was echoing the very view held in Israel after the collapse of its terrorist “Operation Susannah”: “What good could come of an investigation?”14 The truth was, at best, an inconvenience. Katzenbach had never been a proponent of speaking the truth to the public, as he revealed three days after the Kennedy assassination.


“The public must be satisfied that Oswald was the assassin,” he wrote in a memorandum to Lyndon Johnson's aide, Bill Moyers, “that he did not have confederates who are still at large; and that evidence was such that he would have been convicted at a trial.” Discussion was anathema. “Speculation about Oswald's motivation ought to be cut off,” Katzenbach decreed. Katzenbach had been chosen by FBI chief J. Edgar Hoover “to head off public speculation or Congressional hearings of the wrong sort.” Katzenbach began to write his memorandum on the Sunday after the assassination, the same general time when J. Edgar Hoover, writes historian Rex Bradford, was writing memos to the same effect.15


When Katzenbach was asked, “How are you going to pursue this with the Israelis, namely the Liberty?,” he responded, “We're not going to. What good would it do?” He had gotten the message that Liberty was a nonissue, and that the sooner it was behind us, the better. “It will do nothing but damage our friends politically.”


In conversation with me, Hughes speculated that Katzenbach “thought it would just produce an enormous maelstrom of political controversy.”


I asked, “Wouldn't we have a better country if we had the truth?”


“Who knows?” Hughes said.16


History has revealed that some distinguished figures in American government were appalled by the attack and knew how it came about, but kept silent. They include the chief of naval operations, Admiral David Lamar McDonald, who published a series of autobiographical interviews with the Naval Institute Press, yet did not mention the USS Liberty.




To blame Israel alone for this attack on innocent Americans is like talking about the Holocaust, as Donald J. Trump did on International Holocaust Remembrance Day in January 2017, without mentioning the Jewish people. A Trump spokeswoman, Hope Hicks, told CNN the omission was intentional because the administration “took into account all of those who suffered”—echoing, the New York Times noted, “the position of neo-Nazis and Holocaust deniers who work to play down the genocide of Jews.” Trump repeated this travesty of history in August 2017 when he wanted to blame “both sides” for the neo-Nazi rally in Charlottesville, Virginia.17


That his son-in-law's Holocaust-survivor grandmother was a founder of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum fazed Trump not at all. So the fifty years of silence and obfuscation about the attack on the USS Liberty have a continuing legacy: it is acceptable to lie and distort, so long as you're not called out on it.


Over the years, one specious motive for the attack after another has been advanced. One has it that Israel feared that Liberty had discovered its plan to invade Syria the next day, June 9, and so had to pulverize the ship, to sink it with all hands, as it most obviously intended to do. In fact, Moshe Dayan, commanding the Israel Defense Forces, had not completed his plan for Syria before Liberty was bombarded, nor was the ship conducting surveillance on Israel. It was under instructions specifically not to process Israeli intercepts.


A variation submitted by Joseph Daichman in his history of Mossad was that the Soviets had been intercepting American radio signals.18 Should Liberty not be removed, the Soviets would inform Egypt that Israel had moved troops to the Golan and left its border with Egypt undefended. None of this can be supported.


Wilbur Eveland came closest to the truth in his memoir, Ropes of Sand: “Unless the United States wished the Russians and Arabs to learn of joint CIA-Mossad covert operations in the Middle East and of Angleton's discussions before the 1967 fighting began, the questions of the lost American ship and how the war originated should be dropped.”19




The CIA-Mossad joint covert operation was the attack on the USS Liberty, “the lost American ship.” Nor can the attack on the ship be mentioned without the name “James Angleton” entering the discussion and his role being spelled out.
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Commander Dave Lewis has been a mentor for me and a beacon of light from the time I began the research for this project in 2014. At the time of the attack on the surveillance ship USS Liberty on June 8, 1967, Lewis served as its chief intelligence officer. Modest to a fault, he has been committed to uncovering the motive behind Israel's unrelenting ambush of his ship and open to the question of whether Israel acted alone. That the attack was premeditated, despite Israel's denials, is a given. My heartfelt gratitude to Commander Lewis for reading this manuscript prior to publication and helping me, as he puts it, “to speak Navy.”


Why Israel would murder thirty-four unarmed American sailors on a research vessel sailing in international waters and flying the Stars and Stripes has been a conundrum for those who survived and for authors who have attempted to unravel the motive for so vicious an attack. A fifty-plus-year cover-up has been maintained by both the state of Israel and the United States—its CIA, its executive branch, its Congress, the NSA, the Joint Chiefs of Staff—and the mainstream media. Agents of the Israeli Mossad have done their part in seeing that the truth remains inaccessible.


A lifelong Republican and a career naval officer, Commander Lewis surprised me by encouraging me to challenge the obvious lies, obfuscations, and contradictions that have been offered to the American public as credible history. Because I have enjoyed the confidence of Commander Lewis, many survivors of the attack have granted me personal interviews. I would like to thank Bryce Lockwood, Lloyd Painter, Jack Beattie, Ron Kukal, Ernie Gallo, Patricia Gallo, Dave Lucas, Joe Meadors, Jim Ennes, Joe Lentini, the late John Gidusko, Don Pageler, Moe Shafer, Phil Tourney, Jim Kavanagh, Ron Grantski, Bob Scarborough, Richard (Rocky) Sturman, Glenn Oliphant, Pat Blue, Gary Brummett, Kenneth Schaley, Larry Weaver, Larry Broyles Sr. (of the USS Davis), Harold Six, and David McFeggan.


Were it not for the stalwart efforts of Jim Ennes, none of the subsequent books could have been written. We are all indebted to him for his courage in defying the highest military authorities. He wrote his book against specific orders that he remain silent. It is upon his valorous effort that other authors have based their efforts.


I am grateful to Tom Blaney and Carole Blaney for their generosity, particularly at Norfolk.


I would also like to thank for his support and wisdom Richard Russell, a former naval historian and the editorial director of the Naval Institute Press. Rick was always available to set my craft upright when I seemed in danger of capsizing and has been a loyal and treasured friend.


Others who contributed to my understanding include Thomas Lowe Hughes, who was director of State Department intelligence at the time of the attack on Liberty; Bill Knutson, one of the ace fighter pilots who was stationed at the time on the USS America; Ken Halliwell, a historian of the technical components of the Liberty story; Ron Gotcher, the lawyer who prepared the war crimes petition on behalf of the Survivors; John L. Hadden, whose father was CIA chief of station in Tel Aviv at the time; Dr. Peter Flynn, who saved Dave Lewis's eyesight; British journalist Peter Hounam, who of all authors has come closest to penetrating the operation that included the assault on Liberty as a key component; Tim Thompson, whose father, Richard Thompson, a CIA asset, organized and financed the film USS Liberty: Dead in the Water; Carol Moore and Rupert Christiansen, Thompson's friends; Captain Richard L. Block, an air force intelligence officer at the time; Adlai Stevenson III; Tom Schaaf; Admiral Bobby Inman, who perceived at once that the Israeli explanation that the attack was an “accident” was false; Dennis Helms, son of CIA officer Richard Helms; Ted Arens for his hospitality in Michigan; author Max Holland; Captain Robert Kamansky; Matthew Aid; Len Osanic; Mark Weber; and Dr. Molly Peeney, my former creative writing student, a PhD in Slavic languages and literatures, who generously contributed her Russian language skills. Thanks too to Susan Galpin-Tyree for sharing her NSA files.


I wish especially to thank my FOIA lawyer, Dan Alcorn, for his stalwart and untiring efforts to pry the records of the 303 Committee from the government and for refusing to cease and desist in his efforts. Dan's rectitude has earned him the Agency's respect. Still, in 2018 CIA wound up denying our request, claiming that they had no such records, although previously they had admitted that they did and asked for postponements.


Research librarians stand tall as heroes of any historical effort. I want to acknowledge in particular John F. Shortal, historian for the Joint Chiefs of Staff; Laura Waayers, reference archivist for the Naval History and Heritage Command; the staff of Syracuse University Libraries; Barbara Cline, Jennifer Cuddeback, and Lara Hall at the LBJ Library in Austin; Ted Jackson of Georgetown University's Special Collections; Andrew Diamond at Paley Library, Temple University; and Michael Lavergne, Information and Privacy Coordinator for the Central Intelligence Agency.


