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Preface

My father spent the last few years of his CIA career in Washington, DC, during the Nixon administration. He didn’t like being in Washington; he’d managed to be posted overseas for most of his early career. But now he’d achieved too high a rank to be sent out again. Uncomfortably hemmed in, he quit just before Watergate broke, collected his thirty-year retirement package, and moved to Maine.

He liked to talk. But not about himself and rarely, if ever, about his work. He was a private man. Growing up, he and I were often at odds. I wanted very much to make sense of his worldview—or debunk it. I loved him very much and I believe the feeling was mutual, but I wanted this love to mean something, to provide answers, to show the way. These three particular motivations, however, were so absent from his own way of thinking that there was no way he could satisfy me.

Not long after 9/11, I asked my father if I could interview him on tape and write a book about his life in and out of the CIA. To my surprise—or to surprise me—he agreed, as long as he could edit the results. Of course: there was no other way he could talk freely. We recorded long conversations. He demolished my interrogations. Each new turn he took wiped out whatever dossier I was foolishly trying to assemble. Sometimes reluctant, sometimes bitter, or cynical, or uproarious, he told mesmerizing stories, laced with surreal black comedy, some very hard facts, and a labyrinth of clues and deceptions. Even at his most rigorously accurate, my father was a contradictory character, the kind we love in the theater.

I’ve kept our interviews in dialogue form to let the reader be lulled and misled, as I was, and to arouse skepticism. I want readers to hear it, as a play, in which the puzzle is to be solved, as often as not, by what is not said, to hear the tone of voice, to trust the sound more than the words.

In our conversations, which were more fragmented and wayward than I have presented them here, he talked about his travels—in different countries, different bureaucratic circles, politics, factions—but he wanted me to know that he didn’t go anywhere really, that the whole exercise was useless and absurd. Any sense of his journey as a spiritual destiny, fighting the good fight, or adding-up of any kind was out of the question.

While reworking this material after a long hiatus, I’ve found a deeper sense of the cruel stupidities he was faced with for most of his time in the CIA—and the deadening of his sense of belonging to a cause, or even a country, or even a species. And I feel a deeper sympathy for him than I did when he was alive. (There are simpler reasons for my admiration, too: I’m proud that he was there to stop the bombing of Cairo, for instance.)

My father refused to look at the evidence of his life except in the most literal way, which to me was meaningless. My own experience of our travels, as a family, was that they were remarkable, laden with meaning and destiny. But his stubborn dismissal of anything remotely metaphorical was suspect: he played himself as a character, as my foil. He encouraged the differences between us and reveled in the fact that The Way, which I kept hoping he would help me find, was entirely up to me. He was the Mad Hatter at the tea party.

In his talks with me, always aware of the tape recorder, my father left rabbit holes at every turn, often pointing the wrong way. I think he wanted to demonstrate that we have been listening too reverently to byzantine, powerful men like him. In any case, he gave a performance, and it behooves me to be a good audience and follow his lead. I have no moral resolutions or answers of any kind. Therefore I can offer no inside knowledge about what the fabricators and guardians of the secrets have done to us or to themselves. No one will ever know, and none of it will make any sense.

About ten years ago I wrote a draft of this book, sent him a copy, and followed up with a visit to his house in Maine. I found him in bed with a bad cold, looking at me sideways with a miserable face. In a small reedy voice, he said, “Hi, big guy. I don’t think you’re going to like what I have to say.”

He had gone through the material, making careful marks with a red pencil, crossing out a name here and there, or a procedure—small stuff—for the first fifty pages. Farther in, whole paragraphs fell to the red pencil, and later still, three or four pages at a time were crossed out. He’d given up before reading to the end. He couldn’t let it be published. He was afraid. He didn’t want to be hounded by lawsuits or worse. After he was dead and gone, I could do whatever I wanted with it.

At the time I didn’t believe that he was actually afraid. I’d never seen fear in him. Mostly, he conveyed a kind of ironic fatalism. I felt hurt and disappointed, but I told him I understood, and left the room. Ten minutes later he appeared downstairs, fully dressed, saying in a hearty voice that we should go for a walk with my dog, Leo. In spite of himself, he was a sucker for birds and dogs and other living things—and they liked him too, unaccountably. I had to laugh at this miraculous transformation, which I knew was genuine.

We had a nice afternoon, but I simmered inside. I’d worked for many months on the book and I’d begun to like it. The country was then reeling from the revelations at Abu Ghraib, and my father had expressed his disgust over the affair. As a sometime interrogator himself, he knew that torture was not only abhorrent but counterproductive. Intelligence-gathering relies, paradoxically, on trust, and maintaining a semblance of moral high ground. When you’ve lost moral ground and you’ve proved that no one can trust you, your contacts dry up.

At dinner I reassured him that I would wait on the book but wished he would add his voice and his credibility as a professional to the debate about American policy in the Middle East. He refused to talk about it, except to grumble about whistle-blowers. They were egotists who were only out to blow their own horns, he said, and they did no one any good at all. In the next few years this animus against whistle-blowers grew into a small obsession. He was in conflict about what he knew and what he might say out loud.

Pop died on a sunny day in May 2013. He was at home, surrounded by his family. In his last two weeks he claimed to feel no pain, though the cancer that was killing him had taken over. But he had bouts of troubled restlessness that were impossible for us to understand. I think he had too much going on in his mind to notice the physical pain.