My gratitude goes to Audrey Szepinski, who has worked for several years as my research assistant and who created my USS Liberty archive. A more generous, intelligent, and enthusiastic collaborator could not possibly be found. I wish also to thank my webmaster at joanmellen.com, John C. Tripp, whose kindness has been unparalleled, and Jeff Higgins, a self-effacing IT expert.


Efforts to unlock history's secrets are inevitably collaborative. Among those who provided suggestions and wisdom were Burton Hersh; Malcolm Blunt, an old and trusted friend to whom I am once more indebted, this time for having first mentioned the name “John Hadden” to me; Rex Bradford; and Ralph Schoenman and Mya Shone, whose generosity and knowledge have always been sustaining.


Not least, I would like to express my gratitude to Karina Silva for her many kindnesses and her assistance with this project, and to Scott Allen; his help was a beacon of light. I would also like to send my gratitude to Jacqueline May Parkison at Prometheus Books for her help in shepherding this book through publication. For brilliant editing and insights at the penultimate moment, I am also grateful to Jade Zora Scibilia for her elegance, presence of mind, and moral stamina.


No literary agent in the times of Obama and Trump is likely to welcome a whistle-blowing author bringing truths no side finds comfortable. Blood in the Water deconstructs an event that even Richard Helms, the legendary director of Central Intelligence, with whom I occupy common ground on this subject, found appalling.


Thank you to my literary agent, Ellen Levine, who treated this project as no more challenging than any other even though I am advancing ideas that the institutions involved prefer remain absent from public scrutiny. Ellen represents an anachronistic triumph of professionalism in the literary sphere. Once more I am grateful.
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“Working for the CIA was not for anybody with a weak stomach—because you had to do things that were against all moral precepts and against the law.”


—John Hadden, CIA chief of station,
Tel Aviv, June 1967


John Hadden was, officially, the “second political secretary.” Perched on the top floor of the five-story US embassy, with views of the sparkling Mediterranean Sea below, he seemed so remote from the action, so out of the loop, that you might conclude, despite the presence of armed US Marines standing guard when you emerged from the elevator, that he was a functionary of no importance. You would be wrong.1


John Hadden was CIA's chief of station in Tel Aviv. He was a handsome, black-haired man, of middle size, with the intelligence operative's talent of making himself seem invisible. In his daughter Barbara's painting of him, he resembles that most engaging of police detectives of 1930s and 1940s comic strips, Dick Tracy.2


John Hadden was born on August 30, 1923. His father was a structural engineer, his mother the daughter of an Episcopal bishop. His education was privileged in keeping with the class background of his family, which had gotten rich in the China trade; during his childhood, his grandmother was driven around in a Pierce Arrow by a Russian chauffeur in uniform, cap, and black boots. The Depression seemed not to affect them.3


Hadden attended the prep school Groton, where everyone was against Roosevelt, a socialist who had “betrayed his class,” and then Harvard, where he was trained as an engineer.4 His ambition had always been to attend West Point. A technicality delayed him, but he finally was accepted.


He was recruited in 1943 by OSS to be dropped into occupied France, as a support and liaison officer to a resistance group in the Pyrenees.5 He was never dropped: the Germans got to the group before he did. His next stop was Algiers. He purchased currencies in Lisbon, Beirut, and other places.


He went on to the task of recruiting German prisoners of war, turning them into spies, and sending them back into Germany. He was able to foretell the Ardennes Offensive, “which Patton refused to believe. It acquainted me with one type of intelligence,” he would tell his son, “which is still important and will always be so. We sent in a total of thirty-six missions and lost only three of them.”6


After the war, he spent more than five years in Berlin. He was involved in organizing the digging of a tunnel into Soviet-occupied East Berlin, tapping into the main Soviet communications cable. Before long, he learned that the Russians knew about the tunnel from the start through a mole in MI-6 named George Blake.


When in 1951 his postwar posting in Germany came to a close, John Hadden joined CIA. In Germany, he married a fellow CIA officer, Kathryn Falck, known as “Betty,” who had worked for counterintelligence chief James Angleton in Rome.7 She saw that Angleton collected dirt on CIA directors, notably Richard Helms. Angleton invited her to work for him in Washington. She hadn't yet met John Hadden when she told Angleton she didn't want to leave Berlin. Her father had been the last mounted cavalry colonel in World War II, and he saved John Hadden's life.


The most important influence on Hadden was Peter Sichel, who was CIA chief of station in Berlin when Hadden met him, and who was replaced by William Harvey. When bellicose Bill Harvey with his lust for covert action was posted to Berlin, Hadden at once threw a wrench into his rogue border operations with Poland. Harvey blistered. Hadden successfully evaded Harvey, whom Hadden ultimately concluded was “a good administrator but also a nut-case.”8


John Hadden was demoted to smaller and less significant posts. He moved on to Hamburg, then back to Washington. In 1961, he was present in the Bay of Pigs war room, where he foresaw that the operation wouldn't work, a view Hadden shared with Allen Dulles's protégé Edward Lansdale, who served CIA under US Air Force cover.9


After a stint as head of operations for Eastern Europe, John Hadden was in 1963 appointed to a dead-end job in Tel Aviv with a minuscule staff.


It was now spring of 1967, and Hadden was alarmed because he perceived a coming, catastrophic war. As long as we have an “imperial presidency,” he thought, “we will engage in such activities, regardless of the political dangers involved.”


John Hadden was a man of strong convictions. He shared the US embassy with Walworth Barbour, the American ambassador, a tall, fat man addicted to white suits worn with brown-and-white spectator shoes.10 Unlike John Hadden, Barbour was a man with no convictions of his own and did not challenge anything the Israelis said or did.


Barbour was not troubled over reports of the proliferation of nuclear weapons at Dimona, site of the Israeli nuclear reactor operating undercover as “Dimona Textiles.” Nor was he skeptical of Israeli denials that they were manufacturing nuclear bombs. John Hadden, with a very different moral compass, would become obsessed with the Israeli stockpiling of nuclear bombs. Yet Hadden told journalist Seymour Hersh that Barbour “was the finest man I've ever known in the government.” A prerequisite of working for CIA was obfuscation, as Allen Dulles from the start had decreed.


Irony had long been Hadden's modus operandi. His dark, sardonic humor was for his own edification, and he rarely shared what he really believed with anyone. His son and namesake referred to this as his “misplaced sense of humor.”11




Whenever John Hadden told the truth, it made him laugh.12 If he seemed earnest, chances were that he was either shaping the truth or holding something back. He was a person of decency, erudition, and skepticism who found few like-minded people in his daily struggles. His limitation was, as he acknowledged, that his “experience with intelligence operations was entirely within the period of the Cold War.” No one really knew him, this suave, black-haired man who smelled of Vitalis Hair Tonic.13


John Hadden was firmly opposed to the coming unprovoked war between Israel and Egypt, in which the Israeli side's strategies derived from the earliest programs of Zionism. The pretext for an Israeli invasion—that Gamal Abdel Nasser, Egypt's president, had removed the UN emergency forces and closed the Straits of Tiran to Israeli shipping—he found to be thin. Nasser had placed one hundred thousand troops in the Sinai in response to Soviet intelligence that Israel had eleven brigades on its northern border. All this might be summed up, to use Hadden's locution, as “the rattling of sabers.”


Hadden knew that his superior at CIA counterintelligence, James Angleton, talked as if Nasser was the West's primary problem in the area. If Nasser could be eliminated, and the Egyptian army defeated without major power assistance, the Arabs would be left with no alternative but to make peace with Israel.14


From the time that President Dwight D. Eisenhower commented that he hoped “the Nasser problem could be eliminated,”15 Dulles and Angleton launched a plan to assassinate Nasser. It was an obsession that would survive the administrations of both Eisenhower and John F. Kennedy. This plan was placed on hold with Kennedy's election and his more evenhanded approach to Israeli-Arab relations. John Hadden was a Kennedy supporter.