My son Reilly and I sat with him on one of his last fully lucid days. He had a small list of things to tell us. He wanted to be sure that we were okay to let him go. We said we were. He wanted us to take care of my mother—in particular, to make sure the CIA sent the pension they owed her; we said we would. He wanted no fuss about his death, and he named several good friends who might “raise a jar” to him. I took down the names and read them back to him. He nodded. He also wanted me to gather all his files in the attic, and to publish the book. “Print it!” he said, raising his wild eyebrow.


CHAPTER 1

Travels

“Goddamn bastards!”

“Never trust anybody.”

“Bongo, bongo, bongo.”

—John Lloyd Hadden, Sr.

I was born an American overseas, the first of four children. As we grew up, everything around us changed regularly: climates, cultures, houses, schools, landmarks, and circles of friends. Only the furniture was constant. We didn’t know what our father did except that he wore a suit, went to work during the day, and attended cocktail parties at night. Now I know: his job was to get people to tell him things they shouldn’t have—to gain their trust while keeping his own loyalties deeply hidden: the craft of espionage. His big presence, his love of making things, his scary intelligence and a syncopated rhythm of curses, mottoes, and nonsense noises framed our understanding of who we were and what this transient life of ours was all about. We accepted the universe according to Poppa or rebelled against it—but we never questioned the basic framework until much later.

When people ask me where I’m from I still don’t know quite what to say. Living outside “the States,” I was equally proud and confused about who we were. Americans abroad stand out from other people. Our limbs are rangy, we have bigger mouths than other people, and the way we talk has a flat, grating sound, like the machinery we make. We have a manifest destiny in our gait and a blank expression in our eyes. People think of us as friendly but false. I thought we were better than they were. I roved the countryside with other American kids on our superior American bikes.

In 1963, after ten years of living mostly in German-speaking cities (nearly twenty years for my father), with brief periods in the States for home leave, we moved to Israel. Not long after our arrival in Tel Aviv, one Saturday night, I went with a small crowd of young Americans to see a movie about Marco Polo that was playing at the embassy. Ten years old, I was thrilled to hang out with the American kids. The Saturday night movie was the social event of the week. It was the beginning of a brand-new life in a brand-new world. The embassy itself seemed like a very important, brand-new place. Access to it made us important. After the movie we waited outside the embassy’s front entrance for our rides with our embassy mothers.

We didn’t know it, but President Kennedy had just been killed. A crowd of Israelis had gathered on the sidewalk in front of the embassy, peering in through the virile architecture of the entrance, straight planes of concrete and glass. “Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair!”1 the building said to them. We were on the cusp of our Ozymandian moment. We had pushed the Soviets and they’d backed off; we were winning the space race and Kennedy had promised we’d be on the moon by the end of the decade. We’d made rock ’n’ roll and the Ford Mustang.

The Israelis on the street recognized us as the children of the wounded nation and left a discreet semicircle around us, watching us as though we embodied the riddle of power and violence that had been posed by Kennedy’s assassination. We paid no attention to them—they were foreigners. But they knew something we didn’t: JFK was dead.

Marco Polo (Gary Cooper), heroic discoverer of the East, had filled us with swashbuckling urges. Young boys will always test a newcomer with small violence, to determine the new boy’s place in the pecking order. One of them, the son of the Air Force attaché, came dive-bombing toward me two or three times, punching me in the stomach with his imaginary rapier. On the third pass I hit him back, and then we were on the ground, flailing about not far from the feet of the Israeli onlookers.

Later my father reprimanded me. He was a new boy himself and didn’t want to attract undue attention. He was the new CIA station chief here, but his cover was as a mid-level diplomat, a second secretary. He said I should have taken the other boy around the corner and “beaten the crap out of him,” but since we’d fought in public, I was forbidden to go to the movies at the embassy for the next two years. My social prospects at the American embassy suddenly declined.

We joined the club at the Sharon Hotel and things began to look up. The Sharon was a gorgeous stucco building right on the Mediterranean shore that had tennis courts and a big saltwater pool with a high dive. All kinds of privileged people, mostly non-Americans, mingled there. It was a good place for my father to meet people unobtrusively. He arranged a family membership. It suited him to have his kids spend time there—lavish living and having one’s kids at the pool were part of the cover. This was a departure from Pop’s Spartan mode of child-rearing. His house was TV-free till he was in his eighties, comics were not allowed, and mindless pleasure of any kind was frowned upon. Even so, over the next four years I practically lived at the Sharon Hotel. We lived only a few blocks away, in Herzliya Pituach, ten miles north of Tel Aviv, and I could walk to the hotel or ride my bike.
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There was a trail that led to the beach through a fissure in the cliff that rises on that part of the shoreline. I spent many evenings wandering along the beach at dusk or up to the mosque on top of a neighboring bluff. Sometimes I rode on old roads I’d never seen before. I remember once riding slowly through an ancient Arab neighborhood, mysterious, old, and crumbling, and then a mile or two later, coming upon a cluster of white South African houses, sparkling with new money and optimism. The Arab kids my age must have thought I had been superimposed on their ancient landscape, like a strange, modern ghost. I didn’t think about it much. I lived in the modern world and hung out with my modern friends. In the daytime I learned to play tennis and Ping-Pong and I tried not to stare at women from France or Greece who wore bikinis and were married to wealthy Israelis or to diplomats. I drank Orange Tempo and went bodysurfing.