When Kennedy was elected, Angleton's efforts to privilege the state of Israel gave way to Kennedy's efforts to support a level playing field in the Middle East. Richard H. Curtiss, executive editor of the Washington Report on Middle East Affairs, said that Kennedy “was planning to take a whole new look at U.S. Mideast policy.”16 He would create new relationships with individual Arab leaders. He opposed the sale of Advanced Hawk missiles to Israel. “We have to concern ourselves with the whole Middle East,” Kennedy told Israeli foreign minister Golda Meir. “We would like Israeli recognition that this partnership which we have with it produces strains for the United States in the Middle East.” He was placing US interests, not Israel's interests alone, at the center of US Middle East policy.17


The Israelis bought Angleton's talk of an attack on Egypt with the objective of toppling Nasser, but were aware that it depended on Angleton's gaining the support of the White House. Under President Kennedy, this policy went nowhere. Kennedy was determined to be “evenhanded” in the conflict between Egypt and Israel.


Meanwhile American inspection teams of the Israeli nuclear facility were thwarted at every turn. Reports came back that “we lack sufficient proof, we cannot say to the best of our knowledge that the Israelis were developing a nuclear weapon.” Kennedy was corresponding with Nasser and even wound up asking the Egyptians—who had overflights over the Negev, where Dimona was located—what was going on.


Nasser at one point explained to Kennedy that “continued Jewish immigration” created a pressure within Israel that had to explode and head for expansion.”18 Nasser contended that Israel “was constantly liable to be used by imperialism as a tool to divide the Arab nations geographically” and as a base from which to threaten the Arab Liberation Movement.


Kennedy met a stone wall in his peacemaking efforts; Israeli prime minister David Ben-Gurion categorically rejected Washington's suggestion that “Israel should begin the settlement process by taking back some of the Palestinian refugees.” Kennedy, however, seems naïve in his “hope that both (the Arab nations and Israel) would be friends of the United States.”19


Eisenhower had informed JFK of Israel's secret nuclear weapons program at Dimona. By the late 1950s, Angleton acknowledged what was happening in Dimona. “Yes, they've got it,” he said.20


In March 1963, Sherman Kent, the chairman of the Board of National Estimates at CIA, wrote a memo to the new director of Central Intelligence, John McCone, titled “Consequences of Israeli Acquisition of Nuclear Capability.” Kent concluded that an Israeli bomb would cause “substantial damage” to the US position in the Arab world.


Israelis visited, like Rafi Eitan, Israeli diplomat and Mossad intimate, who played a major role in the capture of Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann and later directed US intelligence analyst Jonathan Pollard's espionage against the United States.


Under Lyndon Johnson, Angleton finally got his way.


John Hadden would later write that “Nasser had to create three casus belli in order to remain in power, so great were the popular pressures on him to face up to the Israelis.”21 Nasser threatened Dimona with preventive war and assumed the United States was playing along with Israel. (In an interview with New York Times reporter Clifton Daniel, Nasser was asked how he would feel if Israel got the atomic bomb. Nasser made no sign that he knew that Israel already had the bomb and was operating a facility where nuclear bombs were being manufactured.)


To appease Israel, the United States asked Israeli foreign minister Abba Eban, a former ambassador to the United States, to make the decision about whether the United States should sell jets to Jordan. He decided yes. It was cat and mouse every step of the way. Eban visited London, Paris, and Washington with a focus on Israel's fear of war, arguing that the Israelis would never attack Egypt unless Nasser attacked first, which was an outright lie, as history would demonstrate.


In the hothouse of 1967, Israel made much of Nasser's closing of the Gulf of Aqaba even though it was, in fact, of no strategic importance. Israel primarily utilized the port of Eilat, and only three Israeli ships a year went through the Gulf of Aqaba, no matter its symbolic resonance: it was Israel's only prize out of the 1956 war over the Suez Canal.


A quixotic man, John Hadden believed that he might be able to delay or postpone this war—he had to have known that he could not prevent it forever. His hope was that the Israelis might restrain themselves for at least three weeks to give the American president time to “‘exhaust’ all efforts to avoid war.”22


[image: images]


Nothing had gone well for John Hadden in Tel Aviv. His family had to move often because he discovered that their house was bugged. The Shin Bet, the Israeli domestic intelligence service, attempted to seduce the US Marines who guarded the embassy with money and women. Hadden had concluded that the Israelis did not trust him. The Cold War was a high-stakes game, and he couldn't extricate himself from it. He came to believe that America was subordinating its own national interests to those of Israel. Mirage jets flew overhead every day. The scent of war pervaded the city.


Hadden helped his next-door neighbor construct a trench outside his home to “protect his wife and children,” which was preposterous but was an indication of the success of the perpetual official propaganda that Israel faced imminent danger.23 Hadden had told his neighbors there was no need for trenches, but they preferred to believe the war hysteria. Even Meir Amit, head of Mossad, was irritated that as a result of the war fever, many Israelis were leaving the country.24 The Hadden family was evacuated back to the United States.


A civil man, John Hadden was accustomed to what he called the “card game” of tit-for-tat exchange between friendly intelligence services, like the British and the West German.25 These meetings would conclude with everyone giving everyone else what they wanted. He understood the civilized intelligence world dramatized by novelist John le Carré. “Israeli intelligence is our main source of intelligence,” Hadden noted, “unexamined, and that's another problem.” Through the 1950s, “collaboration was particularly close between Israel's special services and the CIA.”26


Meetings with the Israelis, Hadden soon discovered, were “crazed.” More often than not, he would be subjected to a forty-five-minute diatribe and bombarded by a litany of threats attributed to all those ostensibly endangering Israeli security, challenges to Israel's existence that required immediate action. Next came a catalog of the military and intelligence matériel that Israel required from the United States, not only to ward off the threats but also for Israel's sanity and well-being.


“There you were in your chair,” Hadden remembered later, “and they were shouting way over behind you! Absolutely outrageous. They were asking for the goddamn moon.” At home, he sometimes fell into a bad temper and would shout “Ruhe!” (“Peace!”) if any of his four children made noise when he was reading.


Hadden developed a strategy for dealing with the Israelis, whose brusque manners were so different from his own. He would sit and listen, quietly taking notes and expressing no emotion. Then he would speak for forty-five minutes, outlining the American position on a subject.


No interruptions were tolerated. In his remarks, he would “ignore everything that the Israelis said and do his best to be equally outrageous.” One day he overheard Mossad chief Amit say, “Hadden sounds like he's really talking to you, telling you all sorts of interesting things, but he's not. On the contrary: you realize, as you walk off, that you're the one who's spilled all the beans.” This pleased John Hadden.27


Learn Hebrew, he would advise his successor, and “just hold on to your hat and take the ride.” Among his mantras was “Never trust anybody!”28 His favorite pastimes were smoking his pipe, drinking Old-Fashioneds, and teaching his children how to play chess.


In 1963 in Tel Aviv, he had attended a dinner for diplomats. Already he was aware that the Israelis saw Americans as hard-drinking and likely then to be garrulous. Usually, Hadden kept his CIA-taught language skills to himself. He overheard the hostess say hopefully to an Israeli colonel that if Hadden kept imbibing, perhaps he would talk too much. This was a lapse John Hadden was unlikely to commit. He revealed little, even to his inquisitive children, a reticence that extended late into his life when his CIA years were long behind him.
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John Hadden with his sons and as painted by his daughter, Barbara. Hadden was CIA chief of station in Tel Aviv at the time of the attack. Opposed to the Six-Day War, he is an unsung hero of this story. (Photos courtesy of John L. Hadden and Barbara Hadden.)




Hadden surprised his hosts then with his mastery of Hebrew: “Nichnas yayin yotzeh sod!” he said. This meant, “Wine goes in and a secret comes out.”











[image: images]


“Get them to fire at something, a ship, for example.”


—John Hadden


From his first days in Tel Aviv, John Hadden knew that Mossad did not consider him to be an ally. He in turn did not consider Israel to be “allied territory like Britain or enemy territory like East Germany.” Israel occupied a category entirely of its own. In conversations with Mossad, familiarity with the jargon and pretexts of the Cold War was mandatory since the term “Soviet threat” was a blunt weapon, one more often than not wielded indiscriminately.


In their disregard for the rule of law, CIA and Mossad had much in common. Efraim Halevy, who was to serve Mossad for twenty-eight years and was Mossad director from 1998 to 2002, spoke frankly in a 2016 speech: “I studied law—which helped me to learn how to break the law when I needed to do so,” Halevy said. “Did I break the law when I did what I did? Yes. I won't tell you how many times I broke [the law] because I don't want to spend the rest of my life in jail.”1 Asked by journalist Mehdir Hasan on November 22, 2016, whether Israel had nuclear weapons, Halevy replied, even now enlisting the ingrained Mossad culture of lying, “I don't know.”2 In fact, Israel had nuclear weapons at the time that John F. Kennedy was president in 1963.