Lying on the beach, I watched the Mirage jets do their daily aerobatics, streaking in from the horizon faster than sound and splaying straight up at the last minute into the stratosphere to avoid crossing the border into Jordan. Before the Six-Day War in 1967 and the occupation of the West Bank, the country was shaped like a wasp. We lived at its waist, eight miles wide. The jets were nearly out of sight directly overhead when the sonic booms hit the cliff. I loved it. I nursed fantasies of becoming a fighter pilot. I played in the dunes. I turned brown and wore flip-flops. I tried not to look too American.

Dancing in the warm waves and getting pickled in the saltwater of the Mediterranean is my idea of heaven, even now. Maybe that’s where I’m from. The Sharon Hotel.

*   *   *   *

My father was a well-built man of average height. His features were stern but beautiful, almost feminine, except for his twice-broken nose. When we were young and he was still with “the Company,” his hair was black and neatly slicked back. He smelled of Vitalis. He projected intelligence, urbanity, and wit. He was a wonder to some, invisible to others. He showed a generous interest in those who were most unlike himself. He made friends easily; it was a part of his job he genuinely enjoyed.

At home he was typical and weird, like any father—a living paradox. But he could be intense. His mood dictated the atmosphere in the house, and he was often irritable or explosive. In the early days he taught us to play chess and took us camping and sailing, and we had fun. But he was a tough disciplinarian who required absolute quiet, shouting “RUHE!” (“Quiet!”) and banging the table when he read the paper or listened to radio broadcasts. He loved us in a deep, rough way, but he was so absorbed by his work that he sometimes seemed annoyed by our presence in the house. He always brought a newspaper, a reference, or a history book to add to the stack of reading material at his end of the table, left over from dinner the night before. My mother backed him up in any decision he made or any quarrel that broke out, as though life was nerve-racking enough, and the less she had to do with questions and outcomes the better. She worked in the CIA before he joined up and I think she missed the independent life she’d led in her twenties. She’d worked in Tokyo and Rome before she got to Berlin. She enjoyed social scenes and had a serious career as an international horse show jumper.
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Kathryn Falck, or Betty, was thirty-something when they married. She provided for all her husband’s personal needs and protected him for over sixty years. Pop often upset her with his hard manner and his foul language—she was a good Catholic girl—but she kept it to herself. She admired him and wanted to thwack him, by turns. But she stayed in the background, did all the chores, and kept everything neat and clean. She loved him, and was tenacious in her love. She was the only person in the world who could do it. My father utterly depended on her. I imagine she bore the worst of his many frustrations when just the two of them were in the house. He flirted with her sometimes; he was unpredictable. A few years ago she complained that he never said good morning to her. Every day from then until he went into the hospital, he came down the stairs for breakfast and shouted a large, singsong “Good Morning!” to the whole house. She rolled her eyes, partly in grudging humor, partly in exasperation.

Now she lives in a small retirement community not far from the house. She misses him more than she thought she would, she says almost every time we speak. She regrets that she didn’t realize “what a wonderful man, what a catch” he was. Without the constant hard work of keeping him fed and fielding his outrageous whims and irritations, she has lost much of her sense of purpose. Her short-term memory is ebbing too. But she talks a lot more than she did, and she’s comfortable showing sides of her personality I’d never known. She invites me for dinner, forgetting that I am on a job in California and have been for over a month, and mentions that she is beginning to confuse my father and me. It was a mistake to call me by the same name as his, she says. I agree completely.

When we were little kids we lived in our own worlds, interrupted only slightly to make brief appearances as “such good children” when cocktail parties occurred at our house. My sister Barbara, two years younger than me, watched everything with a wary eye. She became a wonderful painter/photographer with a fine, cynical sense of humor. Alex, who arrived three years later, was the darling, the butt of all jokes and teasing. Barbara and I treated him as if he were a pet, or our adopted child. We adored him, as did everyone. He listened wide-eyed to everything and said very little. He became a deep-thinking wooden-boat builder and a perfectionist. The youngest was Jamie. He was a baby when we got to Israel. He did most of his schooling later, in Maine, and spent more time on his own with our parents than any of the rest of us did. He took on some of our father’s mannerisms and became a bronze sculptor, painter, and metalworker. All four of us work with our hands; all of us are more than a little wary to be out in the open; we work hard and we make relatively little money. We get along with one another better than most siblings I know. We each have different tastes and temperaments but we all share a relatively dark worldview. As the current recession was getting under way, Pop said, “You know, I’m beginning to think I did pretty well by you four. None of you have a sixteenth floor to jump out of.”