Mossad chief Meir Amit summoned John Hadden to a meeting at his home on May 25, 1967. Amit not only headed Mossad and directed Mossad's European operations, but he was a veteran military intelligence (Aman) officer.3 His personal mantra was very different from John Hadden's.




“If somebody is in your way you use the greatest firepower you can muster to blow him away,” Amit believed. He had been a brigade commander in the War of Independence, coming to Moshe Dayan's attention when he attacked the Syrians on the Israeli side of the Jordan River. He had lived on kibbutzim all his life and was arrogant.4


Dayan appointed Amit chief of operations, the second-ranking officer in the army, and later recommended him to be the chief of military intelligence. Amit served as Dayan's second-in-command during the Suez campaign. It would be a seamless transition, Amit's working with Dayan on the attack on the USS Liberty. “The bomb is simply another weapon,” Dayan argued, “and therefore there is no reason why Israel should not possess it or use it when necessary.”5


The details of the conversation between John Hadden and Meir Amit at the end of May 1967 became available when years later Amit distributed a “Top Secret, For Your Eyes Only” memorandum to select journalists.6 It reveals Hadden's desperation as he perceived how far Amit was prepared to go to precipitate a war with Israel's neighbors, and Amit's impatience that Israel had not already attacked Egypt.


In the memorandum, Amit wastes no time in concocting a pretext, that somehow Egypt will provoke Israel to attack—even as he doesn't believe he needs a pretext. Later, Amit would term his encounter with John Hadden “the most difficult meeting I have ever had with a representative of a foreign intelligence service.”


Amit did not mince words in the meeting. “We are approaching a turning point that is more important for you than it is for us,” he said. “After all, you people know everything.” Flattery, along with lying, was, after all, a tool of the trade. “We are in a grave situation and I believe we have reached it, because we have not acted yet.” It was as if the Six-Day War, in which Israel would double its territory, had not been inevitable since the time of Theodore Herzl and the early Zionists.


“Personally,” Amit said, “I am sorry that we did not react immediately [to Nasser's closing of the Straits of Tiran]. It is possible that we may have broken some rules if we had, but the outcome would have been to your benefit. I was in favor of acting. We should have struck before the build-up.” In fact, it was Israeli jets ranging into Syria as far as Damascus and shooting down six Syrian planes that provoked Nasser into closing the Straits of Tiran.7


Amit suggests that the interests of the United States and Israel were one and the same, which was far from the truth. Six Arab countries would break relations with the United States at the start of the Six-Day War.


Had Israel attacked Egypt, Hadden countered, “that would have brought Russia and the United States both against you.” Hadden's suggestion that the Americans and the Soviets would act in concert seems absurd. Desperate to delay the start of what would be the Six-Day War, Hadden was grasping at straws.


Shrewd to a fault, Amit saw right through him.


“You are wrong,” Amit said smoothly. “The other side has been operating as part of a grand design. We have now reached a new stage, after the expulsion of the UN inspectors. You should know that it's your problem, not ours.”8


As Allen Dulles had founded CIA on the premise of a Soviet threat, and elements of the Agency were lifelong proponents of the view that the Soviet Union was dedicated to the demise of US power, so Amit invoked an undemonstrated Soviet threat to Israel, along with the even less credible view that the nationalist Nasser represented a threat to the United States.


Years later, Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin was to acknowledge that “the Egyptian army concentrations in the Sinai did not prove that Nasser was really about to attack us.” But for a propagandist like Amit, a purported Soviet “grand design” could be converted into a pretext for Israel to attack its neighbors and seize their territory.


The “grand design” Amit charged was the Soviet ambition to gain control over the oil resources of the Middle East. At stake, Amit suggested, was the Israeli nuclear installation at Dimona, which Israel contended had become a Soviet target. All the while, Israel maintained the charade that Dimona was a secret. Into the millennium, Israel's stockpile of nuclear devices remained among taboo subjects for the mass media in the United States, rendering it a sham that a treaty with Iran would keep nuclear weapons from the Middle East.


Aware that Israel was churning out nuclear weapons at Dimona (John F. Kennedy's efforts at their containment had come to a close with his murder), John Hadden tried to postpone the coming aggression which it was clear to him would be initiated by Israel. According to Thomas Lowe Hughes, the Americans had been trying to divert the Israelis from their nuclear program for six years; everyone in the Kennedy administration had been united on this issue: Kennedy himself; Secretary of State Dean Rusk; diplomat George Ball; Secretary of Defense Robert McNamara; Richard Helms, who became Deputy Director for Plans, which meant head of the clandestine services, in 1961 and ascended to director of Central Intelligence in 1966; and even Assistant Secretary of Defense Cyrus Vance.9


Israel was working on nuclear power but not a bomb; David Ben-Gurion had lied to Kennedy at the White House in 1961. In 1937, Ben-Gurion had said, “We must expel Arabs and take their places,” and this remained his position.10 It would remain Israel's position too: “It is the duty of Israeli leaders to explain to public opinion, clearly and courageously, a certain number of facts that are forgotten with time,” Prime Minister Ariel Sharon declared in 1998. “The first of these is that there is no Zionism, colonialization, or Jewish state without the eviction of the Arabs and the expropriation of their lands.”11 The term “Palestinian” never appears in this discourse.


In his pivotal conversation with Amit, Hadden rejected Amit's charges of Soviet belligerence and a Soviet threat to Dimona. Hadden argued that the Soviets were “exceedingly cautious and would never push ‘brinksmanship’ and threats too far. They would not risk war with the Americans and were reacting only defensively by ‘rattling the nukes.’”




Lyndon Johnson had his eye on the election of 1968, the Jewish vote, and Jewish fund-raising. He appointed Nicholas Katzenbach as undersecretary of state because he thought, mistakenly, that Katzenbach was Jewish.12 It was clear to Thomas Lowe Hughes that Johnson wanted to be thought of as pro-Israel in the service of garnering the Jewish vote in 1968, which Johnson believed was in jeopardy because many Jewish voters were opponents of his Vietnam War policy and so would not vote for him in the coming general election.


Close to Hadden's CIA superior James Angleton now, Johnson authorized Angleton to inform Eppy Evron, deputy ambassador from Israel to the United States, that the United States would prefer Israeli efforts to lessen the tension “but would not intervene to stop an attack on Egypt.” He stipulated that there must be no Israeli military action against Jordan, Syria, or Lebanon.”13 If Angleton ever conveyed this stipulation to Evron, the Israelis would ignore it.


Johnson appointed Eugene Rostow as Assistant Secretary of State for Near Eastern Affairs and Asia precisely to support the coming Israeli war—and his own reelection. Out of the corner of his eye, Johnson saw Richard Nixon, his likely future opponent, saying, “I'm more pro-Israel than you are!” Indeed, Nixon and his future national security advisor, Henry Kissinger, had told the Israelis, “Don't worry about Dimona—we won't give you a problem on nuclear weapons!”14


This was the background to Meir Amit's revealing confrontation with John Hadden. Soon Amit arrived at a preposterous assertion: that the coming war was really “a confrontation between the United States and the Soviet Union.”15 The Soviets, Israel later would insist, instigated the Six-Day War in the hope of targeting the Dimona nuclear reactor.


As a CIA officer, Hadden had long pondered the “cultural differences between the two national types. If a disagreement arose, the Soviet reaction was to pull a gun and threaten the American opposite number. The American reaction was to never perceive a bluff and thus, if threatened with a weapon, to shoot first and ask questions later.”




Hadden had supported John F. Kennedy. He remarked to author Michael Piper that “John F. Kennedy was the last American president to have really tried to stop the Israeli atomic bomb.” Hadden was convinced that “Kennedy really wanted to stop it.”16 He offered the Israelis conventional weapons, like Hawk missiles, as an inducement.