When I was about twelve, he and I started shouting at each other, mostly about politics, across the dinner table. The others endured years of this contention in silence. Toward the end of our stay in Israel, he proposed that I go to a boarding school—Groton School, the same tiny upper-crust institution for boys in the middle of Massachusetts that he and many of his male relatives and forebears had endured. I had a bad four years there before I got out and discovered Vermont, where I worked in a factory, on a farm, and with carpentry crews, wandered about the East Coast in a ’66 Chevy, and finally embarked on a career in the theater. I carved out a shaky existence as an actor/director, on the edge of poverty and on the move most of the time. The rhythm of change accelerated and I rarely stayed in one place more than a few months. I fell in love with Shakespeare and made my living working with his plays. I had a small family of my own, full of love and wonder, which fell apart, unlike my father’s, which was made of tougher, more traditional stuff. Eventually I found my way back to the Vermont woods, where I’d built an octagon house, and somehow kept doing my theater work. I made a life for myself that was far removed from the one I’d begun, but many unanswered questions, along with a good deal of restlessness and confusion, remained. I felt I would never know my place in the world until I knew more about who my father was and what he had seen and done in his travels.

*   *   *   *

As I was driving up to Maine for the first interview, having stopped off at a Radio Shack for a twenty-dollar tape recorder, batteries, and tapes, my head began to ache. I noticed, as I pulled into the driveway, that I was on time, which was unusual, and that I was more than usually anxious.

We sat at the dinner table, where we’d often sat to read or talk, only now we were in Brunswick, Maine, and the table had stayed in one place for decades. It would never again be packed up carefully and flown to other hemispheres along with the rest of the furniture. He was in his usual position where he could see everything. I sat alongside, facing him. I remembered angry things we’d said to each other at this same table, at this same angle, about Vietnam, Communists, free love—or just about anything.

My mother puttered around in the kitchen, where she could keep an eye on us, over the counter he’d made for her. Soon after they moved into the house he knocked out the wall between the dining room and the kitchen, supported the load with a timber frame beam, and installed a broad counter with cabinets between the two rooms so they could be always in touch and yet remain in their separate realms.

At eighty years old his hair was white and disheveled, and he wore clothes that were comfortable, frayed, and stained with woodworking materials. He raised an eyebrow at the tape recorder and started to talk:

FATHER: Well, I never took the work that seriously. For a lot of people it was their whole life. In 1972, when I left, a retired officer received an average of eighteen monthly installments of his pension. The average retiree was dead in a year and a half. But for me, other things were much more interesting. Playing squash, for instance, or making things out of wood. Which is another reason I wasn’t very good at spying, because I didn’t think it was a serious line of work. It really wasn’t. … It’s a game. A puerile occupation. People die, and your career is on the line and people get mad, and … there’s a lot of uproar. There’s a lot of uproar. But that doesn’t mean it’s serious, does it?

SON: You said sometimes you weren’t sure it was worth it.

FATHER: You watch and you see what happens. For example, the so-called missile gap during the Cuban Missile Crisis.2 I was between posts, stuck in Washington, in the war room, keeping track of things. I had pins all over the walls on maps that showed where everything was, the warheads, the ships, the blockade. All of our reporting showed that there was no crisis, and certainly no missile gap, but they needed a crisis for political reasons. There was an election on. As there always is; it’s an ongoing circus. And this just went on and on and on and on. The whole Bay of Pigs operation, which never should have happened. And Vietnam, which never should have happened—and now, Iraq and Afghanistan—it never stops.

There’s the case of a Chief of Station we had out in Indochina in the sixties who was an unrepentant blowhard.3 The day he arrived he said, “From now on I want all reports cut in half, so type up two reports for every one turned in by our case officers.” At the end of thirty days, he could announce that he had doubled the output of his station. Just to take up more air. And he got away with it, you know, and got to be one of the very top people in the Agency. Totally amoral. But then he got mixed up with a double agent4 who had been dealing with the Libyans under the table. And that did him in. Also, he got involved in the Ollie North conspiracy. And that … that stupid admiral, who’s still …

SON: Poindexter.5

FATHER: Poindexter. Who’s still in the government.

SON: He just got kicked out.

FATHER: I don’t think he did.

SON: For running a gambling pool for assassinations on the Internet?

FATHER: That’s the kind of thing that I found discouraging. Everything got more and more corrupt, as I watched. There was a progression of corruption in every aspect of American life, and of course it was as much within the Agency as it was within the Pentagon, as it was within the Congress, as it was within the presidency—it was everywhere. Pervasive. Bush isn’t the cause of any of this; he’s just a symptom of a country that’s very sick. I saw it more clearly afterward, of course, but that was part of what was going on, and part of why I didn’t take it very seriously, because the intelligence wasn’t achieving anything. People weren’t paying attention to it. That reached its height under Casey and Reagan, when all intelligence became politicized—as it has remained ever since.

SON: You became a high-ranking officer by the time you retired. What kept you going? Did you have a deep feeling for your country?

FATHER: I used to.

SON: Where did that come from?

FATHER: I went to West Point, didn’t I?

*   *   *   *

One day after school in Israel, I was sent to the embassy to visit him, for a reason I have long since forgotten. It was the only time I remember going there after the Marco Polo incident. I went up the elevator. Low-ranking officers must work farther away from the lobby than the important people, I thought. When I emerged from the elevator on the top floor, there were armed Marine guards on either side of me, in puttees, standing at attention, carbines held vertically in front of their noses. That seemed odd; no other floor had Marine guards. The office suite was spacious and airy, with a pleasant view of Tel Aviv and the blue sea. My father ushered me in and said he had to go across the hall for a moment to see the ambassador, and he left me alone, instructing me not to look in that file, pointing at the one that was left open. I looked. There was a huge, fat folder, and on the tab it said, in his neat block handwriting: Kim Philby. I didn’t know who that was but I’ll never forget the name. I later discovered a racy, bohemian magazine at home (Evergreen) that featured an article about Philby, the Soviet mole. I didn’t get it. I didn’t realize there was anything to get. Eleven or twelve years old, I was mesmerized by the hip counterculture allure of the magazine and by photographs of beautiful and mysterious women.

Nowadays, having been a father myself for thirty-some years, I know the keen wish to have my son understand something of my deepest interests. Had it been me, I would have brought him into that office purely to let him know that I was more important than I seemed, hoping he would figure out what I was up to without badly compromising my position. I never thought about what the big office meant, or why I should know about Kim Philby. My young American classmate at the time, Ryan Golding,6 figured it out. Ryan asked his father about it. Golding senior, a rising diplomat who had pictures of himself shaking hands with Kennedy on the wall at their house, said, “Yes, you’ve got it right. But don’t tell anybody. Especially Johnny.” So he never did, and I remained in the dark.

I opened a bureau drawer full of handguns one day when I was alone at home, probably looking for more magazines. I pretended I didn’t see them. I didn’t want to get caught snooping, even by myself.

My childhood abroad ended when we were evacuated during the Six-Day War. At last, I thought, we were going home. I spent an uneventful summer in a Maryland suburb of Washington, and then my father drove me up to Massachusetts and dropped me off at the boarding school.

I was embarking on my first solo adventure. I felt excited and optimistic. Every turn in the past had brought new openings, and this move was surely the best of all. But after I arrived at the school I slowly understood that my life would be less delightful than it had been, and that the America I thought I belonged to was a fantasy. We were not smarter than other people, nor more beautiful. We were simply more powerful. Groton School was there to demonstrate this.

In my third year there I turned sixteen. While Nixon bombed Cambodia, I struggled to get through the days. I was a social misfit and I faltered in my studies, which no longer illuminated the world as they once had. When I could get away with it, I escaped into the woods surrounding the school. At night I crawled into a trench in the underground bowels of “Hundred House” with one or two deeply loved friends where we smoked Camels, railed against the war and injustice, talked about our heroes—Dave Van Ronk, Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin, and the writers––Hesse, Silone, Beckett, Malcolm X—and tried to make sense of our upside-down world. There were a few special places at the school that offered me solace and a feeling of safety: the chapel, the woods, and that dank place in the dirt under Hundred House.

One afternoon in the spring of 1970—Parents’ Weekend—I found myself in a crowded room at the Headmaster’s House. My parents, who rarely came to these events, were there. I stood in the game room holding a can of orange soda, waiting in line: the headmaster had a bumper pool table!

It was about the time of the killings at Kent State: four students slightly older than me had been shot to death at Kent State University, in Ohio, by young men from the National Guard; the students had been watching a demonstration on the campus green to protest the illegal war in Cambodia.

A woman in her midforties approached me. She was dressed unfashionably, like a dowdy flapper, seeming as much out of time as out of place. She was the new wife of my faculty advisor. I think she felt awkward, out of place. Perhaps she felt some kind of kinship with me and wanted to show it. But she had nothing to say, so she said, “Isn’t it marvelous that your father and Neddie were in the CIA together all those years ago in Berlin?”

Despite the fact that I’d been in trouble since the day I arrived at the school, Neddie (my advisor, her husband) and I had never talked to each other more than twenty perfunctory minutes per year. He had no children of his own, and outside of class he had no idea how to talk to one. His wife must not have realized that Neddie had taken a vow of silence on this topic. Perhaps she wanted to be part of her husband’s earlier life, which must have thrilled her. Or, excluded from conversations with other masters’ wives, she just wanted to talk to somebody, and the only one who’d listen was an acne-ravaged rag of a boy, a fellow creature from the bottom of the heap.

Neddie and my father had been classmates at Groton, which was then, I imagine by looking at the old sepia photos, even drearier than now. They ran into each other again in Germany. My mother had told the story of how Neddie had ridden hundreds of miles on his motorcycle through the pouring rain across the ruined countryside—the Soviet Zone—to appear at their wedding in Berlin. The picture of this tweedy, myopic man on a motorcycle seemed far-fetched, if not impossible.

Neddie’s wife and I stared at each other. She thought I’d known. We stood there in a numb silence.

The idea seeped into me. Poppa. Berlin. The CIA. Neddie’s wife’s smile faded away, as did her entire self, like a Cheshire Cat trick in reverse, and my mother slipped into view, peering at me. She was tall and smoked a cigarette, very sleek. Neddie’s wife must have confessed her indiscretion to Neddie and he must have passed it on to my father. My father must have dispatched my mother from the next room. She and I had the following exchange:

“Is he in the CIA?” I asked.

“Yes, isn’t it marvelous?”

“Yes.”

It was indeed marvelous, but not in the colloquial sense. I couldn’t think clearly. I’d never thought there was anything unusual about our lives, but in that moment things started falling into, and out of, place. During our stays abroad we never lived in embassy housing (we always knew someone’s father’s rank by the kind of house they lived in), nor did we stay in any one place long. Instead we moved from house to house at yearly intervals, something nobody else in the diplomatic corps found necessary to do. We children were told at the end of each year that something had gone wrong with the plumbing, but it must have been because it would have taken about a year to bug every room in the house. Ah, I get it now, the plumbing!