“But the Israelis were way ahead of us,” Hadden realized.17 “They saw that if we were going to offer them arms to go easy on the bomb, once they had it we were going to send them a lot more, for fear that they would use it.”18


Kennedy proposed that the Palestinians either be permitted to return to their homes in Israel or be compensated by Israel or resettled in the Arab countries or elsewhere. Meanwhile, Israel refused permission for inspections at Dimona to ensure that the program was peaceful in nature. The correspondence between Kennedy and Ben-Gurion grew sour over Dimona.


In one of his final communications with Kennedy, Ben-Gurion wrote: “Mr. President, my people have the right to exist…and this existence is in danger.” Ben-Gurion demanded that Kennedy sign a security treaty with Israel. Kennedy refused. Ben-Gurion then confided his disgust with Kennedy to Angleton. On June 16, 1963, Ben-Gurion resigned as prime minister and defense minister, not for the last time.


On July 5, 1963, in a letter to Israel's new prime minister, Levi Eshkol, Kennedy wrote that he “welcomed” Ben-Gurion's “strong affirmation that Dimona will be devoted exclusively to peaceful purposes,” along with Israel's “willingness to permit periodic visits to Dimona.” He threatened that the United States’ “commitment to and support of Israel could be seriously jeopardized” should it be discovered that weapons were being produced at Dimona. Kennedy demanded that the nuclear reactor at Dimona be subject to annual inspections to verify its “peaceful intent.” Had John F. Kennedy remained as president, it seems apparent that there would have been no assault on the USS Liberty.


John Hadden had concluded that NUMEC (which stood for Nuclear Materials and Equipment Corporation) was “an Israeli [smuggling] operation from the beginning.”19 It was at this time that fund-raiser Abraham Feinberg founded the American/Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) in time to oppose the policies of John F. Kennedy toward Israel.


Not only had James Angleton assisted Israel in obtaining nuclear weapons, he had helped to keep the program secret under the cover of “Dimona Textiles.”


“Do you have nuclear weapons?” Kennedy demanded of Israeli deputy defense minister Shimon Peres on April 2, 1963, at the White House.


“Mr. President,” Peres lied, “I can tell you most clearly that we will not introduce nuclear weapons to the region, and certainly will not be the first. Israel will not be the first to bring nuclear weapons into the Middle East.”20


Israeli historian Tom Segev wrote in the New York Times Sunday Review of October 2, 2016: “Over the course of his political career, Mr. Peres participated in the oppression of the Palestinians who have been living for nearly half a century under Israeli occupation.”21


By the end of 1967, the United States was wreathed in hypocrisy, with a public policy on arms balance in the region and a secret agreement to be Israel's major arms supplier.


John Hadden had established that nuclear weapons were being turned out at Dimona (under the “Dimona Textiles” cover) and that the uranium necessary had been smuggled into Israel by a company in Apollo, Pennsylvania.22 Hadden looked hard at Nasser and saw that his administration was so fragile that a moment might arrive when he had to take steps to make war unavoidable, knowing he was going to lose.23 Nasser, Hadden believed, feared he “would be toppled if he did not act against the Israelis as the Arab world was pressing him to do.” In this spirit, Nasser had banished the UN emergency inspectors from the Sinai, granting Israel another pretext for war. He had narrowed, but not closed, the Gulf of Aqaba to Israeli shipping. Choosing to ignore their continuing access to the port of Eilat, the Israelis beat their familiar drum that Nasser was threatening their survival.24


Amit told John Hadden that Israel would penetrate only as far as Suez, but Hadden was dubious. He feared Israel planned to penetrate deep into Egypt and elsewhere. It was at this top secret meeting at Amit's home that the idea for the sinking of the USS Liberty and blaming Egypt, creating a false flag pretext for the bombing of Cairo, was born.


Desperate, Hadden spoke unwisely, if tongue-in-cheek. Inadvertently, he provided Meir Amit with a suggestion that would prove disastrous for the innocent sailors of the USS Liberty.


“Help us,” Hadden cajoled, “by giving us a good reason to come in on your side. Get them to fire at something, a ship, for example.”


Such an attack, Egypt attacking Israel, “would provide a US pretext for acting to defend the attacked state.” The “attacked state” would be Israel, and the United States, defending an ally, would have every right to attack Egypt.


Not for a moment did John Hadden intend that Meir Amit take him up on the “suggestion” that Israel involve itself in firing on a ship, sinking Liberty as a pretext for a full-scale war against Egypt. He was goading Amit on, insisting that more than a pretext was required for Israeli aggression against Egypt.


On the ropes, having been bested by a wily adversary, Hadden had spoken words he could not possibly have meant. His son views that moment, his father suggesting to the head of Mossad that Israel perpetrate a crime on its own navy, as an example of his father's “misplaced sense of humor.” Amit embraced the idea, only to twist it so that the attacked state would be the United States. Such an attack would surely provoke a US defense of the “attacked state,” Hadden said. The United States could then have entered the coming Six-Day War legitimately.


In this Mossad-originating depiction of a pre–Six-Day War conversation between the Tel Aviv CIA station chief and the head of Mossad, we may discern the seeds of the attack on the USS Liberty.


“That is not the point,” Amit said impatiently. He pretended to brush aside Hadden's suggestion that Israel provoke the Egyptians to fire on a ship as an absurdity. In two weeks, Israel would fire on the ship itself, while blaming Egypt. To provoke Egypt to fire on a ship was an obvious impossibility.




“If you attack,” Hadden continued, “the United States will land forces on Egypt's side, in order to defend it.”


“I can't believe what I'm hearing,” Amit said, pretending to take Hadden literally, the idea that Israel could provoke the Egyptians to fire on a ship an absurdity.


Hadden, of course, was being facetious, knowing Israel could not goad Egypt into sinking a ship. It's inconceivable that John Hadden would advise Israel to attack an American ship. Cleverly, Amit reconfigured the idea so that Israel would do the firing, and then blame Egypt.


“Do not surprise us,” Hadden said, presciently. He seemed aware that there was no way to predict what Meir Amit would do, although Hadden had to know with whom in the American intelligence services Amit was closest.


“Surprise is one of the secrets of success,” Amit said.


“I don't know what the significance of American aid is for you,” Hadden said, in those long-gone days before Israel had a blank check on American assistance. Amit had a ready reply. He was good at his job, which was to see into the future. “It isn't aid for us, it is for yourselves,” he claimed.
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Meir Amit, director of Mossad at the time of the attack on the USS Liberty: “Hadden sounds like he's really talking to you, telling you all sorts of interesting things, but he's not.” (Photo courtesy of David Gurfinkel.)




So on this uncomfortable evening at the home of Meir Amit, the seeds were sown. In two weeks, they would blossom into a bloodthirsty reality. Attacking its own ships, however, had long been part of American intelligence and military history. The best-known example occurred at the turn of the twentieth century when the Maine, sitting in Havana Harbor, was fired on, with Spain blamed, justifying the US entrance into the Spanish-American War. The idea of a false flag operation, of firing on a ship and attributing the attack to another country, surfaced again in a 1962 document that Lyman Lemnitzer, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, had included in a list of covert actions. These were to be deployed to remove not Nasser but Cuba's Fidel Castro.


“We could blow up a US ship in Guantanamo Bay and blame Cuba,” Lemnitzer had written in his proposed “Operation Northwoods.”25 He continued, “Casualty lists in US newspapers would cause a helpful wave of national indignation [against Castro].” Cuba would be destabilized, justifying a new invasion in a renewed effort to remove Castro. It was shades of “Remember the Maine” in Havana Harbor.


Firing on one's own ship was a casus belli, a pretext for a war of aggression. So Hadden had urged Israel to trap Egypt into supplying a pretext for Israel to go to war: Israel would be placing one of their own ships in harm's way, sinking one of their own ships as a casus belli, a pretext for waging war against Egypt and Syria.


“Operation Northwoods” had been delivered to President John F. Kennedy's secretary of defense, Robert McNamara. Kennedy rejected Lemnitzer's litany of macabre suggestions outright. But after Kennedy's death, the false flag operation of firing on a US ship surfaced in 1964 under the aegis of Lyndon Johnson. The United States fired on its own ship, the Maddox, in the Gulf of Tonkin, blaming the North Vietnamese and using this as a pretext for the bombing of Hanoi and Haiphong. Robert S. McNamara remained in place as Johnson's secretary of defense.
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On May 26, unperturbed, Nasser declared that he did not fear losing a war. “We're going to send the whole crisis to The Hague,” he said. He announced that he would not fire the first shot because the Soviets told him he was not to attack Israel. On that day, Israel sent a double agent to warn the Soviets that they planned to go to war and attack Nasser so Israel would hobble any possible Soviet retaliation.26 A week before the start of the Six-Day War, the Israelis were confident that there would be no defense of Egypt by Egypt's ostensible Soviet allies.