Among other things that suddenly made sense, I remembered a long drive out into the desert in his Ford Falcon. We stopped in the middle of nowhere. Pop got us all out of the car and passed out peanut butter sandwiches wrapped by my mother in wax paper. He dove into the trunk and withdrew a small pruning shears. I’d never seen him handle a garden tool. He darted about quickly, clipping bits of shrubbery, keeping a lookout on the horizon. There was a fantastic dome a mile or two in the distance beyond some barbed wire. It was the nuclear reactor at Dimona,7 I learned later. He tossed the clippings and the shears into the trunk, banged it shut, herded us into the car again, turned around and drove the three or four hours back home. I hadn’t thought much about any of these oddities at the time. Now I was standing in the Headmaster’s House in my jacket and tie, hanging on to my can of Orange Crush, staring at my mother’s face. Bits of memory were knocking loose like old plaster, revealing the bricks underneath.



1 Percy Bysshe Shelley: “Ozymandias.”

2 The Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962 was a testosterone-filled game of chicken between Kennedy and Khrushchev, compounded by all the testosterone-filled politics surrounding both men, played with nuclear bombs.

3 This must be Ted Shackley, a name I remember hearing occasionally in side-conversations between my parents, usually without much heat, as in, “Yeah, that was Shackley …” CIA station chief in Miami during the Cuban Missile Crisis and in Laos and Saigon, 1966–1972. Widely associated with “black ops.”

4 Edwin Wilson.

5 John D. Poindexter was an admiral in the Navy and the national security advisor under Reagan.

6 Ryan Golding is not his real name. Throughout, I have changed the names of everyone except members of my family, and figures who are in the public record.

7 Israel’s nuclear reactor sits in the desert not far from the city of Dimona.


CHAPTER 2

A Soldier in Training

“Perpend, and give ear.”

—Fool, Twelfth Night

My father loved to tell stories, crammed with facts and references, and driven by passionate conviction. They were tall tales that sounded almost true. These days, watching what’s going on in the world, when I hear or read stories that sound raucously false, I feel reassured—I’m in familiar territory; I can go to work deciphering the story. It’s the smooth, quiet stuff that I’ve come to mistrust. In any case, I liked hearing my father tell the same old implausible mythologies.

We came from a line of Scottish cannibals. (There were cannibals in the Highlands well into the 1700s—didn’t I know that?) Along the way some of these bogtrotters, so he called them, lumbered down from the Highlands and became prosperous textile merchants in Aberdeen. After a century or two of doing very good business, the other mill owners discovered that the Haddens had over time diverted a great deal of river water toward their own mills. They were promptly run out of the country.

In America, undeterred, they got into the China trade, clipper shipping, and made their way to social prominence in New York City. To make the most of it, they imported worthless trinkets packed in reams of the finest silk. The trinkets were carefully tallied, taxed, and thrown away. The silk packing got through untaxed and made their fortunes.

When clipper shipping waned, no Hadden would so dishonor himself to make the switch to steam. The last of the fortune ran out during the Depression. My grandfather, who had a firm with employees to pay but no jobs to do, kept a town house on the Upper East Side and a country house in Connecticut, and he sent five children to the most expensive schools. My grandmother claimed the only phone book she needed was the Social Register. Their style of poverty was not dire. But it was a change. No longer did footmen who attended coaches-and-eight wear silver buttons bearing the family crest. The sum of my father’s inheritance was a handful of silver buttons. He affixed them to pepper grinders that he made and gave away as Christmas presents. On the crest, a snarling griffin’s head floats over a bar with stripes, and a scroll beneath reads, Suffer. All of this seems hardly plausible to me now, even though I have held the buttons in my hand. They were real. But reality is an ephemeral thing. I can’t find a picture of the crest anywhere.8

*   *   *   *

When I was very young, my father and I played chess. He crushed me every time. I had no instinct for the extended logic of defense and attack. Later, when we taped these rather formal conversations, the angle of observation and the position of our limbs were much the same as they always had been. It occurred to me one sleepless night that these interviews were like those chess games. He talked about the history of espionage, making obscure references that I didn’t recognize, and seemed to get a little bored by my questions. He downplayed the significance of his work, a “puerile occupation.” Was my interest in his work, by extension, puerile? When I came down the next morning, all I knew was that I wanted him to stay in the game. Maybe if I could seem less interested, it would provoke him to reveal something more than a detached and dystopian overview. I chose a King’s Pawn opening—simple and conventional; I asked him about his childhood. He drew a slow breath and began:

FATHER: My earliest memory, a kind of snapshot in my mind: going downtown to watch the riots9, with Mishu, my grandmother’s chauffeur. He drove this great big shiny car, you know, the kind where the chauffeur sat in front—he was in the open air, rain or snow—and the rest of the vehicle was covered over, where my grandmother would sit with her rug, in the back. Let’s see, it was the Depression, so I was at least six years old. I remember very distinctly, when no one was paying any attention, being taken by this guy Mishu, this Russian chauffeur—I’d sit in the front seat with him, ’cause that was a lot more fun—and he would drive me down to Union Square, where the riots took place. The unions against the scabs, you see … and there they were … Christ, throwing things and beating each other up, with brickbats and anything that would come to hand, really having at it. It was fantastic. And here I was, standing outside this huge limousine, a Pierce-Arrow, with this chauffeur in uniform, cap and black boots. The two of us standing there … watching the riots! It was … [he erupts in wheezy bubbles of laughter] … it was just like going to a Broadway show!

These people …

“These people …” The small phrase gives me a chill. The way he says it leaks contempt for this rabble or those brainless clods; he is above the fray, dissociated and indifferent. I was used to the sound of this phrase but only later, transcribing our conversations, did I become aware of the chill. Maybe I could gauge what he was saying by noticing the temperature of my reactions to his language.

FATHER (cont’d): … these people never spilled out into the street. They stayed in the square fighting each other and kept it there so bystanders could watch without getting hurt. It was very civilized. Riots were very civilized in those days. Nobody got shot, nobody got hurt. The rioters got hurt, obviously, taken off to the hospital and whatnot, but the cops would stand around and watch. Why get mixed up in it? Looking back on it, it was just amazing….

[image: image]

SON: Did Mishu have any political sympathies?

FATHER: I hadn’t the foggiest idea; I had no idea.

SON: And you?

FATHER: I just thought it was a fantastic thing to watch. I had no feeling one way or the other about it. The world was the way it was and you were the way you were, and you didn’t think that it could be different. Or should be. I went out to school in the morning, and I went by bus to play football, across the bridge. And I’d roller-skate in the park on the weekends, or ice-skate when the pond froze over … coast on a sled …

SON: Do you miss the city?

FATHER: The city doesn’t mean anything to me anymore. But back then, the city was like a little village. Within the few blocks, everybody knew everybody. Everybody knew the cop who walked the beat, everybody knew Mr. Pieczik, the garbage man, who had a horse, for God’s sake. And a two-wheeled wagon that would tip up at the dump. And Mike, the coal man, who would come and open the manhole cover in front of the house, and coal would chute right down into the cellar, from the truck …

SON: Did you enjoy that kind of thing?

FATHER: Oh, yeah, wide-eyed, you know, watching what was going on [laughing gently], on 72nd Street, yeah, it was great.

Pop had taken one of my bishops already. I looked up the 1930 riots to find that the cops were not a benign presence—they wreaked bloody havoc on the workers.10 But I didn’t think to question it. He had pegged me as a forgiving audience. And so I was, especially when the words warmed up. Now he could slip through the rest of his childhood without talking, for instance, about his acute loneliness. Or if it showed up, it would simply be there. It wouldn’t be due to anything; it wouldn’t mean anything.

FATHER: I went to Buckley when I was six.11 I wasn’t really interested in anything particularly. I was a very lazy person. Geometry … Geometry was a lot of fun, because you came out with a QED; you could prove something. That attracted me … Life was bearable if you worked hard. They made it hell if you didn’t. You’d look up in the air for a moment, not paying attention, and there was Mrs. Stoddard’s ruler right across your hand. Whack! [laughs] But no, I think you have the wrong impression of me, I was a very average student.

MOTHER: Oh, not every eight-year-old is sitting there reading the history of the Great War.

FATHER: Well, my father had the London Times History of the Great War. Pffft—it was all right there: Von Kluck, K-L-U-C-K, what a name, huh? Kluck … He was the general who almost made it. He was on the right wing of that great swing through France. Up to the Battle of the Marne—which, had he gone west of Paris instead of east of Paris, would have ended the war—in 1914. Maybe. If he could have kept some connecting link between himself and a man named Von Bülow, who had the next army over. As the door swung. [He gestures with his hand: the swinging door of an army.] But when he came inside, the garrison in Paris attacked his flank, and so he had to pull back, and when he pulled back, the whole thing fell apart. The Battle of the Marne, so-called …

Two years before Pop died I put together a solo show with some of this material, omitting anything he’d crossed out before, showing the two of us going at it, a little like an elaborate Punch and Judy show. Von Kluck at the Marne became my opening monologue, a way for me to warm up into his eccentric mannerisms, practice his undulating eyebrows and the way he might land on a certain word like the growl from a tuba, with several dozen layers of irony—of the MAARRNE—and give the audience a taste of things to come.

I wanted him to see the show before I took it around, so I booked a performance at a small theater in Brunswick. The place was full. The local TV station came to tape it. I played for laughs whenever I could find them, but it was a little horrifying. On the video I can hear my father chuckling at what he later called my cartoon version of him. He seemed to appreciate the fact that I was tough on both of us. Softening our relationship would have been somehow disrespectful. The audience liked his character. He felt appreciated, and I got what I wanted. I could go ahead and play it elsewhere with a clear conscience. I’d taken my first pawn.

FATHER (cont’d): … and that was my introduction to military history. I think I was about eight. I would read it in the summer. During the summer we lived in Connecticut at the end of a dirt road in a wooden clapboard house. It was an old house, mildly comfortable … but it had no heat or anything. There was a chain in the lamp over the dining room table, this long chain, and on Sunday—we had a chicken every Sunday—we’d put a wishbone into one of the links of the chain, and after about twenty years it looked like some dinosaur had died! [he laughs uproariously]

I once met my grandfather, but I was too young to remember him. He had been wounded in the Great War. Had he been fighting against Von Kluck’s battalions east of Paris? I don’t know. He was dying behind a curtain in some medic’s station near the front, when a society lady happened by, volunteering as a nurse. She asked who was behind the curtain. A Lieutenant Gavin Hadden. Gavin Hadden? Have him sent to Paris at once. But he’s a goner. Do as I say. Yes, ma’am. So he was saved by a society connection. But when he came home from the war he was not the dashing, vigorous young man that my grandmother, Rebecca Lloyd, had married. By the time my father was born, in 1923, my grandfather had gone quiet.