That same month, still May, Lyndon Johnson invited Deputy Ambassador Eppy Evron to meet with him at the White House. Evron later said that Lyndon Johnson had told him, “You and I are going to pass another Tonkin resolution,” referring to the false flag operation when the United States claimed, falsely, that the North Vietnamese fired on them, as a pretext for the US bombing of the north. So Johnson was enlisting the same strategy twice: once against North Vietnam, the other against Egypt.27


On Monday, May 29, Meir Amit met with Israeli prime minister Levi Eshkol three times. For the moment, the military was banned from an immediate attack against Egyptian troops in the Sinai. Eshkol's cabinet agreed that they must not go to war without one more endorsement and reassurance from the Americans.


McNamara had already indicated to Eshkol that the United States would not oppose the land grab to come. It was crucial, Eshkol and Amit agreed, that they be absolutely clear about the “American intentions” with respect to the war Israel hoped to initiate in less than a week's time.


The next day, Tuesday, May 30, the plan to fire on a ship percolating in his brain, Meir Amit flew to Washington, DC. The Israeli Security Cabinet had banned the military from an immediate attack against Egyptian troops in the Sinai, which was where the matter rested.


So urgent was this trip that Amit traveled by commercial airliner under an assumed name. He carried a letter he had drafted with foreign minister Abba Eban stressing the urgency of Israel's confronting Nasser. Signed by Levi Eshkol, it requested a military blank check from the Americans. This letter was part of a plan that included Abba Eban's address to the UN Security Council where he charged Egypt with the aggression Israel had itself committed.


Amit traveled in the company of John Hadden, as protocol decreed, and with Israeli ambassador to the United States Avraham Harman. His first meeting was with Hadden's superior at CIA counterintelligence, James Angleton, with whom he had developed an alliance that must be defined as transcending rapport. As time passed, Hadden and Angleton came to despise each other, and their visceral dislike would sour Hadden's remaining time in the Agency.
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“I liked him as a person and I can understand why the Israelis trusted him so much, but I am convinced that he was mentally ill.”


—CIA officer Arnold M. Silver,
in an unpublished memoir1


“His treatment of those he felt less important than himself was disastrous. I came to think he needed mental help.”


—John Hadden2
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James Angleton, chief of CIA counterintelligence. Dulles and Angleton launched a plan to assassinate Nasser. (Photo from the US government.)




The day after his arrival in Washington, Meir Amit began to send reports of his meetings back to Israel. His first report, received on Thursday, June 1, said that “there is a growing chance for American political backing if we act on our own.” The United States would not endorse the Israeli military actions openly. But behind the scenes, the United States would support the Israeli aggression.


In the late afternoon of June 1, Israeli foreign minister Abba Eban received a report from “an American known for his close contact with government thinking.” Israel learned that there were highly placed Americans who challenged its pretexts for war. Former ambassador to Morocco and Syria Charles W. Yost had traveled to Cairo as a presidential envoy. Yost wrote: “I cannot believe keeping the straits [of Aqaba] open was vital to Israel's existence, especially recalling that the straits were closed prior to 1957.”


But Abba Eban decided that the report from Yost contained “no exhortation to us to stay our hand much longer.” On that same day, Eshkol appointed Moshe Dayan to head the Ministry of Defense as a means of appeasing his military critics. Dayan had been close to Meir Amit for years, both being Sabras, born in Israel, with intertwined military careers.


Meir Amit's first meeting in Washington during those hurried few days in late May was with CIA's counterintelligence chief, James Jesus Angleton, who had managed to create a fiefdom within the Agency and was accountable to no one. Together with Meir Amit, Angleton would be the mastermind and engineer of the attack on the USS Liberty.


There is no documentary record of what was discussed at Angleton's meeting with Meir Amit, which took place on May 31, 1967. Most Israeli writers pretend that it never occurred, and write as if Amit met first with Richard Helms. But this was not so.


Like many of the first wave of CIA officers, Angleton had served with OSS (the Office of Strategic Services) in Europe during World War II, when he made the acquaintance of Jewish resistance groups based in London. He knew Allen Dulles and Richard Helms before CIA came into existence. Both went on, to their detriment, to tolerate his penchant for secrecy and for rogue covert operations for which he was answerable to no one.


The ink was scarcely dry on the CIA charter when Angleton began his involvement in terrorist operations. In Italy, Angleton was in the middle of Operation Gladio, in which CIA employed murder, sabotage, black ops, and assassination of political figures in a successful attempt to catapult the Christian Democrats into power and send an alliance between the socialists and Communists into oblivion.3 It was Angleton, along with Frank Wisner, who would engineer in 1947 the fledgling CIA's relationship with the Mafia. Angleton imported a Mafia boss from Detroit to go to Italy to work with the Sicilian bandit Salvatore Giuliano in a terror campaign to subvert the election.4 Director of Central Intelligence William Colby later wrote that the Communist and socialist coalition would have gained 60 percent of the vote without the Agency's sabotage.


George Kennan's “10/2” directive to the president's National Security Council in 1947 granted CIA these powers and more. (Kennan had served as deputy head of the US mission in Moscow until 1946. He returned home to serve at the State Department when he was enlisted to contribute to the effort to define the fledgling CIA's powers.) Angleton's involvement in Gladio was to remain part of the Agency's determination to cover up Angleton's participation in illegal and murderous activities, among them the attack on the USS Liberty. As for Colby, he refused to buy into the Angleton mystique. “I just could not figure out what they were doing at all,” Colby said of Angleton and his counterintelligence staff.5


When at a 2012 Angleton conference outside Washington, DC, Carl Colby—the son of William Colby, the DCI who fired Angleton—requested that some light be shed on “Angleton's relationship to the Gladio” and the “Gladio group” in Italy with reference to the 1948 election, he was met by silence from the Agency assets and employees attending. William Colby himself wrote in his book, “I frankly didn't know what Angleton was doing.”6




The Soviet Union had been the first state to recognize Israel, a detail that did not suit Angleton's vision of Israel as the eyes and ears of the United States in the Middle East, a reliable American military and economic outpost. In Italy, Angleton had developed networks of spies. He arranged, his biographer Tom Mangold writes, an operational intelligence exchange agreement with Mossad, upon which CIA relied for its intelligence about the Arab states.7


James Jesus Angleton affected a particular style. A cigarette dripped from his lips, and a cloud of smoke hovered over his head. His complexion was sallow, as if he rarely ventured out of doors, although among his hobbies was fly-fishing; his “piercing” eyes darted behind “horn-rimmed” tinted eyeglasses. A ghoulish figure, he was invariably clothed in a black morning coat and fedora and was excessively thin, cadaverous, and unappealing, so that his tall, bone-thin frame seemed like a walking question mark.


Angleton acolyte Tennent Bagley, who served with the Soviet Russia Division's counterintelligence, refers to “the air of mastery of recondite matters that hung about him [Angleton].”8 Embarrassingly, given Angleton's role in the USS Liberty attack, Bagley refers to him as a “shining hero.”9 Counterintelligence, as author Joseph C. Goulden defines it, “is the means used to deny an enemy the capability to gather accurate information and to mislead him as to what is actually happening.”10 At this, Angleton was adept. Retired CIA officer Joseph Burkholder Smith told House Select Committee investigator Gaeton Fonzi that “Angleton's staff did ‘strange things.’” Despite the fact that he only had counterintelligence jurisdiction, Angleton handled all Israeli operations. “This,” said Smith, “had a strange effect on our activities in the Middle East,” because unlike in other divisions, where station chiefs kept each other informed, Angleton wouldn't pass information to other stations in the Arab countries unless “he felt like it.”


Smith added that he didn't know how Angleton “got all his power.” He told Fonzi that “there could have been operations that Angleton staff was running that he wouldn't even tell the Director,” although Angleton did have “a special relationship with Allen Dulles when he was running the Agency.”11 Apparently Angleton was accountable to no one, especially on matters relating to Israel.


Angleton's affect included encasing his frequent lies in double-talk because he didn't care if he was understood by most of his colleagues or not.12 At Yale, editing a magazine called furioso, he had cultivated an interest in the poetry of Ezra Pound and T. S. Eliot, one openly a fascist, the other, Angleton's favorite, a bona fide anti-Semite.13 In his Anglophile style, Angleton imitated Eliot. No one took him to task. He attended both Yale and Harvard, which does not say much for those temples of higher learning. Angleton's adventurism and reckless operations might have been inspired by his father, who had pursued the outlaw Pancho Villa, then married a seventeen-year-old. Angleton grew up in Italy because his father, Hugh Angleton, had founded the National Cash Register Company in Milan.


Chain-smoking Merit cigarettes, Angleton was a gourmet lunching at the best places in town. His voice was flat and without affect. He was a fraud, and to the ill fortune of the United States, he rose from OSS to a high place in CIA, his loyalties so profoundly with Israel that he could only be viewed as a traitor to his country.


Consistency was not among Angleton's qualities. Angleton was, CIA officer Arnold M. Silver was to note, “highly intelligent, uniquely articulate, and always wrong.”14


In the Agency, Angleton cultivated higher-ups like Dulles and Helms, who were in a position to turn a blind eye to his policy-making operations, mostly irrational, for the United States. He knew how to manipulate Helms in particular, and when he insisted that Palestine Liberation Organization leader Yasser Arafat was a creature of the KGB, Helms believed him. All subjects would be incorporated into Angleton's Cold War mania and fevered anticommunism.


The discipline of “counterintelligence” depended on ferreting out spies who had burrowed into your ranks, collecting agents and double agents.15 Angleton had met the Soviet spy Kim Philby in Britain. Philby came to the United States as the liaison for MI6. When Philby was revealed to be a Soviet spy, it was the burly former FBI agent Bill Harvey who penetrated his disguise. Later, it was said that “Philby was the greatest blow Angleton ever suffered.”16 At the same 2012 conference devoted to Angleton's work cited above, journalist Ronald Kessler remarked that “Angleton suspected everyone of being a Soviet spy except Philby.”17


When Philby served as MI6 station chief in Washington, DC, Angleton had slipped him “the precise coordinates for every drop zone of the CIA in Albania.” That Philby had been a Soviet spy, according to Tennent Bagley, tortured Angleton right up to his death.18 Angleton wrote a four-page memo about the relationship between Philby and Guy Burgess, another Soviet spy, that was so tortured and opaque that William Harvey wrote at the bottom: “What is the rest of this story?”19 (In 1960, Harvey returned from Berlin and was posted to CIA headquarters, where he was put in charge of the Agency's “Executive Actions” and “Operation Mongoose.”)


John Whitten, Angleton's colleague at the counterintelligence division, told the House Select Committee on Assassinations in the late 1970s that Angleton's “understanding of human nature…his evaluation of people…was a very precarious thing.” Herein lies a clue for the sailors of the USS Liberty with respect to who was to blame for their suffering.


A CIA historian noted that “the gears started to grind a little bit in Angleton's head.” His ties to organized crime had emerged and so alarmed Richard Helms that he enlisted Whitten to investigate some of Angleton's activities, particularly in Latin America. David Robarge, an Agency historian, acknowledged that Angleton had created “a service within a service” and “that system became dysfunctional.”20


In no sphere did Angleton's behavior better reflect his arrogance and subjective actions than in his dealings with Israel. His contacts predated his taking over the “Israeli desk” (Special Operations Group) in 1954. His relationships with Israelis in high places dated back to 1950, when he met Teddy Kollek, an operative who later became mayor of Jerusalem, and Amos Manor of the Shin Bet, Israel's domestic intelligence service. It was Manor who suggested to Angleton that Israel's population of immigrants from the USSR and Eastern Europe made the country an indispensable source of information about what was going on in the USSR. “Even I was suspected by him, that I was a Soviet spy,” Manor would say.21


In May 1951, David Ben-Gurion, the father of contemporary Israel, negotiated with Walter Bedell Smith and Allen Dulles that Mossad be enlisted in the service of CIA. The “special alliance”22 between the United States and Mossad that would become the cornerstone of the attack on the USS Liberty had been proposed by Reuven Shiloah, Ben-Gurion's intelligence advisor.23


In June 1951, James Angleton met with Shiloah to work on a plan to use Jewish émigrés from Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union as spies. Among the services provided to CIA by Mossad were details of Soviet military capacities and intelligence capacities, including a map of a radar station that the Israelis had captured from the Arabs.24


April 1953 found Angleton in Tel Aviv meeting with the chief of Shin Bet. Through Angleton's efforts, “virtually every CIA man in the Middle East was working at second-hand for the Israelis.” Meir Amit termed Angleton “the biggest Zionist of the lot” with a tone of admiration, as, indeed, Amit and Mossad could not have pulled off the operation against Liberty without him.25 “As soon as you mention Mossad,” Thomas Lowe Hughes told me, “Angleton is right in the middle of it. It's hard to imagine that the Six-Day War comes and goes without Angleton being involved in it.”26


US interests, Angleton decided, “lay in propping up the Jewish state militarily and economically.”27 He enhanced his power base through his obsession with communism, a bête noire against which any method, any means of attack, was justified.


In October, Angleton visited Israel for the first time, reinforcing his friendship with Ben-Gurion, which played no small part in the operation against the USS Liberty. Regarding American-Israeli relations and the attack on the USS Liberty, it was at that moment that plans for the operation against the ship began. Angleton had been appointed officially head of CIA's newly created Israeli desk in 1954 and would be CIA's exclusive liaison with Israeli intelligence for the next twenty years. He treated the Israeli account “as a counterintelligence asset.”28


At that moment in 1954, two Israeli intelligence officers were dispatched to Washington: Teddy Kollek, later mayor of Jerusalem, and Chaim Herzog. CIA was wary, concerned that Mossad might have been infiltrated by Soviet agents posing as Jewish refugees.29 Israeli operative Kollek tried to warn Angleton that Kim Philby might be a Soviet agent—something wasn't right—but Angleton wouldn't listen.


Amos Manor, an Auschwitz survivor and refugee from Romania, arrived to convince Angleton that the presence of refugees from Russia and Eastern Europe could provide intelligence for CIA. Manor's contribution was, as he put it, to “persuade the anti-communist Angleton that we could be friends. Even I was suspected by him, that I was a Soviet spy.” Manor managed to win over Angleton.


Tom Mangold uses this locution to describe Angleton's unique relationship with Israel: “I would like to place on the record…that Angleton's closest professional friends overseas, then and subsequently, came from the Mossad.”30 When an Arab American was nominated as a case officer for Israel, the Israeli government registered a protest.


Brushing aside the Agency's Near East Division as if it didn't exist, Angleton was now answerable only to the director of Central Intelligence. Years later, CIA officer Arnold M. Silver wrote that “one of Allen Dulles’ gravest mistakes was appointing Angleton as chief of the new CI (Counter Intelligence) staff in 1954.” Angleton mismanaged his staff, Silver concluded, and was “a neophyte” with respect to evaluating Soviet intelligence defectors.” When Silver suggested to Angleton that his biggest source in the Vatican, a man on whom he had made his reputation, was a “fabricator,” Angleton refused to listen. Angleton's “overriding interest was in his own activities, foremost of which was liaison with the Israelis.”31


At Langley during these years, Angleton cultivated CIA officers who had access to classified information of possible use to Israel, as his loyalties bordered treason. One was Samuel Halpern, a Jew born in Brooklyn who had joined OSS in 1943 and CIA in 1947. Halpern went on to serve as executive assistant to Desmond Fitzgerald, chief of the Far East Division; later he joined CIA's task force on Cuba, working with William Harvey and Bobby Kennedy on Operation Mongoose.


Angleton set out to vet Halpern with respect to his loyalty to Israel. “Jim [Angleton] looked at me real hard,” said “Sammy,” as he was known affectionately to many of his CIA colleagues, later.32Aware of Angleton's relationships with Dulles and Helms, Halpern assured him that he would not interfere in matters involving Israel.