Gavin was a civil engineer and architect who loved curves. His great accomplishment was designing and building the Cornell Stadium. He took my father to a football game in order to study the question of stadium design. He saw that people generally gathered around the fifty-yard line, not necessarily to get the closest seat. So he built the stadium with parabolic curves that reflected the natural geometry of a football crowd.

The Depression was under way and these contracts dried up. My grandfather kept his people employed until his own money ran out. That, and a series of bad real estate investments, sank him. Then the story gets murky. He took a job with the Manhattan Project, developing the atom bomb. His old friend General Groves, who ran the project, hired him as an engineer, and as someone to talk to, someone to do his writing for him. My grandfather was the general editor of the official history of the project, in thirty-six volumes, about a third of which remains classified.

The fact that my grandfather worked on the bomb was never talked about at home. Even during these interviews I didn’t ask a lot of questions about this, and if I had, I’m not sure my father would have known the answers. My grandfather was taciturn in any case; his involvement in the bomb made him almost mute. My father thinks his father died of pent-up anxiety, unable to speak and, finally, unable to breathe.

An irony exists: my father spent much of the last third of his career assembling a report on the development of the Israeli bomb based on his experience as the Tel Aviv station chief. Key to the report was the fact that the Israelis had funneled enough weapons-grade uranium (100 kg) from a plant in Apollo, Pennsylvania (NUMEC), to fuel some of the first atomic bombs in what would become one of the top five nuclear arsenals in the world.12 The plant was run by Zalman Shapiro, a man who had very close ties to the Israeli secret services, including the Mossad. My father traced the disappearance of the uranium, confirmed that the isotopic signature of radioactive deposits he collected on plants near the Dimona reactor was consistent with material processed at NUMEC, and found that there had been deep collusion by American corporate and federal entities that were working with the Israelis. A brief mention of my father’s report (author unnamed) appeared in a declassified document about the NUMEC investigation that was released in March 2014, but the report itself has not been seen. I thought there might be a copy in the attic, but the NUMEC box I retrieved from under other boxes of endless papers, though it contains dozens of essays and reports gleaned from newspaper reports and other public sources, carefully typed, duplicated, and filed, holds nothing like a classified report. Of information he’d gathered himself, I found only cryptic notes, handwritten in pencil on legal pad paper. There is also a pile of correspondence, including a letter from CIA director Stansfield Turner authorizing him to deliver his report to selected members of the Department of Energy in 1979, well after his retirement. He must have delivered the report orally, with these notes. It was his habit to leave as little trace behind as possible.13

More of this anon; for now it is enough to note that both my father and my grandfather toiled on important atom bomb reports. After sixty years in hiding, my grandfather’s report was recently declassified by the Department of Energy and is available on the web. The CIA still denies the existence of my father’s report.

SON: Who were the shining figures of your childhood?

FATHER: I never had any … shining lights.

SON: No heroes?

FATHER: Heroes? I only had one real hero, ever, and that was General Marshall. He struck me as pretty heroic. [Pause] Napoleon was quite a guy. Caesar was quite a guy. Those were the great guys. General Grant was quite a guy, and General Sherman was quite a guy …

SON: Sherman? And his scorched-earth policy?

FATHER: Look into it. He was a great man.14

SON: You said you were impressed by E. B. White. How did you first come across him?

FATHER: Oh, when I was a boy, reading the New Yorker—but at the time I was a lot more interested in Charles Addams and the cliché expert, Dr. Arbuthnot. E. B. White was really beyond me. All that stuff about the Blue Flower and the peace that was going to come after World War II—that struck me as totally nutty.15 I didn’t see that in the cards at all. But I came to see that he was an extraordinary man. And a brilliant writer. My father loved the New Yorker. The humor of the thing appealed to both of us.

SON: Well, it’s still just about the only place …

FATHER: No, it’s no good anymore.

SON: … the only place in American publications where …

FATHER: After World War II the humor disappeared.

SON: What about Booth? You know, the guy in the armchair and the crazy dogs? Steinberg? Feiffer? Steig?16

FATHER: Nothing’s as good as it used to be, that’s a given. Everybody knows that things aren’t as good as they used to be. West Point has gone down the drain; look what’s happened to the old boarding school! Harvard College is gone now—I mean, nothing is left. I’m a typical old geezer and I know it. [hard laugh]

OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Images/18-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/Images/ii-1.jpg
w.‘ ‘Q
- s.g._,ﬂ,






OEBPS/Images/half.jpg
CONVERSATIONS

WITH A

MASKED MAN





OEBPS/Images/5-1.jpg





OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
CONVERSATIONS

WITH A

MASKED MAN

My Father,
the CIA, and Me

JOHN HADDEN






OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
CONVERSATIONS

WITH A

|

N
MASKED MAN"

My F%en
the CIA, and Me

JOHN HADDEN





OEBPS/Images/3-1.jpg