By 1954, Angleton was the only person authorized to talk to Israeli intelligence. By the late 1950s, Angleton would be helping Israel build an atomic bomb. John Hadden denied that Angleton had facilitated the transference to Israel of the nuclear materials they needed for a bomb, then had to admit that Angleton had no interest in stopping it either: “Why would someone whose whole life was dedicated to fighting communism have any interest in preventing a fiercely anti-Communist nation getting the means to defend itself?”33


That Nasser was not a Communist and that Moshe Sharett and Kollek and Amit's predecessor, Isser Harel, in 1956 were considering peace with Nasser (known as Operation Chameleon) did not influence Angleton. Kollek became one of John Hadden's favorite people from the moment Hadden arrived in Tel Aviv. Kollek called Angleton “an original thinker” who “often spoke in riddles that you had to interpret or feel, rather than analyze with cold logic.”34


After the 1956 war, Eisenhower had to threaten to support UN sanctions and withdraw the tax-deductible status of private contributions to Israel. Israel retained rights to the Gulf of Aqaba. Israel's army had invaded Egypt and still occupied all of the Sinai Peninsula and the Gaza Strip. “Had it not been for Russia's threat to intervene on behalf of the Egyptians, the British, French and Israeli forces might now be sitting in Cairo, celebrating Nasser's ignominious fall from power,” Eveland writes. “It was when some claimed that with the fall of Nasser, Soviet penetration into the Middle East and Africa would have collapsed.” Out of his depth, with Angleton conspiring with his director of Central Intelligence and secretary of state, Eisenhower remarked “he hoped the Nasser problem could be eliminated.”


Angleton brandished his fame from having been the first to obtain Khrushchev's 1956 Politburo speech denouncing Stalin, although in fact it was Amos Manor who brought the text to Ben-Gurion. Independently, the French had passed it to Frank Wisner—at the time, the DDP (Deputy Director for Plans), running CIA's clandestine services. When a staff member asked Angleton, “Will you at long last reveal how you happened to get a copy of that speech?” Angleton stared at him and in his flat voice, without affect, said, “No.” “He was under the unfortunate impression,” Arnold Silver noted, “that the cloak and dagger had been invented specifically for him and for nobody else.”35


One day in 1956, Robert Amory, the deputy director for intelligence, confronted Allen Dulles during a meeting of CIA's Watch Committee.


“The taxpayer lays out $16,000 a year to me as your deputy director for me to give you the best intelligence available,” Amory said. “Either you believe me or you believe this co-opted Israeli agent here.”36 He pointed at Angleton. Amory had overheard Angleton saying, “I can discount what Amory is saying. I spent last night with our friends and they have assured me they are carrying out protective measures against the Jordanians.”37 With respect to US relations with Israel, Angleton had been running a shadow government within CIA.


When he mentioned eliminating “the Nasser problem,” Eisenhower meant that he hoped relations with the Egyptians could be improved. At that moment, however, Dulles and Angleton launched a plan to assassinate Nasser. The plan was placed on hold with John F. Kennedy's election and Kennedy's more evenhanded approach to Israeli-Arab relations. Ben-Gurion did not speak openly to Angleton regarding his plans to attack the Sinai, so that one day, Angleton visited Allen Dulles three times to assure him that an attack was not imminent, only for the attack on Sinai to be carried out. Isser Harel, then chief of Mossad, covered for Angleton, claiming that he had not told the Mossad station chief in Washington what was being planned.


Meir Amit became head of Mossad in 1963 and at once began to make frequent trips to Langley.38 He promoted a military alliance of Israel, Jordan, and Saudi Arabia to be sponsored by the United States. Angleton was enlisted to make this happen with Arabist CIA officers.


Every CIA officer in the Middle East was now working “second hand” for the Israelis.39


Amit persuaded Angleton and CIA to provide millions of dollars to underwrite Israel's clandestine services which, say Dan Raviv and Yossi Melman in Every Spy a Prince, “were judged to be in the general interest of the West.”40 This enterprise was code-named “K Mountain.”


At CIA, deep into the 1960s, Angleton handled the Israeli desk always within the Cold War anti-Soviet ideology that was his stock in trade. It was Angleton who would view Israel's instigation of the Six-Day War as necessary to protect Israel's nuclear reactor at Dimona from a “grand Soviet design” that included a nuclear attack on the United States.41


CIA agreed to provide extensive financial support for the Israeli service, and in turn, CIA used the intelligence it collected on Soviet military and intelligence capabilities.42 Angleton's loyalty to Israel included infiltrating a Washington, DC, trash collector and having the trash from the Israeli embassy delivered to CIA.43 Collecting everything by and about Israel was Angleton's characteristically irrational way of protecting them. During his tenure at the Agency, he visited Israel at least thirty times and insisted he could peer through the Iron Curtain only with the assistance of Israeli intelligence.44




Documentary support for Angleton's assertions was rare to nonexistent. At one point, Angleton admitted that he planted an Israeli agent in Cuba under the sway of an officer of the clandestine services, William Harvey, with whom the reader already has some acquaintance. Angleton acknowledged in this case that he had worked joint black operations with Mossad, a foreshadow of the joint operation in the attack on the USS Liberty. Did Harvey attempt to use this contact “to carry out the mission of eliminating the leader down there, or try to get any help out of him in that regard?” Angleton was asked. Angleton stirred from his torpor. “He knows that I would have cut his throat,” Angleton said. The very fact that he was running an Israeli agent cast into doubt his loyalty to his country.


“That would have jeopardized your entire contact with the Israelis?” he was asked.


“Yes, sir,” Angleton said.45


[image: images]


Angleton was a fraud never to be unmasked—for one thing, because you could never find him. Arnold Silver realized that “his overriding interest was in his own activities, foremost of which was liaison with the Israelis,” and no one could stop him.46 So Angleton sabotaged John F. Kennedy's policy to send international inspectors to Dimona, where false walls were erected, elevators hidden, and dummy installations built to conceal evidence of the nuclear weapons program.47 Kennedy had hoped “to take a whole new look at U.S. Mideast policy.”48 According to Richard H. Curtiss, he planned to forge new relationships with individual Arab leaders and was dedicated to US, not Israeli, interests. This was not to be.


Angleton did have his apologists, like Thomas Powers, Richard Helms's biographer, who writes: “It is obvious that no one outside the CIA is ever going to know if Angleton overdid it.”49 On the same page, Powers writes: “Many other CIA people say that no one knew what was involved in some of Angleton's deeper operations.” Powers also writes: “When President Johnson planted himself directly in front of Angleton, and the cameras all focused in, Angleton's face expressed nothing whatever but pure horror.”50




Angleton's loyalty was demonstrably not to the United States but to Israel. Seymour Hersh learned from a cache of Angleton's personal files connected to Operation Chaos51 that he made a study of American Jews in the government, constructing “a matrix of the position and Jewishness of senior officials in the CIA and elsewhere who had access to classified information of use to Israel.”52


Angleton looked for people who were active in Jewish affairs in their personal lives, or who had relatives who were Zionists.53 These “scored high on what amounted to a Jewishness index.” But Angleton's files were famously “disorganized,” making it inevitable that no one find anything. This was a clear strategy to help him remain unaccountable to anyone.54 Thomas Lowe Hughes remarked to me in our interview, with respect to Angleton's missing files: “I wonder what there is in Israel.”55 Then he added that to uncover the reality would release a “maelstrom,” so they feel it best to leave things as they are.” The “they” referred to those in high places.


Nor, as Arnold Silver noted, could Angleton “tolerate rebuttal.” Meanwhile, he “had the confidence of Allen Dulles as Director, and that was what counted in keeping Angleton in his job as CI staff chief.” At the Agency, Richard Helms was Angleton's “most important patron.”56 Helms and Angleton had danced warily around each other, each striving not to rock each other's boat. Their communication consisted of short telephone conversations on secure lines.


With Dulles and Helms—Helms reluctantly—turning a blind eye on his maneuvers and operations, Angleton was free to wreak whatever havoc suited him. When Helms left CIA, he ordered his secretary, Elizabeth Dunleavy, to destroy the bulk of his personal and office files. Angleton never shared his files with the Agency and said he destroyed those that were “embarrassing” to the Agency. He did not enter many of the official documents he horded in forty secret safes into the Agency's central filing system. He did file some records of the HT/LINGUAL mail-opening program, communications with the FBI (Angleton was Bureau Informant 100), and materials sent to and from the Warren Commission.
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